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1 Foreword: Bruised but not broken, reviving the appeal of the EU

in the minds of V4 citizens

“Reviving the appeal of the EU in the minds of the V4 citizens”: This ambitious idea
provided the starting point for our 2-year RevivEU project, funded under the European
Commission’s CERV citizens’ engagement grant. The project was born from the realization
that the EU stands on the verge of transformative changes, poised to reshape not just the EU
itself but also that of European societies as we know it today. Of all the challenges, EU climate
policies, migration, the rule of law, and the post-pandemic recovery policy are undoubtedly the
most contentious and politically toxic topics, both in the EU and within the CEE region.

After a year of intensive research conducted by experts from four think tanks within the
V4, we are excited to introduce this report. Inside, you will find a discourse analysis that delves
into the prevailing attitudes in Czechia, Slovakia, Poland, and Hungary towards these four
critical topics. The report illuminates how particular interpretations of these issues have
ascended to prominence within V4 societies while also unveiling the strategies politicians
employ to legitimize policies, rally voters, and sculpt public opinions. This publication is just
one piece of a larger puzzle, comprising a policy, discourse, and comparative analysis, which

collectively contribute to a nuanced understanding of these paramount topics.

Naturally, writing a foreword for this report means the length of this publication cannot
be left unaddressed. It leads us to a fundamental question: Why dedicate your time to delve into
this substantial analysis? The answer is straightforward: because it is important. In this
publication, we confront issues that arguably represent the biggest challenges in the CEE and,
therefore, also EU politics in the years to come. The CEE region is known for the volatility of
its political systems, authoritarian tendencies in some countries, and a unique history — that of
40 years of an autocratic communist regime - which influences the economic structure,
development, and organization of civil society in these countries until today. The CEE region
is important for the stability of the entire EU project and for the success of the various unfolding
transformations and the flagship projects that embody them. This publication is, thus, important
for every reader wishing to gain a better understanding of the challenges the EU faces in the
years and quite possibly even decades to come.

Recently, the V4 region has been much discussed in the EU political and media sphere,
especially in relation to the alarming rule of law situation in some of its member states. While
much debated, the region is often insufficiently or even misunderstood. Too often, the countries

are wrongly lumped together (by journalists and policymakers alike), and the conclusion about



‘politics in the V4’ does often not do justice to the complexities of its politics. This, in turn,
leads to a failure to understand V4 national policies and discourses, their origin, and the
connection between them, and ultimately, a failure to revive the appeal of the EU in the eyes of
the V4 citizens.

For this reason, this project provides insights into the four different topics but also into
the interconnections between them, unveiling the intricate web of relationships underpinning
these challenges. For example, the readers will explore how the Rule of Law mechanism and
NGEU are interlinked, both exemplary for the supranational tendencies of the EU, which the
V4 governments resist. The analysis will also shed light on the intricacies of intra-V4
cooperation and divergence on the different EU topics. Furthermore, this report will delve into
the interactions between the EU and the Member States, examining how the EU is portrayed -
and at times used as a scapegoat - in domestic politics and, conversely, how governments and
oppositions leverage EU policies to highlight successes and failures. Finally, we cast our gaze
toward the future, contemplating the potential impact of the 2024 European Parliament
elections on the region’s political landscape. What themes are likely to dominate the agenda,
and how might they shape the trajectory of the V4 nations? These are questions that demand
our attention as we navigate the ever-evolving political landscape of the V4 and strive to revive
the appeal of the EU in the minds of V4 citizens.

It is for the first time that such a comprehensive and timely analysis of the four major
topics dominating the EU and V4 agenda has been provided. This report - which is part of a
series comprising a policy, discourse, and comparative analysis - is the outcome of extensive
research conducted by experts from each of the V4 countries. The following discourse analysis
provides an information gem for experts, policymakers (in Brussels), and, more generally,
everyone who tries to gain a better understanding of the political climate and dominant
discourses in this diverse and crucial region within the EU. In the pages that follow, the reader
will find a wealth of insights that offer a deeper understanding of four critical issues dominating
political discussions in the V4 and the EU: Migration, rule of law, climate, and the post-COVID
recovery. We invite you to explore this publication, engage with its findings, and join us in the
ongoing discussion surrounding the V4 and its place within the broader European context.
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3 Introduction

In the context of the upcoming 2024 European Parliament elections, the RevivEU
project explores the attitudes of citizens in the Visegrad 4 (\V4) countries. The project responds
to the growing disenchantment of the Czech, Slovak, Polish, and Hungarian citizens with
politics, the EU, and liberal democracy. It contends that the lack of general knowledge about
the EU, coupled with nationalist and anti-EU rhetoric by local elites, contributes either to apathy
towards or outright rejection of the EU and its policies. What is more, the ongoing green and
digital transformations pose a real challenge to the stability of local industrialized economies.
The EU needs to be cognizant of the preferences of the V4 populations, lest its policies
inadvertently alienate these citizens - or become weaponized by local elites. To better respond
to the wants and needs of the V4 citizens and boost their engagement in the EU decision-making
— including in the upcoming EP elections —, it is therefore key to understand how the EU core
policies are perceived by these citizens, depicted by the local politicians and translated into

actual policymaking.

