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Poland'’s politically avowed hostility towards migrants from selected countries. Drawing on critical
border studies, we aim to explain how Poland’s migration policy from 2014 to 2023 was linked to
global hierarchies that shape the possibilities of human mobility. We investigate two types of mi-
gration—forced and work-related—using quantitative data from the Office for Foreigners and the
Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy for the period 2014-2023. We argue that Poland’s policy
at that time was marked by a schizophrenic approach of accepting economic migrants for a limited
time based on a liberal immigration regime and applying double standards on its eastern border
concerning forced and undocumented migrants. In conclusion, we contend that while the Polish
authorities were visibly hostile towards migrants from the Global South, this has not translated into
opposing immigration from these countries in all practical terms, substantiating our claim of policy
schizophrenia. However, this schizophrenic attitude is logical if migration is understood as a com-
modity satisfying the needs of actors powerful enough to shape migration policy.

Keywords: Poland, migration policy, forced migrants, economic migrants, policy schizophrenia

1. Introduction

The narrative surrounding migration and relevant policies in Europe underwent sig-
nificant changes during 2015-2016, leading to this period being referred to as a mi-
gration or refugee crisis®. Setting aside debates about the nature of the crisis, Poland
did not experience any direct effects from the increased mobility at the European
Union’s (EU) southern border at that time. Nevertheless, once the right-wing Law
and Justice party (Prawo i Sprawiedliwosc, PiS) took power, the Polish authorities
developed strong anti-migrant and anti-Muslim political discourses that resonated
nationally and internationally (Cekiera 2017). Poland, alongside Hungary, refused to
participate in solidarity programmes designed to support Greece and Italy in man-
aging the large numbers of asylum seekers entering their territories (Pachocka 2016;
Pachocka, Caballero Vélez 2025). This led the Court of Justice of the European Un-
ion (CJEU) to find Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic in breach of EU law for
their failure to relocate asylum seekers (Pachocka, Caballero Vélez 2025)8. Poland’s

6 It should be borne in mind that these terms are challenged as often as they are used. For the
purposes of this article, we consciously apply them to draw attention to the large-scale influx of forced
and undocumented migrants to Europe, especially in 2015-2016.

7 The relocation programme (2015-2017) was a temporary, extraordinary scheme for the deploy-
ment of persons clearly in need of international protection—both third-country nationals and stateless
persons—from the EU countries most affected by the influx of asylum-seekers to other EU countries.
It was triggered under Art. 78 (3) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union and based
on two Decisions of the Council of the European Union adopted in September 2015 (nos. 2015/1523
and 2015/1601). For more, see: Council of the European Union. Council Decision (EU) 2015/1523
of 14 September 2015 Establishing Provisional Measures in the Area of International Protection for the
Benefit of Italy and of Greece. Official Journal of the European Union L 239, September 15, 2015, Council
of the European Union. Council Decision (EU) 2015/1601 of 22 September 2015 Establishing Provisional
Measures in the Area of International Protection for the Benefit of Italy and Greece. Official Journal of the
European Union L 248, September 24, 2015.

8 European Commission v Republic of Poland and Others, ECLI:EU:C:2020:257, Court of Justice (2020).
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authorities have developed a narrative based on the securitisation of migration, par-
ticularly from the Middle East and North Africa, which is presented as a threat to
public order and national identity. The PiS government has further strengthened its
stance towards forced and undocumented migrants due to the instrumentalisation
of migration by Belarus since the summer of 2021. In response to the regime in
Minsk facilitating irregular border crossings, Polish authorities deployed pushbacks
and built a fence on the border with Belarus (Grzymski, Jaroszewicz, Krepa 2021).
The Polish government saw (forced) migrants gathered at the “green border” with
Belarus as “a weapon” in the hands of the Belarusian regime and responded to their
presence by applying legal and practical measures that did not comply with interna-
tional law and the principle of non-refoulement (Perkowska, Gutauskas 2023). At the
same time, Poland opened various legal paths for Belarusian citizens forced to leave
Belarus due to political repression (Klaus, Szulecka 2023) and people fleeing Ukraine
after Russia’s invasion in February 2022 or caught by war while being already in Po-
land (Kindler, Tygielski 2025).

This paper examines whether Poland’s politically declared hostility towards mi-
grants from the selected countries of the Global South is substantiated in statistical
data for the period 2014-2023. We analyse two types of migration — forced and
work-related — using quantitative data from the Office for Foreigners and the Min-
istry of Family, Labour and Social Policy. Our quantitative, evidence-based approach
contributes to the existing literature by analysing whether Polish immigration policy
is selective or even discriminatory against migrants from the Global South, i.e. does
the data reflect anti-migrant and anti-Muslim public and political patterns that pre-
vailed in public discourse between 2015 and 2023? The research aims to explain
on which grounds the PiS government shaped its admission policy and whether it
was consistent with its anti-migrant narrative. While the existing literature addresses
the discrepancy between the discourse and practices of Poland’s migration policy
(Adamczyk 2021; todzinski, Szonert 2023; Jaroszewicz, Krepa, Pachocka 2024; Mc-
Corkle, Parven 2024), there is a lack of a profound, evidence-based study of migra-
tory statistics linked to global hierarchies. This research contributes to the empirical
knowledge of migratory processes, understood as practices of power reproduction.

