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The European Union has been facing a crisis of unprecedented and uncontrolled 
immigration for over a year now. The main impact was faced by two groups of EU 
member states. The first group is the transit countries, through which the migrants 
enter the EU, or more specifically the Schengen Area – these are the countries 
of the Mediterranean and South-Eastern Europe (namely: Greece, Italy, Spain  
and the Balkan states). The second affected group are the target countries  
– namely Germany, Austria, France, United Kingdom and the Scandinavian states. 

D
ue to the mounting pressure 
on these two groups, the 
EU proposed a quota-based 
mechanism for dividing the 
burden of migrants propor-

tionally among the member states based 
on their size and capacity. This has, howev-
er, been met with a growing wave of anti-
immigration populism, stemming from the 
rhetoric of the governments of: Hungary, 
Poland, Slovakia and the Czech Republic. 

The presented article examines the po-
litical and ideological sources of this pop-
ulism and radicalization, which come from 
the countries with large Diasporas in other 
European countries. In order to do so, first 
some key facts as regards the scale of the 
migration problem that has sparked the 
populist response are presented. In the lat-
ter part, the article focuses on the sources 
of anti-immigration rhetoric (economic, 
cultural and security arguments). 

SUPPORTERS OF MIGRATION
The influx of both economic migrants and ref-
ugees to the European Union in 2015 and 2016 
has initiated a heated debate across many Eu-

ropean countries which have previously not 
been confronted with such a phenomenon. 
The humanitarian crisis that has hit not only 
Syria, but also many countries of the Northern 
Africa has led to the outburst of migrants and 
asylum seekers fleeing their homes and enter-
ing Europe through the Mediterranean Sea or 
the countries of South Eastern Europe. 

At first, some European countries reacted 
with a policy of open arms towards those 
seeking refuge and a start of a new life 
chapter in the wealthier countries of Eu-
rope. Obviously, the supporters of this ap-
proach were highlighting the need to help 
the arriving migrants. The biggest plea on 
their hands has been the moral argument. 

The moral aspect was based primarily on the 
humanitarian factor of the crisis in the coun-
tries from which the migrants and refugees fled, 
which, in turn, created a moral obligation for the 
European countries to provide them with shel-
ter. A part of the narrative that affected this was 
also the post-World War II legacy combined 
with the colonial memory that created a greater 
burden of responsibility among the former co-
lonial powers (namely France and the United 
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serious action in support of the migrants. 
The European political and military ac-
tions in Northern Africa (Arab spring) and 
the Syrian conflict placed a moral burden 
on the European countries to come up 
with a solution for the economic and social 
distress that struck the region in the after-
math and the problem of mass migration. 
This has to be seen also in the context of 
the geopolitical conflict with other key ac-
tors playing their role in the North African 
and Syrian conflicts. Increased Russian in-
volvement from the military side has put 
increased pressure on the European Union 
to maintain a position of a credible force 
that needs to be taken not only seriously as 
a political actor on the international scene, 
but also as a positive force among the peo-
ple of the Middle Eastern and North Afri-
can regions. If they turn in large numbers 
to Europe to seek shelter and help in the 
time of their great need, it has to be tak-
en with utmost seriousness as a sign that 
Europe is perceived as a beacon of hope 
and a symbol of economic growth that 
refugees need. If Europe fails in handling 
the crisis with competence, it risks losing 
the entire support in the region and giving 
up a chance of politically influencing the 
situation in the Middle Eastern and African 
countries for the foreseeable future.

The third point that currently is being used 
by the pro-migration side is the economic 
argument. Although there are many as-
pects to it, one of the key discussion top-
ics is that the influx of migrants will provide 
a new boost to the European economy by 
generating new demand for products and 
services, and thus new opportunities for 
entrepreneurs and employees. However, 
this could be questioned as a simple ex-
ample of the “broken window” fallacy and 
a case of redirected funds in the economy. 
The further benefit should come from the 
new labor force entering European coun-
tries that would fill the professions that are 

Kingdom). The fate of the people fleeing des-
titution and poverty in the regions of Africa and 
Middle East is bound to create stronger sympa-
thies among the domestic population, and thus 
stronger reactions by the political elites.