The RevivEU project is centred around four topics, which prominently featured both in
public discourse and policymaking in the past years: Migration, climate change policies, post-
pandemic recovery policies, and the rule of law. All four topics were salient and politically
toxic topics occupying a prominent place in the V4 politicians’ discourses on the EU. Firstly,
the green transformation is arguably the biggest challenge for the EU in the decades to come.
The carbon neutrality commitment to climate neutrality will profoundly affect the widely
industrialized V4 countries. As every transformation has its winners and losers, an exacerbation
of political rift - within social groups and member states — can be expected. It can, in turn,
become a new axis of division between European institutions and anti-European forces within
the V4, further boosting the populist discourse. Secondly, migration into the EU has been a
prominent issue, given the animosity - bred over several years - and the domestic political
capital the topic consistently generates. The (mis)management of the migration crisis between
2014 and 2016 created the greatest rift between the V4 states and the rest of the EU to this date.

Thirdly, the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent Next Generation EU package
(NGEU), which represents the flagship initiative of the EU’s post-pandemic recovery policy,
provided a strong impetus towards further EU integration. However, the decision to engage for
the first time in joint borrowing also caused controversy and resistance among political actors.
For these reasons, the team found the inclusion of a discourse analysis surrounding the NGEU

package important, as it not only considerably improves our understanding of political
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discourse in the V4 today but also helps to predict how the V4 countries are likely to position
themselves vis-a-vis similar federalization steps in the future. Finally, the rule of law, which
underpins democracy itself, features prominently in the political discourse in V4 countries due
to the continuous backsliding within the region and the increasing pushback from the EU
against such backsliding. Especially, the conditionality regulation - conditioning the
distribution of the EU funds on compliance with the EU rule of law standards - caused a political

stir in the region, in Hungary and Poland in particular.

The discourse analysis represents an indispensable part of the RevivEU project. It
uncovers how political ideas are transmitted, and certain understandings of our four topics in
focus became dominant in the V4 societies. Through the performance of a frame analysis of
speeches — press releases, interviews, blogs, or social media posts — of selected V4 politicians,
our consortium will be able to uncover how the respective policy problems are framed. As will
be further elaborated in the methodology part, policy frames are constituted to highlight a
specific part of a comprehensive topic, delineate friends and foes, identify causes and culprits,
and suggest possible policy solutions. In political competition, frames are used to justify certain

political actions and depict a politician/party as the most viable and competent electoral option.

A discourse analysis, thus, illuminates how existing public perceptions of issues related
to migration, climate, post-pandemic recovery/NGEU, and the rule of law were discursively
shaped by leading V4 politicians and parties. Indeed, the project team maintains that the way
politicians spoke about issues in selected time periods — in this case, 2018 to 2020 — influenced
how these issues are currently perceived by local populations. As such, this discourse analysis
complements and helps to better interpret the results of the public opinion polls conducted
under the RevivEU project. In addition, the discourse analysis should also inform the policy
analysis part of the RevivEU project — showing how different policy actions were justified or
highlighting possible discrepancies between words and actions. As such, by approaching these
crucial topics through three different methods, this consortium aspires to gain the most
comprehensive understanding possible. This is the only way it is possible to successfully and

sustainably revive the appeal of the EU in the hearts and minds of the V4 citizens.

The remainder of this report, comprising a discourse analysis, is structured as follows:
The next part contains a methodology chapter explaining in depth the characteristics of frame
analysis and how it was used in this project. The chapter that follows will provide a justification
of the timeframes selected for discourse analysis. After that, a short introduction will be

provided of global and EU-level developments in the selected timeframes. The EU and global
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contexts are followed by four national chapters unpacking the dominant discourses on the
four selected themes, constituting the core of this report. The authors of national chapters use
frame analysis to decipher political speeches concerning the given topics in selected time-
periods. The national chapters will, amongst others, uncover why the dominant discourse in
Hungary portrays climate mitigation as a Christian and patriotic duty, calling the country a
climate champion, whereas it is portrayed as a threat in Czechia or a project that simply
corresponds better to the French and German power interests in the Polish case. Equally
important, the analyses will also examine how progressive opposition voices counter those
frames, often portraying the Western European way of life and values as a model that local

societies should aspire to.