We argue that Poland’s migration governance from 2015 to 2023 reflected policy
schizophrenia, which — in a nutshell — refers to the inconsistency and contradictoriness
in the state’s policies. This concept has been used to describe the EU’s contradictory
and disjointed response to the 2015 refugee crisis in the form of “opening arms
behind barred doors” (Greenhill 2016). According to Greenhill (2016), European
countries were driven by a moral imperative to welcome refugees from the Global
South, yet were resistant to taking in new arrivals from this region. The 2016 EU-
Turkey migration “deal” has been seen as exemplifying Europe’s hypocrisy: asylum
seekers were helped, albeit not on European soil (Greenhill2016) or on the territory
of states not meeting adequate standards of human rights protection (Lavenex 2018).
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Poland’s Law and Justice Party took a different approach to the EU’s policy
schizophrenia. PiS never invoked a moral imperative to help people in need on Polish
territory. Instead, they built their political platform out of strong anti-refugee and anti-
Muslim sentiment based on the orientalisation of non-European migrants (Gérska,
Gorak-Sosnowska 2025) while simultaneously declaring that they had fulfilled their
moral obligations by admitting around a million refugees from the military conflict
that began in eastern Ukraine in 2014 (Adamczyk 2019). However, the vast major-
ity of Ukrainian citizens came to Poland via legal economic migration routes which
privileged the citizens of neighbouring countries, especially Ukraine (Klaus 2017).
Despite this explicit political agenda favouring Ukrainian citizens and deprioritising
non-European migrant workers, Poland has admitted large numbers of economic mi-
grants from Asia and Africa. In Poland’s case, the schizophrenic behaviour took rather
the opposite form of folding arms and opening the doors to economic migration. It
recalls the gap between “tough talk” and “weak action” on migratory issues described
by Lutz (2021). Drawing on critical border studies, we argue that this approach by
Poland’s government was logical in terms of reproducing global hierarchies, which
serve as a pattern for how migration is commodified to satisfy the needs of various
actors, especially employers.

Our paper is structured as follows: we begin with a theoretical background on
research into global hierarchies and outline the methods. Next, we provide an over-
view of Polish immigration policy and outline the anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim
discourses that characterised the migration-related crises of 2015-2016 and 2021-
2023. The following part of the article introduces our dataset and methodology and
undertakes a quantitative analysis. Our discussion section examines the discrepancy
between dominant discourses and actual policies, acknowledging the necessity of
a foreign labour force to counter the insufficient domestic labour supply. In conclu-
sion, we contend that while the Polish authorities are visibly hostile towards migrants
from the Global South, this has not translated into opposing immigration from these
countries in practical terms, substantiating our claim of policy schizophrenia.

2. Theory and Methods: Intersectional Evidence-Based
Approach to Global Hierarchies

The way of understanding one’s position within power hierarchies shapes the pos-
sibility of the very material mobility of this person (Balibar 2002), and migration can
be understood as an interpretation of human mobility according to global hierarchies
(Karagiannis, Randeria 2018). This way of understanding migration refers to, as van
Houtum (2010) points out, for example, the policies of EU member states that select
migrants based on their imagined added value, which is assessed according to the
combination of one’s citizenship, ethnicity, class, wealth, skills, productivity, health,
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faith, and so forth. With the use of these categories, people are hierarchised with-
in practices of racialisation, orientalisation, colonisation, and imperialism (Gutiérrez
Rodriguez 2018). Thus, the attitudes towards migrants are not solely based on irra-
tional prejudices, but they follow the logic of power reproduction. Scholars argued
that the structures of global hierarchies tend to privilege those actors who are expect-
ed to reproduce the existing power relations orchestrating the world “in the name of
safety for the white and prosperous” (Melamed 2015: 78) or the controllers of cap-
ital (Quijano 2000). Within this process, migration becomes commodified, serving
to satisfy the needs of actors who are powerful enough to influence state policies.

Capitalism produces class hierarchies based on labour division but also exploits
racial hierarchies (Quijano 2000; De Genova 2013; Melamed 2015), and racism can
be understood as “an organising principle of the international division of labour”
(Grosfoguel, Oso, Christou 2015: 641). As de Genova argued, “all migrants — like
all human life, generally — are finally apprehensible from the standpoint of capital
as ... capacity for labour,” and the inclusion of migrants is “finally devoted to the
subordination of their labour” which requires simultaneous exclusionary practices
to ensure their subjugation, e.g. in the form of racist campaigns (De Genova 2013:
1187). Moreover, under global consumer capitalism, the lifestyle based on an abun-
dance of material goods merges with racial categories — in the case of Europe the
sense of Europeanness is represented by whiteness (Linke 2010). The European Union,
a self-declared zone of peace and law, developed quite intensive border practices
aimed mainly at “keeping the world’s poorest out” (van Houtum 2010: 964), and it
happens that these “poorest” are mainly people with skin colour other than white.
Therefore, racist hierarchies pertain not solely to the physicality of a given person
but are strictly linked to the position of the place of origin of this person within the
global economy (Balibar 2002). Therefore, race and labour divisions are “structurally
linked and mutually reinforcing” (Quijano 2000: 536).