Moreover, there were other reasons why 
the European countries should have un-
derstood it as their responsibility to take 
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ture in order to create an image of compe-
tence and reliability in the face of the cur-
rent instability. 

Similarly, the new populist left- or right-
leaning parties joined the ranks of the 
radical nationalist groups and came out 
with a more nationalistic rebranding of 
their manifestos. Among these, UKIP 
could serve as one of the examples of 
a populist party adopting a nationalistic 
approach to politics in their recent elec-
toral efforts. The key focus of their argu-
ments is pointing to the need to protect 
workers and the stability of social system 
for the domestic population. However, 
even within the libertarian camp, there is 
a strong and growing political opposition 
to the immigration based on the protec-
tion of property rights. 

The argument focuses on the fact that in 
the absence of state and public property, 
each country would simply be a collective 
of private properties. Thus neither eco-
nomic migrants, nor asylum seekers would 
or even should be allowed to enter a coun-
try as people should only enter a private 
property if the owner of that property con-
sented to this by him/herself. In order to 
make a clear distinction from other groups, 
it shall be referred to as a protectionist 
and nationalist camp – although at risk of 
somewhat simplifying its merits – to avoid 
the problem of automatically associating 
the anti-immigration rhetoric with any spe-
cific political brand. 

The protectionist and nationalistic forces 
radicalized the debate surrounding pos-
sible solutions to the crisis Europe is now 
facing. They shifted the focus away from 
the situation of migrants to three theoreti-
cal concepts, which the nationalists could 
use in their favor. These are a cultural ar-
gument, a security argument and an eco-
nomic argument. 

in short supply in many European countries. 
Moreover, as discussed later in this article, 
the problem of the demographic crisis will 
affect also the social welfare system that is 
held dearly by the domestic population.

Even though some countries of Eastern 
and Southern Europe (Slovakia or Hungary) 
experience problems with high levels of 
unemployment, Germany and the UK are 
currently capable of accepting many new 
workers from abroad. Even if the qualifica-
tions of migrants were not exactly match-
ing the needs of the new countries they 
settle in, blocking the free movement of 
people in theory prevents the creation of 
a better equilibrium of labor force, which is 
something that the liberal camp should be, 
after all, fighting for. 

Nevertheless, having stated all this, one has 
to note that not all of the abovementioned 
arguments are shared by all the parties de-
fending the policy of open borders. At the 
moment, the movement is comprised of 
center-right parties (the moderate con-
servative camp), socialist or social-demo-
crat entities, and some liberal or libertarian 
groups which focus primarily on the idea 
of freedom (including freedom of move-
ment) as the key aspect of promoting and 
advancing human development. 

OPPONENTS OF MIGRATION
It is extremely difficult to define the group 
that opposes the migration in the public 
debate as its members are almost equal-
ly represented across all political affilia-
tions. Many center-right parties in Central 
and Eastern Europe have toughened their 
rhetoric against migrants even though they 
have not been known for this previously. 
The moderate conservative (but generally 
rather pro-European) nature of these par-
ties has been replaced by a more hardline 
statements calling for the protection of the 
national interests and of the traditional cul-
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The cultural argument of the incompatibil-
ity of the cultural heritage and customs of 
migrants with that of Europe, arose mainly 
from the scale of the migration affecting 
Europe, although it also centers on various 
other contributing statements. 

The security argument is often driven by 
the experience of terrorist attacks and 
the subsequent reactions of the domestic 
population. The last year’s tragedy of the 
Charlie Hebdo and the Paris attacks was 
the main fuel in this direction. 

The argument about the economic im-
pact of the influx of immigrants often takes 
last place in such debates – this is, how-
ever, precisely why it needs to be tackled 
first. At the time of the very fragile post-
crisis of 2008 recovery in many European 
countries, the uncontrolled influx of low-
skilled migrants and asylum seekers is seen 
through the lens of the economic gains 
and losses that these people can bring. The 
first part of this article will thus summarize 
key facts about the current situation related 
to the inflow of migrants (with the distinc-
tion between economic migrants and refu-
gees) to the EU. The term “migrants” shall 
be therefore understood as all people who 
cross the border of the European Union in 
order to settle in any of the member coun-
tries – therefore it encompasses both, the 
refugees from the areas of armed conflicts, 
as well as economic migrants.