While all the national teams observed these basic unifying requirements, the national
chapters differ in both language and structure, due to the differing political realities of V4 states,
but also writers’ differing as the consortium members have slightly different writing styles.
Finally, a comprehensive (cross-country) comparative study, focusing on similarities and
differences in political speeches across the V4 states, will complement this initial report and

provide the capstone of the work performed for both the policy and discourse analyses.
3.1 Methodology: Frame Analysis

The focus will be on how these policy issues are framed, i.e., how certain actors interpret
them. This section offers an overview of the crucial importance of discursive frames in politics
and briefly explains how the project utilizes frame analysis to structure and analyze its empirics

(the corpus of texts?).

Frames are crucial elements of discursive strategies and can be revealed through the
stories that political actors tell about a policy situation. They link causal accounts of policy
problems (what is the problem?) to proposals for policy action (what can/should be done?). In
addition, they “facilitate the ‘normative leap’ from is to ought t0”” (Rein and Schon 1993, 147).
These problem-setting stories are frequently based on a central metaphor (e.g., migration is a
“flood” or an “invasion; COVID measures are a “war” on the disease, etc.). Frames are used by
political actors to simplify a complex political reality and allow for “mental shortcuts” for the
audience (Entman 1993). They have four main elements: 1) problem definition, 2) causal

interpretation, 3) moral evaluation, and 4) treatment recommendation. Frames influence the

! Texts can take a variety of forms: written documents, verbal reports, artwork, spoken words, videos,
buildings, pictures, symbols, etc. This diversity is reflected in our corpus where texts range from speeches to press
releases, interviews, to social media posts.
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way individuals perceive the world around them but also how they process information, which
makes them a crucial tool for political rhetoric. The practice of framing then is selecting aspects
of a perceived reality and making them more apparent to the audience, in such a way as to signal
and promote the speaker’s particular problem definition, interpretation of causes, their moral
evaluation, and their recommendation on how to mitigate the problem identified by the frame
(Entman 1993, 52). Using frame analysis, project researchers identified how such frames are
developed on the four issues under investigation (migration, climate change, the rule of law,
and NGEU) and explored their wider influence on political discourse within the four V4

countries.

Frames are never self-evident; they need to be made sense of by someone who develops
the frame, shows its implications for political action, and develops metaphors, as well as other
symbolic tools of communication about the frame to aid the audience in interpreting the
intended message and help its dissemination. Political actors (e.g., politicians of the governing
party) often assume the role of frame presenters or frame sponsors, naming the issue requiring
policy attention and specifying how frames, policy development, and policy action need to be
linked.

Policy frames always offer a simplified representation of the problem; thus,
controversies among competing frames can appear. Some frames may even deny the existence
of a policy problem (e.g., frames that suggest that “there is nothing wrong with the rule of law
in Hungary”, or “there is no man-made climate change”), whereas others may represent a
differing view of a similarly defined problem (e.g., frames on how to deal with migration).
Crucially, multiple frames can be consistent with the same action, and the same frame can be
used as a source for different courses of action across multiple policy issues. Frames can be
constructed around ideas, or existing frames can be adopted to translate the idea to other
discourses or policy fields. For example, the language of war can be invoked to make sense of
migration, COVID, and other policy issues, or frames can be borrowed from energy security to

make sense of climate change mitigation.

The process of framing has its own sequence. The frame presenter (in RevivEU’s case,
the politician) first states a position or argument on a certain subject or issue so that it draws
attention to it (“this is a serious problem that needs to be dealt with”). Then, the frame presenter
identifies the cause(s) of this purported problem. Once the problem and causes are
demonstrated, the presenter can offer an opinion and a solution. These solutions often promote

the position and interests of the speaker (e.g., “this is the solution, and only I/my party can carry
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it out”) via cherry-picked facts while downplaying negative information contrary to the

suggested solution.

Frames are, therefore, not neutral, objective representations of the world but are
constructs that are often used instrumentally to promote a particular interpretation of the world.
Frames always impose a specific logic on an issue while they foreclose alternative
interpretations. Even when a frame has no correspondence with an “objective reality” (e.g.,
frames that promote conspiracy theories), it can still influence voter perceptions and enable

political action.

Metaphors and analogies are one of the central tools of framing: they are used to assign
meaning to objects and phenomena to facilitate action. They provide a common ground in-
between discourses (Lakoff and Johnson 1980) and give actors the possibility to devise their
own interpretation of the problem (Hajer 1995). Metaphors have an additional function in
reducing the complexity to visual representations and catchy one-liners. They highlight the
frame’s structure and the discursive context in which the metaphor is employed. Therefore,
metaphors will serve as one of the focal points of our empirical research throughout the national

chapters.