Although migrant workers, in general, become the new subalterns of the global
economy (Chakrabarty 2012), some migrants are less targeted by racist practices, e.qg.,
“honorary whites” — Japanese white-collar workers (Grosfoguel, Oso, Christou 2015:
642). In the same vein, not only does the position of migrants’ impact how they are
treated, but also the position of a recipient state. In this case, a simplistic division
between dominant and subaltern should also be avoided, and the entire complexity of
global hierarchies needs to be recognised (Chelcea 2023). Hence, as Parvulescu (2016)
reminds us, the “ranking of oppressions” should be avoided because oppression is
always relational. As Bloch (2023) presented in the case of Ukrainians displaced after
2022, gender and racial categories were being intertwined to divide refugees into
deserving and undeserving ones, and gender is often evoked to present black and
brown male migrants as “lacking control over their sexuality and having a patriarchal,
misogynist mindset” (Gutiérrez Rodriguez 2018: 17). Thus, a profound and inter-
sectional analysis is inevitable regarding both the migrants and the hosting society.
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To fulfil this aim, we propose to unpack the concept of “Global South” under-
stood in the literature as “various social actors that consider themselves to be in
subaltern(ised) positionalities of global networks of power” (KloB 2017: 5) and share
“condition at the margins of the brave new neoliberal world of globalisation” (Lopez
2007: 3). Thus, we reject a rigid categorisation of some countries as belonging to or
not belonging to the Global South, understood as a geographical region. Instead,
we adopt a relational perspective on countries that remain in a subaltern position to
Poland and the EU as a whole, and whose citizens are subject to hostile migration
policies. We also recognise that Poland'’s position in global hierarchies has changed
over time, but this remains an issue for another study.

In this paper, we propose an evidence-based approach to the reproduction
practices of pictured hierarchies. To achieve this aim, we employ a quantitative re-
search design that focuses on the statistical analysis of decisions made by relevant
authorities regarding the admission of foreigners to Polish territory. This approach,
as we believe, enables the elucidation of how the Law and Justice government be-
came entangled in the reproduction of global hierarchies in governing non-European
migration to Poland.

The materials for the analysis are obtained from publicly accessible official sta-
tistics. It is essential to note, however, that the statistical data we are working with
pertains only to asylum claims and applications for work permits (or other types of
work permission). This data provides a partial picture of the Polish state’s stance to-
wards migrants, with a focus on those from Global South countries, who are mostly
depicted in discourse in a negative context. It does not encompass, for example,
refusals of entry, pushbacks at the border, or procedural questions related to migrant
worker visas. To determine whether migrants from European and non-European
countries are being treated differently, we identified a group of countries whose
citizens are commonly granted access to the Polish labour market and analysed how
the Polish state treats asylum seekers from those same countries.

In analysing Poland'’s attitude towards voluntary migrants, we opted to examine
the statistics relating to the most universal instrument in this respect, namely work
permits. These are obligatory for all third-country nationals seeking to access the
Polish labour market, except for individuals holding permanent or long-term resi-
dence permits or those exempt from the work permit requirement (e.g., spouses of
EU citizens, beneficiaries of international protection). Employers can apply for work
permits of up to three years in length on behalf of third-country nationals from any
country. The procedure is generally the same for all third-country nationals, regard-
less of their citizenship.

When analysing differences in the treatment of European and non-European
migrants concerning their access to the labour market, it is essential to note that
certain types of documents allowing migrants access to the labour market in Poland
are only available to citizens of specific countries. Here, we refer to the so-called
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simplified procedure for short-term® work permits, which was available, in the ana-
lysed period, only to citizens of Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and
until October 2022 — of Russia. Despite calls from business leaders for this procedure
to be extended to people from other countries, including Asian countries, no such
changes have been made.

3. Context: Twists and Turns of Polish Migration Policy

Through the multidimensional transformation of its political and socio-economic sys-
tems in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Poland altered its position in global hierar-
chies and opened up to migration flows and international cooperation. The country
began shaping its approach to migration and migration-governance tools as a new-
ly democratic state neighbouring and aspiring to join the European Community; an
ambition realised upon EU enlargement in 2004. EU accession, coupled with entry
into the Schengen area in 2007, changed the functions of the Polish border. Poland’s
frontiers with Germany, Czechia, Slovakia, and Lithuania became internal EU borders,
while the border with Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine became the EU's external frontier.
This significantly impacted Poland’s migration context as well as relevant legislation
and its practical application (Vermeersch 2005), as Poland’s eastern border became
the symbolic “gateway” to EU territory.

In the first decades after 1989, Poland was primarily a country of transit mi-
gration from East to West; a destination for relatively low numbers of short-term
migrant workers and petty traders from neighbouring states to the East. The 2010s,
however, saw a growth in labour-related immigration in particular. This resulted in
Poland'’s evolution from a typical emigration state into an emigration-immigration
country (Okélski 2021). In 2016, Poland recorded a positive migration balance for
the first time in its post-1945 history, a trend that continued in subsequent years,
making the country a new destination for immigration in Central and Eastern Europe
(Okolski 2021; Strzelecki, Pachocka 2020). Poland also moved from being relatively
ethnically homogeneous to greater diversity. Moreover, the migratory patterns of
foreign nationals coming to Poland have changed over time: a once-dominant pat-
tern of circular mobility was first complemented and then replaced by a trend of
long-term stays on Polish territory. Multiple factors contributed to these shifts, with
a significant role played by, among others, Poland’s improving geopolitical position,
population ageing, increasing depopulation, the emigration of Polish citizens, and
a growing domestic economy.