THE KEY ECONOMIC FACTORS 
PRESENT IN THE IMMIGRATION 
DEBATE
Firstly, it is necessary to focus on the num-
ber of migrants who arrived in the Eu-
ropean countries since the beginning of 
2015. In January 2016, this number sur-
passed one million immigrants. However, 
this figure will most certainly not be final. 
According to the statements made by the 
Justine Greening, British State Secretary 

THE CURRENT 
SITUATION MADE  
IT IMPOSSIBLE  
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CANNOT FIND  
THE MUCH DESIRED 
ECONOMIC 
OPPORTUNITIES 
AND STABLE 
EMPLOYMENT
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for International Development and by the 
European Union, further deterioration of 
the continuing humanitarian crisis in Syria 
and other conflicts in the vicinity of the Eu-
ropean Union could result in three million 
more migrants. It is also expected that the 
migrants from conflict-affected countries 
will not be able to return to their home 
countries for the next twenty years. There-
fore, the protectionist and nationalist poli-
ticians are warning about the potentially 
four times greater impact than the current 
situation, which many countries consider 
to be already unmanageable. 

Another strong talking point used by the 
nationalist camp is that migrants are com-
ing from different countries, which affects 
not only their economic and social status, 
but also the readiness to integrate into 
mainstream society through employment 
(due to different linguistic skills, literacy 
and work habits). According to Eurostat 
statistics, between January and October 
2015, the largest number of asylum seek-
ers came from Syria (nearly 180,000 ap-
plicants), followed by Afghanistan (app. 
83,000 applicants), Kosovo (over 60,000), 
Iraq and Albania (over 50,000). The top 
ten (with the number of asylum seekers 
between 12,000 to 30,000 applicants per 
country) is complemented by Pakistan, Eri-
trea, Nigeria, Serbia and Ukraine. Thus, it 
may be difficult to apply one single solution 
to integrate all different groups. The solu-
tions sufficient to integrate migrants from 
Ukraine may be insufficient for migrants 
from Africa due to other hurdles that will 
need to be overcome.

In this situation, it should be noted that 
migrants are divided into different groups 
based on their motives of arrival. The first 
group is refugees who are fleeing a conflict 
or try to avoid the risk of persecution. In 
this respect, the majority of political lead-
ers (even within the nationalistic camp) in-

deed believe that it is absolutely essential 
that Europe takes a principled stand based 
on respect for the founding principles of 
the European countries. 

At the same time, a large proportion of 
people streaming into Europe are people 
seeking a better life – economic migrants. 
This is often the reason why the radical and 
nationalist camp opposes the current levels 
of migration to Europe. On the one hand, 
economic conditions can also be a legiti-
mate reason for migration not just from the 
point of view of migrants, but also for the 
European countries. This is mainly about 
the problem that bothers Europe in terms 
of an aging domestic population and thus 
decreasing the economically active part 
that is financing the welfare state mecha-
nisms of the past. The labor shortages in 
various specific fields are also a growing 
problem in many European countries. The 
increased supply of the laborers could pro-
vide an answer to the issues faced by many 
countries and at the same time would not 
affect the unemployment rates in the neg-
ative direction.

Nevertheless, the way to address these 
problems is through legal forms of migra-
tion. The legal method of receiving foreign 
migrants in the European Union is benefi-
cial if Europe wants to maintain a number 
of very significant advantages of the prior 
EU arrangements. 

First of all, through legal migration Europe 
retains control over which people it re-
ceives and in what quantities. The current 
situation, however, made it impossible for 
the EU to check whether economic mi-
grants who cross the borders illegally have 
the skills for which there is a demand. The 
result is an uneven inflow of migrants to the 
countries where they cannot find the much 
desired economic opportunities and stable 
employment. 
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Moreover, the current form of uncon-
trolled migration also creates pressure 
and instability in the Schengen Area. 
The result is that individual nation states 
have considered/implemented tempo-
rary restrictions aimed at rebuilding their 
state borders. This means that a further 
continuation of uncontrolled migration 
would create a significant negative im-
pact on the economies of the EU due 
to the cracks in the free movement of 
people and goods between its member 
states. 