Within any discursive research, individual texts (speeches, interviews, manifestos,
election posters, videos, etc.) carry ideas and therefore serve as the basic unit of analysis. Frame
analysis highlights contestation across competing frames but also helps us identify mechanisms
for successful frame construction — an integral part of discursive strategies. Frames can be
revealed through the storylines/narratives that their proponents tell about the policy situation.
The aforementioned four elements of a frame (Entman 1993) — 1) problem definition, 2) causal
interpretation, 3) moral evaluation, and 4) treatment recommendation—help us distinguish
framing from themes, arguments, assertions, and other similar concepts, but more importantly,
they help us in operationalizing frames. In practice, these are the four elements analysts looked

for in the corpus.

1) Who talks about a problem or an issue, and how do they define it?

2) What causes/culprits do they identify?

3) How do they evaluate the problem, the culprits (if any), and the stakes in ethical terms?
(e.g., any discussion on shared values, talk about who the good guys or the victims are,
listing of moral stakes like “our way of life”)

4) What solution(s) do they suggest?
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In terms of its research design, RevivEU relied on inductive qualitative frame analysis.
This means that researchers did not assume the existence of ready-made frames but instead
engaged with the texts of corpus as an exploration and then updated the research design and
coding accordingly. Qualitative frame analysis means that texts were heavily interpreted by the
analyst in order to identify and describe frames used in the discourse. Elements of texts were
examined and given an interpretive account by the researcher based on their depictions of the

broader cultural context within which the frame is used.

In conclusion, frame analysis was chosen as it gives us an inside into the main actors
shaping national discourses, how they define the problem, victims, and culprits, and
subsequently shape solutions. Identifying the dominant discourses and counter-discourses in
the different national spheres is important, as the way problems are framed has repercussions
for how the public perceives these issues. Populist and Eurosceptic discourses may, in a climate
of general discontent and distrust, find fertile ground among the public, seeping through into

public opinion and, in turn, hamper a revival of the EU in the minds of the V4 citizens.

Finally, while the identification of the main actors and the definition of the problem,
victims, culprits, and solutions are present in each chapter, each of the national reports will be
adapted to the context. The political landscape differs among the V4 countries, and also the
main actors shaping discourses vary across the region. Consequently, the composition of
individual chapters is also influenced by the heterogeneity of the local party system. In
Hungary, PM Orban is portrayed as the main discursive actor, and, therefore, the bulk of
analysis is dedicated to deconstructing his master narrative of “the decline of the West”. In
Poland, the debate is polarized into two camps: PiS, conservative nationalists in the
government, and the liberal pro-Europeans of Civic Platform in the opposition. Consequently,
the Polish analysis contrasts frames presented by the conservative coalition and liberal
opposition. Finally, in Czechia and Slovakia, the party system was more heterogeneous during
the analyzed period; therefore, more frames were identified, which also often cut through the

opposition-coalition division.
3.2 Justification of selected timeframes

The discourse analysis part of the RevivEU project is set between 2018 and 2020. This
timeframe was selected because it is when topics deemed by the project as particularly resonant

for V4 audiences — migration, climate neutrality, post-COVID-19 recovery, and the rule of law
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— were extensively discussed both at the European Council level and within the four analyzed

countries.

Analysis timeframes are set around European Councils because these summits set
strategic goals for the EU, immediately react to current events, and gather the most important
political figures of individual Member States. Therefore, out of all EU-related events, they are
most referred to by the V4 Prime Ministers, other political actors, and the media. This also
allows to compare and contrast national discourses against each other.

As more consecutive European Councils usually deal with a topic that is relevant at a
given time, the team decided to stretch the analysis into periods between these consecutive
Councils. The timeframe always starts approximately two weeks before the first European
Council and ends approximately two weeks after the last one to capture all speeches relevant to

the European Council also before/after they occur.
For each of the analyzed topics, the timeframes are specifically:

— Migration: 28-29.6.2018 European Council to 13-14.12.2018 European Council.
Timeframe: June to December 2018

— Climate: 20-21.6.2019 European Council to 10-11.12.2019 European Council.
Timeframe: June to December 2019

~ COVID-19/post-pandemic recovery: Informal European Council call 23.04.2020 to
European Council 17-21.07.2020. Timeframe: April to the beginning of August 2020

— Rule of law: European Council 17-21.07.2020 to European Council 10-11.12.2020.