For around three decades, the largest group of foreigners in Poland has been
Ukrainians, mostly temporary migrant workers; this has been referred to as the

 Between 2008 and 2022, valid up to six months in 12 months period. From January 2022, valid
for up to 24 months.
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Ukrainisation of labour migration to Poland (Gérny, Kindler 2018). The predomi-
nance of Ukrainians among migrants in Poland was reinforced as a result of Russia’s
full-scale aggression against Ukraine in February 2022, when Poland became the
main host country for Ukrainians fleeing the war. Importantly, as a result of spe-
cial measures, including the temporary protection scheme,® refugees from Ukraine
were offered almost immediate access to the Polish labour market.'" Thus, despite
the altered demographic structure of the Ukrainian population of Poland (i.e., the
predominance of women, children and the elderly among new arrivals) (Duszczyk,
Kaczmarczyk 2022), the “Ukrainisation” of the migrant labour force in Poland was
sustained even as migrant workers from other parts of the world became visible,
both statistically and in the workplaces.

The above migration processes were intertwined with the development of an
immigration and asylum legal framework and efforts to establish a comprehensive
state immigration policy. Despite the lack of an overall immigration strategy and policy
(Lodzinski, Szonert 2023), policy tools aimed at managing immigration for labour
purposes have become a constant and recognisable feature of Poland’s migration
governance. Since 2007, successive governments have liberalised labour migration
policy, resulting in a significant increase in the number of migrants in Poland between
2011 and 2019, from 100,000 to over 2 million (Duszczyk, Kaczmarczyk 2022: 165).
The country thus “became a European leader in newly issued residence permits
and even a global leader when the seasonal foreign workforce was taken into ac-
count” (Duszczyk, Kaczmarczyk 2022: 165). Indeed, the simplified entry regime for
short-term migrant workers from Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, Russia,’? and
Ukraine, introduced in 2006, helped put Poland on the map as an attractive destina-
tion for migrant workers, making this country a serious competitor in the European
race for foreign labour force (Zogata-Kusz 2023). Over time, other labour-migration
governance tools also played their part. Here, we have in mind the work-permit re-
gime, accessible to third-country nationals from any country and granted for up to
three years, with the possibility of extension.

By contrast, politicians were largely uninterested in migrant integration and the
governance of forced migration. A dramatic change in respect of the latter was

19 Introduced in the EU upon: Council of the European Union, Council Implementing Decision (EU)
2022/382 of 4 March 2022 Establishing the Existence of a Mass Influx of Displaced Persons from Ukraine
within the Meaning of Article 5 of Directive 2001/55/EC, and Having the Effect of Introducing Temporary
Protection, Official Journal of the European Union L 71, March 4, 2022.

" Under: Republic of Poland, Act of 12 March 2022 on Assistance to Ukrainian Citizens in Con-
nection with the Armed Conflict on the Territory of that State, Journal of Laws 2022, item 583 (Ustawa
z dnia 12 marca 2022 r. o pomocy obywatelom Ukrainy w zwigzku z konfliktem zbrojnym na terytorium
tego panstwa, Dz.U. 2022, poz. 583). This act also provided persons with temporary protection status
with a broad catalogue of entitlements to various types of institutional support, similar to that available
to Polish citizens.

12 Citizens of the Russian Federation benefitted from this facilitation from 2006 to 2022, when Russia
was removed from the list of beneficiaries due to its aggression against Ukraine.
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observed in late 2015, when PiS won a clean sweep of both parliamentary and presi-
dential elections. This initiated anti-migration (especially anti-refugee) political and
media discourses. In 2016, the only national migration strategy document, entitled
"“Polish Immigration Policy: Current State of Play and Proposed Actions” (Ministerstwo
Spraw Wewnetrznych 2012) drafted by the Ministry of Interior and adopted by the
Council of Ministers in 2012, was repealed by the Ministry of the Interior on the
basis that it did not accurately reflect the problems facing the country or foresee the
consequences of Europe’s “migration crisis.” Ultimately, two considerations became
crucial to the formulation of migration policy: the impact on the labour market and
the security of citizens (Skiba 2016). Several attempts have been made to develop
a new package of immigration policies, but these efforts have not been successful.
There was also no public administration entity to consistently and comprehensively
coordinate work on this document or take institutional responsibility for it (todzinski,
Szonert 2023). The above attempts to develop a new immigration policy invariably
emphasise the importance of demographic and socio-economic factors, as well as the
crucial role of economic migration. These factors were also reflected in a 2017 strat-
egy document, “Poland’s Strategy for Responsible Development by 2020 (With an
Outlook Towards 2030)” (Kancelaria Prezesa Rady Ministrow 2017: 12-13, 169-171).
By contrast, forced migration was often framed in such strategy documents, as well as
in political debates, as both a contributor to irregular migration and a security threat,
especially where the migrants concerned come from “distant” countries and cultures.

Another crucial factor in the context of our study’s time frame is the COVID-19
pandemic, which led to numerous mobility restrictions at the external borders of the
EU and within the Schengen area. Although such restrictions were in effect between
2020 and 2023, they reached their peak in 2020. As a result, Poland adopted several
legal amendments allowing migrants to remain in the event they were unable to leave
Poland. As a result, many residence and work permits were extended, along with ap-
plication deadlines, which had a knock-on effect on immigration statistics. However,
even during the pandemic, the labour migration policy remained liberal due to the
strong lobbying of employers, especially in agriculture (Jaroszewicz, Krepa, Pachocka
2024; Fiatkowska, Matuszczyk, Szulecka 2022).