What is more, there are also other direct 
negative economic impacts on the countries 
receiving asylum seekers and economic mi-
grants. German officials have calculated that 
the initial annual cost of accommodation and 
care of one migrant amounts to approximate-
ly EUR 12,500 per year. The Federal Republic 
of Germany estimates that this year they will 
spend more than EUR 5 billion on migrants – 
roughly twice as much as compared to the last 
year. According to the data from the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, this must be added to 
the extra costs of social transfers in the form 
of unemployment benefits and other meas-
ures for those migrants who are not economi-
cally active. It must be said that these costs 
are not as high as often stated by the populist 
leaders – they would account for about 0.1% 
of total spending each year. Thus, in case of 
the expected long-term nature of the migra-
tion crisis, the major economic impact on 
EU countries (especially those receiving the 
highest number of immigrants) will have to 
accommodate and meet the basic needs of 
migrants in the form of initial costs.

IMPACT OF MIGRANTS ON THE EU 
LABOR MARKETS
In light of the key economic factors men-
tioned above, it seems however that over 
the long run, the main issue to be tackled 
by the recipient countries will be associ-
ated with the ability to integrate migrants 
into respective labor markets. The issue 
of employment can be analyzed from 
different perspectives. On the one hand, 
it is true that the impact on wages of 
domestic workers is either none or only 
minimal. Such impact mainly concerns 
workers in low-skilled jobs, as migrants 
tend to have lower levels of education 
and professional skills. As a result, the 
domestic low-skilled workers will face 
increased competition, which may re-
duce their wages or otherwise force 
them to move to professions with higher 
qualifications. 

A FURTHER 
CONTINUATION  
OF UNCONTROLLED 
MIGRATION 
WOULD CREATE 
A SIGNIFICANT 
NEGATIVE IMPACT  
ON THE CONOMIES 
OF THE EU DUE  
TO THE CRACKS 
IN THE FREE 
MOVEMENT  
OF PEOPLE  
AND GOODS 
BETWEEN ITS 
MEMBER STATES
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It will be always emphasized by the radical 
and nationalistic parties that immigrants 
and refugees in particular (due to a special 
status) have a systematically lower partici-
pation rate in the labor market compared 
to the domestic population. Based on the 
data of the Cologne Institute of Economic 
Research analyzing the long-term situation 
in Germany, which has been known for the 
admission of large quantities of labor mi-
grants (mainly from Turkey), it can be seen 
that out of the migrants who settled in Ger-
many between 1985 and 2013, 73% of men 
and 48% of women are economically active. 
This is considerably less than in the case of 
the domestic population, where this rate 
goes up to 83% of men and 73% of wom-
en. Similarly, negative results come from 
the unemployment statistics, according to 
which the unemployment rate among for-
eigners is triple the level (13.6%) compared 
to the domestic population (4.5%).

A similar experience is shared by other 
countries of the European Union. Ac-
cording to the data from the International 
Monetary Fund, due to the current trend 
of slow labor market integration which can 
be expected among refugees and immi-
grants, unemployment will be higher by 30 
percentage points compared to the native 
population. It is estimated that by 2020 this 
difference would be reduced to 24 per-
centage points. One of the key factors re-
ducing the gap between the economic mi-
grants and asylum seekers in comparison 
to the domestic population is the time that 
immigrants and refugees spend in a new 
country. With time they will improve their 
language skills, have greater work experi-
ence and social ties helping them to be-
come integrated as a part of the majority 
population. 

From this perspective, the protectionists 
and radicals point to the differences be-
tween various types of immigrants to Eu-

rope. Migrants from wealthier countries 
or with better linguistic skills have a much 
higher chance of succeeding in the labor 
market in a new country. The least suc-
cessful in integrating are the refugees 
and also women. Finally, the IMF analysis 
also shows that the successful integra-
tion of large numbers of immigrants and 
refugees is achieved if the state promotes 
flexible labor market conditions. A great 
part is played by the legislative barriers 
to employment of economic migrants 
and asylum seekers. As it blocks many of 
them from entering the labor force legally, 
the immigrants may be discouraged from 
work and resort to the welfare system as 
their only option.