Timeframe: July to December 20192

To identify when topics were discussed at the European level, all European Council
conclusions from between 2018 and 2022 were gathered and analyzed. As it will be further
alluded, 2018 is when the issue of migrant relocation and resettlement was still vividly
discussed and when the last update of the Frontex/European Border and Coast Guard regulation
was proposed. 2019 is when climate neutrality was first introduced as a concept in the European
context. In 2020, the Next Generation EU (NGEU) instrument was proposed to help EU
economic recovery from the COVID crisis, and the parameters of the 2021-2027 Multiannual
Financial Framework (MFF), including the Rule of law Conditionality Regulation, were agreed
at the European Council level.

2 Note that the NGEU and Rule of Law parts are interconnected both timely and topically, as they both
relate to the discussions of 2021-2027 MFF
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While all these four topics periodically resurface in the EU discussions in the 2020
period, they are often interconnected with recent crises, which changed their meaning and
framing. For example, in 2022, migration was mostly discussed in relation to Ukrainian
refugees, who are nevertheless perceived somewhat differently in the V4 regions compared to

Middle Eastern or African migrants, whose influx in 2015 created a moral panic in the region.

However, in addition to these periods analyzed by all countries, the national teams were
invited to discursively analyze more recent developments if they found them relevant in their
respective countries. The policy analysis part of the RevivEU project will further analyze
developments post-2020, also probing whether specific discourse was followed by an

appropriate policy action.
3.3 Migration

The migration part of the discourse analysis is set between June and December 2018.

Three years after the so-called migration crisis of 2015 and still well before the more
recent challenges — COVID-19 and war in Ukraine — migration from outside of Europe was a

very sensitive and important topic for the EU and Visegrad 4 prime ministers in 2018.

In June 2018, the EU was mired in controversies regarding the disembarkment of
migrant ships. The Italian government, led by the social democrat Giuseppe Conte and co-led
by the far-right interior minister Matteo Salvini, announced it would not keep opening its ports
to ships with migrants rescued at the Mediterranean Sea. An extraordinarily small European
Council was gathered on 24 June to resolve the resulting spats between Italy, France, and Spain
and to discuss Prime Minister Conte’s proposal for handling the situation. During a joint
meeting on 21st June, Prime Ministers of Czechia, Poland, Hungary, Slovakia as well as Austria
agreed not to take part in the summit, as they did not agree with Conte’s plan and jointly called
for bolstering the EU’s external border. (Gotev 2018)

An official European Council summit, which took place on 28th June, reached the deal
on setting up “controlled” migrant processing centers outside the EU, allowing to distinguish
between refugees and irregular migrants before they cross the Schengen border. (European
Council 2018a). Crucially for the V4, the June 2018 European Council conclusions confirmed
that any relocation and resettlement of migrants should be voluntary. This paved the way to the
end of the infamous “refugee quotas” that had been so derided and demonized in the V4 since
2015. In these conclusions, European Council leaders also agreed on stepping up returns of

irregular migrants and strengthening the competencies and funding for the Frontex agency.
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In turn, the European Commission proposed a new regulation on Frontex/European
Border and Coast Guard in September 2018. Frontex was to be enhanced to 10,000 guards by
2027 in order to better assist national authorities with migration management and was given
greater powers, i.e., in the EU return policy (European Commission 2022). This was followed
by official European Council summits in October 2018 and December 2018, which only
illustrated the differences in approach to migration between the member states. Internal pressure
of the member states, electoral victories of the far-right anti-immigration parties, and internal
pressures forced the European Council to prioritize strengthening the external Schengen border

and relocation system over harmonization of already existing policies.

On the global level, the UN Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration
was discussed in the latter half of 2018. The Compact is the first inter-governmental UN
agreement whose goal is to support international cooperation on the governance of migration
affairs. Although it is a non-binding document, it stirred controversies in the Visegrad 4
countries. In the end, none of them joined the Compact during the summit in Marrakech in
December 2018. (International Organization for Migration 2018; CTK 2018)

3.4 Climate neutrality

The climate part of the discourse analysis is set between June and December 2019.

Amidst growing public consciousness about the consequences of climate change, embodied by,
amongst others, the Fridays for Future student movement and the Swedish activist Greta
Thunberg, the EU committed itself in 2019 to step up climate action and lead the way to climate
neutrality. At the European Council on 20 June 2019, the ambition to reach climate neutrality
was first raised by Member State leaders (European Council 2019a). On 12 December of that
year, the European Council agreed to the objective of achieving a climate-neutral EU by 2050
(European Council 2019c) even though Poland refused to subscribe to this goal at this Council
(Morgan 2019).