Until the end of 2023, Poland still had no official migration strategy or package of
binding policy documents. Immigration and asylum law and practice represented the
nearest thing to a state immigration policy. This has prompted repeated calls for the
development of an official national immigration policy, especially given the increasing
number of voluntary (mostly economic) migrants and the challenges posed by forced
migration (particularly Ukrainian refugees since early 2022, but also migrants enter-
ing Poland from Belarus or other EU states and heading for Western Europe). Such
a policy would meet the needs of a country experiencing progressive depopulation,
an ageing population, and a decline in the working and reproductive-age population
alongside a growing economy.
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It is not so much the dynamics of immigration to Poland that make agreeing on
a national immigration policy extremely challenging. 2023 — a year in which political
debate was dominated by parliamentary elections planned for October — brought
clear evidence that migration is a hot topic in electoral campaigns, even if migration-
related phenomena themselves tend to be presented in a way that reflects neither
reality nor the state’s capacities. In early 2023, old pre-election demons were awak-
ened in Poland. PiS again tried to stir up Polish society with moral panic about “bad”,
“illegal” migrants and “bogus asylum seekers” from the Global South and the threat
they supposedly posed to national security, as well as complaints about the “forced”
relocation of migrants “imposed” by the EU on Poland. In public debates, the Civic
Platform-led opposition “defused” the government’s narrative by highlighting Po-
land’s existing willingness to accept large-scale economic migration from outside
Europe’. The increased presence of the topic in public debates once again led, as
it had in 2015-2016, to migration being treated instrumentally by politicians from
across the political spectrum. In recent years, particularly in the post-2021 realities
along different sections of Poland’s eastern border, double standards in immigration
policy have also been highlighted (Bloch 2023).

Since August 2021, Poland has pursued a closed-door policy towards migrants
(mainly from the Global South) attempting to enter the country illegally through
the Polish-Belarusian border. Border guards, following top-down political instruc-
tions, have been repeatedly pushing back migrants at the border in violation of the
principle of non-refoulement. Their conduct has been represented as lawful based
on new provisions allowing for the immediate return of migrants discovered to have
illegally crossed the border line, regardless of whether they intend to apply for asylum
in Poland. Such provisions violated international law (Perkowska, Gutauskas 2023;
Baranowska 2021), and human rights campaigners perceived this part of the border
as an area beyond the reach of the law (Czarnota, Goérczynska 2022). Importantly,
the same deterrence policy has not been used against Belarusian citizens leaving
Belarus for political or economic reasons. Unlike migrants from Global South coun-
tries transiting Belarus, Belarusian citizens have been permitted to access both Polish
territory and the labour market, even during periods when cross-border mobility
has been restricted due to, for example, counter-pandemic legislation (Klaus 2021).

On the Polish-Ukrainian border, by contrast, an open-door policy has been ob-
served for people fleeing the war in Ukraine since late February 2022 (Pachocka
2022). Moreover, a special-purpose law was passed on 12 March 2022, allowing

> In September 2023, international media spread information about a “cash-for-visas” scandal,
in which public officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs supposedly participated. Apart from anti-
corruption and criminal proceedings against a few individuals and the dismissal of some public officials,
the allegations of bribery and informal pressure on certain consulates initiated a public debate on the real
nature of the government’s stance on immigration, state security, and the legal order, as well as the poten-
tial consequences for Poland’s participation in the Schengen zone. For more, see (Baniya, Naughtie 2025).
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Ukrainian citizens to legalise their stay under a temporary protection scheme im-
mediately. Poland was even referred to as a “humanitarian power” (PAP 2022). This
open-door policy for citizens of Ukraine had been in place even before February 2022,
a fact reflected in their relatively easy access to legal pathways to enter and remain
in Poland for various purposes (e.g., work, business, study), including through the
aforementioned simplified procedure. Although citizens of the other five countries
could also access this facilitated procedure scheme, the vast majority of those who
benefited from it were Ukrainians. This route also facilitated the process of obtaining
Polish visas for Ukrainians, thereby increasing access to Polish territory more broadly.
This policy instrument is a notable example of the privileges extended to Ukrainian
citizens before 2022, given the large number of people who took advantage of it.

4. Hostile Welcome: Narrative Framing of the 2015
and 2021 Refugee Crises

The 2015 European refugee crisis laid the foundations for anti-immigrant and anti-
Muslim narratives in Poland. While Narkowicz (2018) believes that the Polish response
to the crisis should be analysed in the context of a long history of racial othering,
other scholars claim that Poland did not have any coherent migration master narra-
tive until 2015 (Krzyzanowska, Krzyzanowski 2018). However, there are studies on
already existing Islamophobic attitudes in Poland (Bobako 2017) and the racialisa-
tion of people of colour as poor, uneducated and dangerous (Balogun, Ohia-Nowak
2024). By evoking old demons in a new, highly mediatised and mediated landscape,
it was possible to create a powerful master narrative that could be exploited for po-
litical gain. In fact, it was strong anti-migration and anti-Muslim narratives that fa-
cilitated the electoral success of the Law and Justice party (Krzyzanowski 2020: 504).