This argument has to be weighed against 
the positive aspects of migration. These 
are, however, much more long-term in 
nature and require a theoretical approach 
backed by a set of promises that are dif-
ficult to underpin with hard data. In brief, 
what Europe needs now are many young 
people capable of joining Europe’s aging 
labor force and a vision of new generations 
that will improve the poor demographic 
prospects that the Old Continent is cur-
rently facing. The opportunity to offer mi-
grants new homes would save Europe from 
waking up very soon to the drastic reality of 
the near future, in which the current wel-
fare state systems would become unsus-
tainable. 

Furthermore, some of the European 
countries require a new influx of labor 
force with a given set of skills that is in 
low supply. Opening the borders would 
enable a greater equilibrium of labor 
and bring a new possible push for open 
markets with the migrants’ host coun-
tries, which could boost the demand for 
European goods and thus provide a new 
impetus for the European industries. The 
key reason behind this is a wider division 
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of labor, which is helping to bypass the 
trade barriers and increase production 
per capita. 

In the past, a similar situation of the in-
flux of new people into the labor force 
took place when women started entering 
the workforce. Back then, contrary to the 
wider expectations, the situation caused 
only slight frictional unemployment and 
resulted in some displaced workers, but 
overall contributed greatly to the per capita 
income. The same will happen in the case 
of accepting migrants in Europe. Thus, any 
claim stating that migrants create unem-
ployment uses the same logic as the argu-
ment that trade makes us poorer. The need 
to cater to the coming migrants combined 
with the skills that these people possess is 
a solid foundation in favor of the new em-
ployment opportunities.

COSTS AND BENEFITS OF ACCEPTING 
MIGRANTS IN THE EU
The final economic argument in this debate 
is the question of benefits or the cost of mi-
gration for the countries, from which these 
people flee to Europe. It has been pointed 
out that due to emigration, the countries of 
Africa and Middle East may lose their best 
and most skilled people who will leave and 
not return. The brain drain has been an ar-
gument previously brought to attention in 
many Central European countries. There 
are, however, two sides to this coin. 

While some people may leave the coun-
tries with no intention of going back home, 
most of the people who leave send back 
remittances, which are probably the best 
way to alleviate the desolate economic sit-
uation in the developing world. They carry 
with them neither the threat of perverse 
incentives as may NGO aid, nor the risk 
of corruption associated with foreign aid. 
While it has been often argued that it is im-
perative for the country’s development to 

be able to keep the most qualified people 
in, it may not have to be so. Most of the 
developing countries are not able to pro-
vide the best form of development of their 
human capacities to the brightest minds. 
Thus, it may be just best for these people 
(and in fact for the country as well) to have 
the talent developed, where it can be done 
best. Then, if the people return, they can 
help the country in person – otherwise 
they will likely help with their finances. 
Free trade is the best way to help develop 
a country and free movement of people is 
a step in the right direction.

REPERCUSSIONS OF THE ECONOMIC 
FACTORS
Summing up the rationale behind the eco-
nomic aspects of the current immigration 
debate in Europe, it should be said that this 
is often seen as the key battleground, in 
which the European authorities have to win 
hearts and minds of the people in Europe. 
Currently, this is a battle that has been mis-
managed by the defenders of the immi-
gration as they allowed the opponents to 
hijack the negative economic aspects by 
looking at the short-term losses. These can 
be more easily seen by the public, which 
plays into the atmosphere of fear that got 
a hold of Europe. This, in turn, drove many 
of the traditionally moderate and open-
minded center-right European parties to 
the position of defending protectionism for 
the sake of rallying political support. 

Such was the case for example in Slovakia, 
where after the start of the migrant crisis 
virtually all parties of the center right, in-
cluding the liberal Freedom and Solidarity 
party, stood against the policy of accepting 
migrants and asylum seekers in the wake of 
the current refugee and humanitarian cri-
sis. The reason for this political maneuver-
ing was a strong anti-immigration position 
of the governing social-democratic party 
SMER-Social Democracy (Direction-Social 
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Democracy). The only party that resisted 
the temptation to compete with the poli-
cy of the Social Democrats was the party 
representing the Hungarian Minority called 
Most-Hid. 