Simultaneously, following the European Parliament elections in May, the new European
Commission led by Ursula von der Leyen was formed between July and December 2019. This
Commission demonstrated unprecedented ambitions on the climate plan. On 11 December
2019, the Commission President introduced the European Green Deal (EGD), designed to

transform the EU economy to stop climate change, limit pollution and protect biodiversity
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(European Commission 2019). The commitment to reach climate neutrality was subsequently

made legally binding through the EU Climate Law in 2021(European Commission 2020a).

On the global level, climate efforts culminated during the UN Climate Action Summit,
which took place in New York on 27" September 2019. This summit was accompanied by
worldwide Friday for Future protests in which approximately 6 million people from the entire
planet participated (Taylor, Watts, and Bartlett 2019). The summit reinforced the recognition
that global warming should not exceed 1.5°C (United Nations 2019). Less successful was the
COP25 climate summit, which took place in December 2019 in Madrid. No consensus could
be found on the international carbon trading rules. This sparked disappointment among EU
states, but especially in civil society, prompting 500,000 people to take to the streets of Madrid
to voice their discontent about the COP’s outcome (Robert 2019).

3.5 NGEU/Post-pandemic recovery

The COVID/NGEU part of the discourse analysis is set between April and the beginning
of August 2020. The discussions on NGEU were selected not only because they show how the
V4 states reacted to this instrument but also how they might react to any future proposals
leading, de facto, to a greater federalization of the EU. NGEU was crucial in this regard, as it

was the first time the EU jointly borrowed money at financial markets.

By March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic had affected every European country. The
southern states (primarily Italy) were hit harder than others, but after the necessary lockdowns
and travel restrictions, most countries realized substantial financial losses (Pliimper and
Neumayer 2022). These losses led to the recognition of the need for a common response and
eventually to the birth of the Next Generation Europe (hereinafter NGEU) policy package. The
branches of this recovery package are the following: climate neutrality, healthcare,

digitalization, education, and social equality (European Union, n.d.).

Ideas of recovery packages have been present since March 2020, but the NGEU package
itself was first proposed in April 2020 at a European Council meeting as part of the Multiannual
Financial Framework (hereinafter MFF). The Council agreed to work towards establishing a
recovery fund and tasked the Commission to analyze the exact needs and to come up with a
proposal. The fund’s stated aim was to mitigate the effects of the crisis (European Council
2020a).

On 27 May 2020, the European Commission put forward its proposal for the requested

plan. It aims to ensure a sustainable, even, inclusive, and fair recovery for all EU Member

17



States. The Commission proposed to create the NGEU recovery instrument embedded within a

long-term EU budget (European Commission 2020c).

On 21 July 2020, the European Council agreed on the Next Generation Europe plan and
an overall 1 824 billion Euro budget for 2021-2027, combining the MFF with the recovery
package of 750 billion (800 billion in current prices) Euros. To cover these funds, the EU
Member States agreed to jointly borrow at the financial market, which happened for the first
time in the history of the EU. The Council of the EU and the European Parliament finally agreed
on the legislative MFF package on the 10th of November 2020, and the European Council
cleared the path for the recovery package on 10-11 December 2020 after an exhausting political
debate (European Council 2020b).

3.6 Rule of law

The rule of law part of the discourse analysis is set between July and December 2020.

The rule of law is one of the most important foundations of the European Union (Pech
2022), explicitly stated in Article 2 of the Treaty on the European Union: "The Union is founded
on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law, and
respect for human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to minorities.”(Official

Journal of the European Union, 2012).

The regulation on the protection of the EU budget in case of generalized deficiencies as
regards the rule of law (the “Conditionality Regulation”) was first proposed already in May
2018 as part of the broader legislative package on the 2021-2027 Multiannual Financial
Framework (European Commission 2018).

The July 2020 European Council conclusions underlined the importance of the
protection of the rule of law for the EU finances using the conditionality mechanism (European
Parliament 2023). The August 2020 country-specific recommendations provided by the
European Commission to the member states reiterated that these emergency measures should
be necessary, proportionate, and time-bound and should be subject to monitoring (European
Commission 2020D).

On 5 November 2020, the European Parliament and the Council of the EU agreed on
the wording of the Conditionality Regulation. (European Parliament 2021) The co-legislators
agreed that the conditionality requirements should apply not only to corruption or fraud but also

to freedom, democracy, equality, and respect for human rights. However, on 19 November
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2020, three countries — Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia — opposed the rule of law mechanism,
threatening to veto the whole MFF package. Slovenia, however, withdrew the objection as it
was not agreed at the level of the Slovenian government and only expressed the opinion of the

Slovenian prime minister (Trkanjec 2020).