The core of these narratives was created elsewhere. Until 2022, Poland had not
experienced significant numbers of refugee immigration. However, many Ukrain-
ians coming after 2014 as labour migrants were de facto fleeing the conflict in
Donbas. Since late February 2022, when Russia’s invasion of Ukraine forced several
million people to flee their homes (UNHCR n.d.), Poland has been a key destination
for Ukrainian forced migrants, who have been granted temporary protection status
(Duszczyk, Kaczmarczyk 2022). Before February 2022, however, the Polish authori-
ties were not so generous in granting protection, with some exceptions during the
two Chechen wars in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Nor was Poland seen as an
attractive destination for asylum seekers (Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2022). For almost two
decades, most asylum applicants in Poland came from the North Caucasus, with
the highest number — approximately fifteen thousand — reported in 2013 (Rogala
2013; Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2022). Most applications came from Russian citizens with
Chechen nationality who entered Poland via the Polish-Belarusian border at Terespol.
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That number brought questions about the drivers of increased forced mobility across
the Polish border and potential links with irregular migration. Narratives associating
this mobility with security threats and the risk of “Islamisation” came to the fore in
2015 and the years that followed, as the number of asylum applicants decreased
due to border control practices, i.e., the refusal of entry to people seen as “bogus
asylum seekers” (Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2022: 93). The European Court of Human
Rights (ECtHR) found this practice to be part of a systemic policy of deterring forced
migrants at the eastern border (Szulecka 2022). Moreover, it soon emerged that this
policy was being applied to asylum seekers from non-European — mostly Muslim
majority — countries.

Importantly, Poland’s existing Muslim community is small in size — no more than
0.3 percent of the population (Gérak-Sosnowska, Doganay 2024). However, from
2015 onwards, anti-migrant and anti-Muslim discourses in Polish public discourse
were reflected in bordering practices, including the refusal of entry at the Polish-
Belarusian border to, e.g., migrants from Tajikistan and Chechnya (Szczepanik 2018).
The "global Muslim” had been used as a reference point before the European refugee
crisis. Poland’s anti-Muslim and anti-migrant narratives were also imported from
elsewhere. However, in this context, they became particularly powerful because they
fed into existing claims of Polish hegemonic self-identity. Polynczuk-Alenius (2021),
for instance, has identified three such globally circulating racist themes — around
threat, unworthiness, and otherness — fuelling the Polish self-image of vulnerability,
deservingness, and “Westernness.”

The 2021 humanitarian crisis on the Polish-Belarusian border played out differ-
ently. This time forced migrants from Asia and Africa attempted to cross Poland’s
eastern border from Belarus. The perceived threat was much more visible than in
2015, and it was also dispersed along the length of the “green border.” Poland went
to great lengths to repress these border-crossing attempts. Border points were closed,
migrants were pushed back across the border, and a state of emergency was imposed
in the border zone as a way of keeping non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and
the media away. A couple of months later, a high fence was built along the frontier.
These measures were presented as a way of countering a proxy war being waged
by the Lukashenko regime. Border guards, servicemen, and police personnel sent to
the border were celebrated as national heroes even as their conduct was frequently
ruled unlawful by the courts (Perkowska, Gutauskas 2023).

The two crises — 2015 and 2021 — saw a similar stance being taken towards
migrants from the Global South. These remained personae non grata to be repelled
from the border and securitised as a potential threat. Such hostile attitudes stood in
particularly sharp contrast to the welcome extended to forced migrants from neigh-
bouring Ukraine and Belarus. Klaus and Szulecka (2023) contend that these selective
practices were built on xenophobic sentiment that had been strengthened after 2015.
This duality hinges on a view of refugees from the Global South as a threat to Poland’s
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culture, security, and economy — unlike fellow Slavs or other “friendly” nations (such
as Georgians, despite quite a high criminal record among them (Krepa et al. 2025).
Migrants from the Global South are often perceived as culturally distinct and reluc-
tant to “assimilate” (Buchowski 2016: 54). Migrants from Muslim-majority countries
are also linked to security threats and essentialised as dangerous (Mica et al. 2021).
According to the 2016 Pew Research Centre poll, Poles, along with Hungarians, were
among the two national groups most fearful of an increase in domestic terrorism
(71 percent and 76 percent, respectively) and damage to the economy (75 percent and
82 percent respectively) as a result of refugee immigration at that time (Wike, Stokes,
Simmons 2016: 30-31). Ukrainian economic migrants arriving in large numbers were
not considered a threat to the Polish economy—quite the opposite (Klaus 2020).

5. Open Doors: A Statistical Picture of Poland’s
Admission Policy

In this section, we analyse how Poland’s immigration regime treats citizens of vari-
ous third countries seeking to work or apply for asylum in the country. Despite po-
litical narratives around Poland'’s reluctance to take migrants from the Global South,
the data on migrants’ access to the labour market in Poland shows that citizens of
countries remaining in the subaltern position have been welcomed as migrant work-
ers in the country. Such migrants have contributed to an increase in the number of
work permits issued.