SECURITY ARGUMENTS  
IN THE IMMIGRATION DEBATE
The reason why the anti-immigrant rheto-
ric works is not in itself surprising. The eco-
nomic side of the argument is used just as 
a justification for other factors, which are 
the key in defining and shaping the pub-
lic perception in the Central European 
countries. 

One of the most important factors in gen-
erating the fear from the issue of migrants 
is the security concern. There are a number 
of incidents that the media and the radical 
camp have dwelled upon to spread the at-
mosphere of the lack of safety and security 
that would be associated with the accept-
ance of migrants and refugees. 

The initial outcries of the outright radical or 
neo-fascist parties such as Jobbik in Hun-
gary or Golden Dawn in Greece have been 
gradually adopted by the center-right and 
populist left-wing countries. The language 
of security and safety has been used even 
by the government of the Polish Civic Plat-
form as a precondition to the acceptance 
of migrants and asylum seekers from the 
Middle East and African countries. The use 
of the security theme strengthened in the 
aftermath of the electoral change. 

Two aspects drove this fear. The first one 
was the fear of the unknown. The prospect 
of the potentially hundreds of thousands of 
people entering a territory, of which they 
knew little about and had little attachment 
to, created a sensation that this is a major 
threat to the property and physical safety 
of its current residents. The fear was fueled 
by the prejudice that the asylum seekers 

and migrants have no understanding of the 
basic liberties and property rights that we 
hold in high regard in Europe. This was as-
sociated with unfounded or carefully picked 
and highlighted stories about the migrants 
attacking the drivers or the households in 
the transition countries, which were then 
mimicked by the politicians who used it to 
further reinforce the sense of insecurity. 

The election campaign of the SMER-Social 
Democracy governing party in Slovakia is 
dominated by the slogan: “We protect Slo-
vakia” – a clear sign of what is a key topic 
that currently resonates with the public. 
The same sentiment was expressed by the 
Czech Minister of Interior Milan Chovanec 
representing the Czech Social Democratic 
Party (ČSSD) – when he addressed jour-
nalists after an informal meeting of the EU 
interior ministers, he said that security is 
a priority in tackling the migrant crisis. 

TERRORISM, SEXUAL ASSAULTS  
AND DISEASES
The second issue contributing to the high-
lighting of the security aspect of the migra-
tion from Middle East are the cases of ter-
ror attacks in Paris and sexual violence that 
occurred in Germany last year. This wave 
of attacks has been contributing to the 
acute feeling persistent in Central Europe 
that with the massive immigration entering 
our continent, the threat of terrorism was 
no longer just a distant reality, but a threat 
that could actually take place in the vicinity 
or directly in the region. 

Contributing to the fear of the unknown 
was thus the aspect of the fear of immi-
grants as potential terrorists and criminals, 
who shall be controlled and who, in most 
cases, are probably guilty. This was best 
illustrated by the new anti-terrorism leg-
islation passed in Slovakia which restricts 
certain freedoms in order to provide the 
police and the justice system with bet-
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ter tools to prevent any potential attacks 
in the future. Slovak Minister of Interior 
Robert Kaliňák commented on the pass-
ing of this law with the statement that the 
restriction of personal freedom of the in-
coming migrants is one of the conditions 
of the successful management of the cri-
sis. The containment and control of the 
migrants outside of the EU’s borders (or 
at least in Greece as a peripheral country) 
could, at the same, time help Europe con-
trol who enters the European Union and 
alleviate the fears and support for radical 
politicians (such as Kaliňák) who milk these 
sentiments.

The same situation of the increased lan-
guage of security concerns towards the mi-
grants happened also in Poland and Hun-
gary with the two populist governments that 
found themselves partners in their rhetoric. 
Jarosław Kaczyński, the leader of the ruling 
party Law and Justice, warned before the 
election that immigrants and asylum seekers 
could bring diseases such as cholera or dys-
entery to Poland and Europe, as well as para-
sites that could impact the citizens of Poland. 
Furthermore, he said that Poland could be 
forced to accept up to 100,000 Muslims. 
These statements, while harshly criticized by 
the Civic Platform party and the media, man-
aged to create a sense of concern among the 
population. Once the Law and Justice party 
took office, the purely rhetorical statements 
were in many ways put into reality coupled 
with anti-liberal reforms and personnel ap-
pointments which have raised concerns 
among European governments and com-
mentators. Faced with a wave of internation-
al criticism, the government of the Law and 
Justice found one critical ally in Europe – 
namely the Fidesz government and its Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán. 