During the European Council on 10-11 December 2020, the European Council agreed
to the guidelines of the Conditionality Regulation and endorsed the importance of the rule of
law (European Council 2020b). The EU managed to overcome the veto by threatening to create
a post-pandemic reconstruction fund that would completely exclude Poland and Hungary. (FM
2020). The rule of law conditionality was subsequently included in the European Council

conclusions from December 2020.

In turn, both the Council of the EU and the European Parliament formally passed the
final draft of the Conditionality Regulation, which was published in December 2020 and
entered into force in January 2021 (European Parliament 2020b). In March 2021, Poland and
Hungary lodged actions before the European Court of Justice against this regulation, but the
Court ruled against them in December 2022 (DW 2022).
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4 Hungary: The true alternative to the declining West?

4.1 Introduction

Hungary’s Prime Minister Viktor Orban capitalized on societal insecurities in the wake
of the financial crisis and political turmoil®, painting his 2010 landslide victory as a new era of
national unity, and himself as a crisis leader. In the past thirteen years he successfully solidified
his hold over the country and gradually dismantled democratic institutions—all justified
through a discourse about permanent crisis. Orban’s political discourse has been key to his
continued popularity: it has been used to mobilize his base, delegitimize his opposition and
critics, spin uncomfortable issues, justify and legitimize policy, and dominate the political
agenda. Due to Orban’s dominance in Hungarian politics, opposition actors are forced to frame
issues within the discursive framework that the PM creates and controls. When dissected,
Orban’s rhetoric draws on a number of sources: nationalistic populism, sovereignism,
securitization, and collective narcissism. When framing a policy issue, the Prime Minister lifts
key elements from these discourses and links them in a cohesive whole. This section introduces
the function of these discursive tools and how they are integrated into a master frame that
ensures continuity across policy issues in Orban’s discourse, including those analysed by
RevivEU. After the discussion of Orban’s discourse, the section shifts attention to power

relations (who can talk politics in Hungary?) and methods.

Perhaps the most apparent, and oft-emphasized element of Orban’s discourse is his
right-wing, nationalist brand of populism. Populism is a discursive style, a way of talking that
utilizes a constant appeal to ‘the People’ versus ‘the elite’, the performance of crisis, and
threat(Moffitt 2018, 4). Populist discourse pits an essentialized and idealized ‘people’ against
an opposing ‘Other’, most commonly domestic and/or foreign ‘elites’; and achieves its appeal
through disruptive plebian “bad manners”* and the dramatization of the failure of mainstream
politics. Populists define ‘the People’ in exclusionary terms: they argue that only some people
are the real, authentic, and pure people, who are deserving of good governance. The populist
leader then frames him/herself as the sole legitimate representative of ‘the People’ and uses

popular sovereignty to justify such measures. The way populists define ‘the elite’ varies from

% The cause of the political crisis was a leaked speech by Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsany in 2006,
wherein he admitted lying to voters about the state of the economy. The leak led to mass riots in Budapest, and
severely weakened the Socialist Party, Fidesz’s mainstream counterweight. Gyurcsany refused to resign until 2009,
which contributed to Orban’s landslide victory in 2010.

4 In Orban’s case bad manners refer to the use of colloquial, folksy metaphors and idioms, simplistic
jokes, and mockery of EU politics and politicians.
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context to context and across time, and so do the enemy Others (migrants, civil society, ethnic
minorities etc.) that populists link to elites. Due to embedded antagonism between ‘the People’
and ‘the elites’, populist discourse is utilized strategically. It can be employed to frame threats
so that they exacerbate collective insecurities, and thereby generate support for various policy

measures that purportedly counter the threat.

Sovereignism is a discourse about a return to an idolized, traditional territorial
understanding of sovereignty centred on the nation state and the imagined national community
it embodies (Basile and Mazzoleni 2019). Sovereignism claims that only by protecting national
borders and fiercely guarding national sovereignty can the prosperity of the national community
be ensured. Processes like globalization and European integration constantly fuel and empower
this kind of discourse.

Securitization refers to the discursive process through which politicians highlight an
issue and frame it as a national security threat. If the audience—the public—accepts the claim,
then by definition the speaker is legitimized to use extreme measures, even those that would
normally count as undemocratic. Populists like Orban then twist the sovereignist narrative and
offer a vision of the future where the empowerment of the nation state through its borders offers
citizens a way to “take back control” from threatening international elites and their proxies, like
migrants. The dramatization of securitized borders, sovereignism, and nationalist populism go

hand in hand in Orban’s framing attempts, which is most visible in the case of migration.