In general, immigration to Poland was dominated by citizens of former Soviet
countries, mainly due to the procedure of facilitated access to the labour market
for migrants from six'* post-Soviet states. The data on this procedure are similar to
those for seasonal work permits, albeit with significantly higher numbers at play. As
previously mentioned, the simplified procedure (based on employers’ declarations)
applies only to citizens of Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, Russia (until Octo-
ber 2022), and Ukraine. In 2018, Ukrainian citizens were the subjects of around
91 percent of such declarations, with this share gradually decreasing over time — to
87 percent in 2020, 83 percent in 2021 and 59 percent in 2022. The latter drop was
a result of the special regulations of 2022, which allowed Ukrainian citizens to access
the labour market in Poland almost freely. We also observed a substantial increase
in the number of such declarations for residents of Belarus (approximately 100,000
in 2021 and over 210,000 in 2022), with Georgia in third place (around 145,000 in
2022, accounting for 14 percent of all declarations). This increase resulted in a de-
crease in work permits issued to citizens of these countries, with the main driver of

4 In the studied period, the number of countries whose citizens enjoyed facilitated access to the
labour market in Poland was changing, with Russia removed from the list in 2022.
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such changes being amendments to the simplified procedure, specifically extending
the allowed period of work to 24 months (from six months) (Szulecka forthcoming).

In the case of work permits issued on a regular basis, Ukrainians also dominate
this system; however, migrants from the Global South occupy important positions,
and their numbers are growing. Figure 1 shows the overall trends in the number of
work permits issued between 2014 and 2023. Poland suffers from a labour supply
shortage, and immigrant labour represents one option for filling this gap and ad-
dressing the unmet labour demand. Between 2014 and 2020, a significant increase
in the number of work permits issued was observed. Between 2019 and 2022, over
400,000 work permits were issued; however, 2022 saw a decrease, which continued
in 2023. A key factor here was the plight of Ukrainian forced and voluntary migrants
in Poland and the special laws that were introduced, giving most of them unlimited
access to the labour market without the need to apply for a work permit. Moreover,
in January 2022, the simplified procedure for citizens of selected countries, includ-
ing Ukraine, was modified, as it was already mentioned. From then on, work based
on employers’ declarations was permitted for up to 24 months in any sector of the
economy, except for seasonal work in the tourism and agriculture sectors. Migrants
from Ukraine not covered by the 2022 special law on temporary protection status
could take advantage of the modified simplified procedure, instead of the work
permit system.

Figure 1.
The number of work permits issued by Poland over the 2014-2023 years
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Among the selected 28 countries, which account for (on average) 87 percent of
all work permits issued for migrant workers who were not Ukrainian citizens, since
2020, there has been an especially significant increase in the case of Azerbaijan,
Bangladesh, India, Turkey, Philippines, Nepal, Kazakhstan, and Vietnam. The increase
has also been observed for nationals of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan, with
the caveat that the increasing trend was interrupted in 2023 (see Figure 2).

Figure 2.

The selected 28 countries that mostly contributed to increase in the number of work permits
issued by Poland over the 2014-2023 years
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The presented data suggest the following logic of Poland’s migration policy
from 2014 to 2023. Although European migrants, particularly Ukrainians, dominate
Poland'’s labour migration system, there is a growing number of those coming from
more remote states, especially the post-Soviet part of Central Asia, as well as India,
Nepal, and Turkey. It is challenging to identify a clear pattern of migrant selection
based on their characteristics. Both Christian (Orthodox in particular) and Muslim-
majority countries of origin are represented among those with the highest growth.
At the same time, the countries with a Catholic majority (such as Rwanda) are not
among the top sources of migration to Poland. Also, although the data show a low
level of African migration to Poland, it would be difficult to link it to the racist prac-
tices of the migration system. These are the historical experiences that can serve as
an explanation, i.e., Poland’s absence in African history and, instead, its strong ties
with countries sharing a communist legacy in Eastern Europe and Asia.

The relevance of Muslim-majority countries as a source of migration to Poland
means that the Islamophobic narrative of PiS was not consistent with the labour mi-
gration policy. Given the discourses of threat that circulate around countries such as
Tajikistan or Pakistan, it is worth noting that the Polish immigration authorities have
not viewed migrant workers from these countries as a source of danger, at least till
the end of 2022. In 2023, the upward trend in these countries’ cases broke. Regard-
ing asylum seekers from these countries (or, more precisely, individuals submitting
applications for international protection), the situation appears to be slightly different.
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In 2016, forced migrants from Tajikistan found it difficult to apply for asylum in
Poland and were frequently returned at the border with Belarus (Szczepanik 2018).
If they managed to apply for asylum in Poland, the recognition rate has generally
not exceeded 50 percent.

Figure 3 shows the share of negative decisions per country per year. Examining
the statistics, it is challenging to identify state-based hostility towards nationals of
specific countries based on race or religion. Even where negative asylum decisions
are being made in respect of nationals of particular states, the data suggests that
Poland is willing to accept people from such countries as regular workers.

Figure 3.

The share of negative decisions per country issued by Poland over the 2014-2023 years
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Asylum-related data does not show how citizens of Ukraine, who dominate the
statistics around work permits, seasonal work permits, and employers’ declarations,
are treated by Polish authorities when their mobility is driven by war and insecurity.
The main reason for this is the special status of Ukrainians, who came to Poland after
24 February 2022 due to the Russian invasion. This differential treatment of Ukrai-
nians was a significant break from regular asylum procedures, which should take up
to six months; and asylum applicants are allowed to access labour market only if the
asylum procedure lasts longer than six months.