Unlike his Polish counterpart, Viktor Or-
bán has much more solid popular sup-
port for populist and nationalist state-

ments and sentiments. The reason for 
this goes back all the way to the end of 
World War I, when Hungarian opposi-
tion towards Europe and its elites started 
due to the nature of the post-war settle-
ment that decimated the former Hungar-
ian territories into its current shape. The 
Hungarian PM openly called for the es-
tablishment of a new illiberal state built 
on national foundations. Measures were 
immediately taken in this direction, such 
as the limitation of the powers of the 
constitutional court to strike down laws 
passed by the parliament.  A very simi-
lar direction, though through different 
measures, was taken by the Polish gov-
ernment of Beata Szydło, which has in-
validated the choice of five constitutional 
judges appointed by the previous parlia-
ment (which also happened not without 
controversy). 

Further measures to control the public 
media were adopted in both countries to 
ensure that there is no strong criticism, but 
rather positive propaganda that reaches 
masses of people to promote the govern-
mental actions. The issue of uncontrolled 
migration played into the hands of these 
parties as they can rally effectively new 
supporters around this issue, and thus di-
vert attention from the justified criticism 
in other areas. Moreover, in the clash be-
tween European liberal values and radi-
calized nationalism, the topic of mass im-
migration swayed support away from the 
liberal camp.

To summarize, the question of security 
has been a strong factor in the increased 
radicalism of all four countries of Central 
Europe (the Czech Republic, Hungary, Slo-
vakia and Poland). The arguments about 
the need for security were only scarce and 
ineffective as there was really no reliable 
data that could be used to oppose this of-
ten purely emotional appeal. 
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The only way to fight radicalism would be to 
provide an effective defense of the principle 
of individual freedoms and the presumption 
of innocence, while ensuring that the public 
order remains intact or at least affected only 
in the minimum way. The current strongly 
conservative and socialist-conservative po-
litical parties are rallying around the issue 

of migrants to raise support for imposing 
limitations on freedoms and the rule of law, 
which would not be acceptable in any oth-
er circumstances. So similarly to any other 
type of crisis, liberals and libertarians must 
be extremely cautious and resilient in their 
principled stance for freedom and the rule 
of law, even if faced with as tough a chal-
lenge as the migration crisis. In the face 
of the strong political push for safety and 
security, any opposition to this could be 
quickly condemned as naïve at best. Never-
theless, this is the test that the liberal camp 
must start to tackle seriously.

PROTECTION OF THE NATIONAL 
CULTURE IN THE FACE  
OF THE IMMIGRATION CRISIS
The issue of security is very strongly associ-
ated with the fact that migrants are coming 
from predominantly Muslim countries. The 
radical and nationalistic camp is extremely 
quick to point out to the negative impacts 
and cultural incompatibility that the Muslim 
migrants faced in France, Sweden or the 
United Kingdom, and openly state that they 
will do their utmost to prevent such a situ-
ation in their countries. Slovakia, the Czech 
Republic, Hungary as well as Poland are 
all relatively homogenous in terms of their 
domestic population. The fearmongering 
of the politicians and their claims about 
the protection of the traditional culture are 
thus much more likely to find a fertile soil 
among the population.

The Prime Minister of Slovakia Robert Fico 
recently issued a number of statements in 
which he openly spoke against Muslims. 
When debating the transfer of the refugees 
from Syria, Fico ensured that only Christian 
refugees from Syria would be accepted and 
just a hundred in total. One of the reasons 
for not admitting Muslim migrants was giv-
en by Interior Minister Robert Kaliňák who 
said that they cannot come to Slovakia be-
cause there are no mosques in the coun-
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try – a statement that instantly became 
infamous and was parodied even outside 
Europe. Furthermore, in the aftermath of 
the sexual attacks in Cologne and other 
German cities, Robert Fico stated that he 
intends to prevent the creation of a larger 
Muslim community in Slovakia. 