The data on asylum decisions suggest that the increase in negative decisions
can be linked to both developing ties with countries of pro-European aspiration
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(e.g., Georgia) and a more reserved attitude towards countries with a Muslim ma-
jority (e.g., Bangladesh). At the same time, an increase in positive decisions was ob-
served in both cases—in the Muslim-majority country of Turkey (also a member of
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) and the culturally similar country of Belarus.
Moreover, in most cases, there were no easily identifiable trends but rather high
variations during the studied period, as was the case, for example, with Morocco
and Uganda. This suggests that the determination of asylum claims was not prone to
manual control dependent on the current political climate, but was, to a considerable
extent, based on individual case determinations.

6. Conclusion: Schizophrenia or Logic

In this study, we provided an evidence-based analysis of Poland’s migration system
from 2014 to 2023 from the perspective of global hierarchies. Drawing on critical
border studies, we linked the findings of statistical analysis of migrant admissions
from the Global South to Poland with the reproduction of power in terms of political,
racial, and labour division hierarchies. We contend that while the Polish authorities
were visibly hostile towards migrants from the Global South, this had not translat-
ed into opposing immigration from these countries in practical terms, substantiat-
ing our claim of policy schizophrenia.

The empirical data based on statistics published by the Office for Foreigners and
the Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy prove that Polish immigration policy
was not discriminatory against migrants from the Global South, as the analysed data
does not reflect any patterns that prevailed in public discourse between 2015 and
2023, such as an anti-Muslim one. Neither labour migration or asylum policies were
characterised by easily identifiable racial or religious patterns, despite the high level
of securitisation of migration in the public discourse, stemming mainly from Islamo-
phobia. Among the main countries of origin of labour migration to Poland were
those with a Muslim majority, such as Turkey or the Central Asian states. At the same
time, the data on asylum recognition did not indicate that there was a clear halt of
positive decisions for asylum-seekers from Muslim-majority countries, such as — once
again — Turkey. At the same time, there was no visible preference for migrants based
on religious grounds, as those coming from Christian-majority states in Asia or Africa
did not occupy the top positions in the migration influx to Poland. Furthermore, the
data proves that Africans were rarely migrating to Poland, but it would be difficult
to link it to any racist prejudice.

The findings endorse the claim that the generalised approach of European coun-
tries towards migratory issues is characterised by the gap between “tough talk”
and “weak action” (Lutz 2021). Lutz explains this gap by dependency on electoral
incentives and external factors. He argues that — although with the increasing level
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of politicisation of the migration the gap diminished — in general, “governments are
constrained in acting on their electoral promises by the policies themselves” (Lutz
2021: 183). Lutz concludes that further research is needed to explore the policy
context in searching for “mechanisms behind the democratic legitimacy of migration
policies” (Lutz 2021: 183).

Following Lutz’s suggestion, we propose — instead of simplistic explanations
of Poland’s migration strategy based on racist or Islamophobic attitudes — a more
profound understanding of how migration systems reproduce global power hierar-
chies. In the global capitalist system, migration is also commodified, and as such, it
is subject to the market forces of demand and supply. Thus, Poland is not capable of
independently controlling who migrates to it, but must compete with other countries,
and the outcome of this competition is a result of both the country’s migration policy
and its attractiveness. The latter, as the context outlined in this paper demonstrates,
improved considerably during the studied period, resulting in increased demand for
foreign labour. However, Poland still falls behind some of the more affluent EU states,
notably Germany. The costs of migration (including emotional) combined with the
salary in a given country (or more precisely its share, which, after covering the costs
of living, can be sent to the family) impact the migrants’ decision whether or not to
choose a given destination.

Hence, given the pressure from the employers’ side to provide cheap foreign
“hands to work,” Poland has to accept an increasing number of migrants who are
willing to choose this destination. The most desired source of migration was Christian-
majority Eastern European states, particularly Belarus and Ukraine, and, in fact, they
became the predominant source of migration to Poland. They also became a “natural”
source, due to geographical proximity and a “common past” However, these sources
turned out to be insufficient, and the logic of the capitalist economy pushed the
government to accept employers’ search for migrant workers beyond these regions.
Given weak historical ties with African or Latin American countries and the high costs
of migration from them, the only regions capable of satisfying Poland’s economic
needs were the Middle East (Turkey in particular), post-Soviet Central Asia, and the
Indian subcontinent. The government then faced the dilemma of either hampering
the economy, or risking an inconsistency of anti-Muslim rhetoric and the acceptance
of migrants from Muslim-majority countries.

Thus, the researched statistics reflect not solely the “migration policy” understood
as a prerogative of a sovereign entity but rather an outcome of power interplay
between the government, the capital, and the migrants themselves. It is sometimes
a forgotten truism that the main subjects of migratory processes — the migrants
themselves — possess the agency to decide whether or not to migrate and, if so,
where they will go. The impact of global hierarchies is manifested in power that is
accessible to migrants — enough to organise travel and be admitted to the EU terri-
tory but not enough to enjoy a visa-free regime and privileged position in the labour
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market. Another overlooked fact is that the migration policy is not isolated and self-
sufficient, but rather is interwoven in a network of different policies based on the
game of whose interests will be satisfied — this builds the policy context mechanisms
mentioned by Lutz (2021). The spectacle for the electorate can, thus, go hand in
hand with the emotionless negotiations with the controllers of capital. In this context,
schizophrenia proves to be a highly rational logic of power reproduction.
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