Similar strong statements came from 
Jarosław Kaczyński, who addressed the 
issue of  migrants in the Sejm stating that 
the European countries (such as Sweden, 
Germany or France) which in the past wel-
comed Muslims, have later experienced 
the introduction of Sharia laws and the loss 
of national sovereignty. He used examples 
where Christian symbols, traditions or even 
the basic legal norms had to be suspended 
for the Muslim communities. These com-
munities, in Kaczyński’s words, demand 
not just a toleration of their traditions and 
religious laws, but also that other com-
munities and the majority conforms to the 
principles demanded by Islam. 

The majority of the population in strongly 
Christian countries such as Poland, Slova-
kia or Hungary reacts very firmly to such 
imageries and the nationalistic leaders are 
fully aware of this. The capacity to prevent 
this situation in Poland is thus seen as a key 
aspect of the protection of cultural iden-
tity of the country. The cultural crusade 
against the current threat is, however, not 
just based in the opposition against Islam 
as such, but also against the left-liberal 
narrative that has been “attacking” the con-
servative camp and supporting secularism 
and multiculturalism at the expense of the 
national traditions and social hierarchies.

The same approach and the sense of cultural 
crusade not just against Muslims, but also the 
“perverse Western liberalism” has also been 
adopted by Viktor Orbán and Fidesz. The PM 
openly said that Brussels does not like strong 
nation states – toward what Hungary is now 
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aspiring. He opposed the tendencies which 
he observes among European bureaucrats 
that every crisis Europe faces needs to have 
a European solution. The cultural war is thus 
not just against the threat from the outside 
of Europe, but against the way that European 
leaders try to “overlook” the internal differ-
ences between the member states and im-
pose a system on them that will prevent them 
from having control over their own affairs. As 
the nationalists see themselves as represent-
ing the will of the people (having been elect-
ed with a relatively strong mandate), they feel 
they can present this as a struggle for cultural 
preservation and democratic principles. 

Opposition to this line can come from two 
sides. One, preferred by most left-wingers, 
is to argue in favor of European values and 
condemn the nationalist and religious radi-
calism which results in a threat to basic lib-
erties for all citizens in these countries. The 
solution, under this argument, would be to 
strengthen the position of European insti-
tutions to ensure certain rights and princi-
ples valid across all of the European Union. 

Nevertheless, being members of the liberal/
libertarian camp, the correct solution as re-
gards the matter should be to say that the 
state and the European institutions should 
play no role in defining or protecting respec-
tive cultures. Instead, it shall ensure that peo-
ple themselves have all their rights, including 
religious and cultural freedoms protected 
and treated equally. At the end of the day, 
this is where the marketplace of ideas should 
play its role. However, as in the previous cas-
es, libertarian views are not being defended 
strongly enough and with skillful precision to 
handle the counterarguments from both the 
nationalist and Euro-centric sides. 

CONCLUSIONS
To sum up, this article presented three 
main battlegrounds (economy, security 
and culture), which have worked in favor of 

the new radicalized populist and nationalist 
camp in the past year and the debate that 
surrounded the migrant crisis in Central 
Europe (with the focus on Slovakia, Poland, 
Czech Republic and Hungary). It depicted 
the key facts and arguments put forward 
by the opponents of immigration and how 
the liberal/libertarian camp should handle 
them from their perspective. 

In all three areas, a strong case has been 
made by the radicalized politicians of all 
political options against the acceptance of 
migrants in the region. Dealing both with 
these arguments and the rhetoric, often 
over-simplistic and lacking scrutiny, used 
by the left-wing camp calling for a stronger 
European integration as the only alternative 
to the radical nationalism, poses a great 
challenge for liberals and libertarians. 

It will be up to us to defend the ideas of 
freedom, rule of law and tolerance, at the 
same time ensuring their high esteem in 
our societies – even though it may at times 
seem more convenient to abandon the val-
ues at stake in the name of a false sense of 
safety secured by a growing government or 
a feeling of ever strengthening trust in the 
European bureaucratic machinery, both of 
which we used to criticize. ●
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