Relying on the elite versus people antagonism in his populism, Orban constructed his
persona as a no nonsense, shrewd Leader. Especially when contrasting himself with “European
elites”, or “leftist-liberal elites”, Orban emphasizes his outsider status as a “street fighter”, or a
“black sheep” of European politics, and creates unity with his supporters when framing them
and himself as “underdogs” fighting a larger foe. This national versus European contrast depicts
Orban not as one of the political elite (in power since 2010), but one of the People. But at the
same time, building on collective narcissism—a belief that one’s own nation is exceptional, but
not sufficiently recognized or even betrayed by others—his rhetoric also paints Hungarians as
the embodiment of “true European values”, rendering their popular PM the only possible choice
for representing ‘the People’s voice’ not just in Hungary, but across Europe. This discourse of
maverick politics also establishes the PM as an experienced and shrewd politician who has been
in politics for four decades. This experience supposedly gives his arguments more weight, and
separates him from his naive, clueless domestic opponents, as well as frequently changing

European leaders (elites).
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4.2 ’The Decline of the West’ and Governmental Frames

Virtually all policy issues Orban has engaged with since 2015 were framed under the
same master narrative of a global crisis narrative about “the end of the modern West” that dates
back to his time in opposition in the 2000s (K6rdsényi, 111és, and Gyulai 2020). This “crisis of
the West” frame suggests that Western institutions, most importantly the EU, are no longer able
to deal with historical challenges, altering Hungary’s outlook and geopolitical prospects
(problem A). This decline is the result of the West’s moral decay and loss of competitive edge
vis-a-vis its competitors like China. This gap could still be closed if not for the West’s
ideological stance, which itself causes moral decay. The frame suggests that it is this liberal
ideology that holds the West back—an ideology that is built on forced multiculturalism,
uncontrolled migration, “gender ideology”, globalism, atheism, censorship masked as
tolerance, and supra-nationalism (cause). Yet this ideology is not what ‘the People’ of Europe
want, this ideology is only that of Western elites who misrepresent their people and are therefore
anti-democratic, corrupt, and anti-Europe (value judgement). Moreover, these elites seek to
force their ideology on states like Hungary, who represent ‘the True People’ of Europe, hence
‘true European civilization’, which would be key to keeping up with historic challenges of the
day. This forced conversion manifests in open, politically motivated attacks on Hungary and its
PM, as well as the promotion of a clandestine plan through hidden agents (e.g. opposition
politicians and “fake” NGOs), personified by the figure of the globalist financier, George Soros
(problem B). The only way to save Hungary, and Europe is to engage in a never-ending war
for national independence, which manifests in the rejection of any (Western) criticism, liberal
values (see ‘illiberal democracy’), any form of migration into the EU, and integration as
federalism. Europe instead needs Christian-conservative values, a homogeneous population
with higher birth rates, and a “Europe of nation states”. Hungary is showing Europe the path
through a “unique Hungarian way”, which translates to Orban’s persona and his policies (the

solution).(Orban 2013).

According to the master frame, ongoing attacks on Hungary and its allies take migration
as its primary weapon: it can be used to “reshape” Hungary through “population exchange”.
Every criticism, every condemnation that Orban and his government receive is just a political
attack aimed at forcing migration on Hungary. The central position of migration as a weapon
in Orban’s master frame can be explained by the extraordinary success of his anti-immigration
campaign launched in early 2015. By applying the toolkit of anti-immigration campaigns from

all around the world, Orban framed migrants and migration as a threat to the national security
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in Hungary. Within this discourse, Orban securitized Hungarians, their culture, but also their
values, where conservative values that Fidesz and Orban purportedly champion are conflated
first with Hungarian values, and then with European values. These values are under a constant,
existential, and often clandestine threat, which requires constant vigilance, and unorthodox

measures (including attacks on democratic institutions).

Building on the successful template of the anti-immigration campaign the Prime
Minister gradually established a rhetorical frontier between the ‘real’ European people and their
enemies. When talking about ‘the People’, Orban frequently uses vague, but strongly positive
attributions, and first-person plural with general adjectives: “Us, Hungarians”, “Us,
Europeans”, “Us, Central Europeans”. Enemies exist on both levels. European “left-liberal
forces” or “Brussels elites” are both incompetent accessories to the invasion of migrants, and
are actively complicit ideologues. Together with civil society actors of the “Soros network™ in
a “bizarre coalition”(Orban 2015) they seek to capitalize on the crisis in order to gain new
voters, weaken Christian culture, and thereby dominate the EU (Merabishvili 2020, 59-60).
These enemies are both responsible for the crisis and are the antithesis of what Hungary through

its Leader represents.

Through the master frame, Orban has been able to link any policy issue by framing it as
an instance of the “war for independence” and thereby creating an imaginary community of
Hungarians, Central Europeans, and (true) Europeans. The master frame creates continuity and
coherence across multiple issues and combine two scales (national and European) flexibly, so
that Orban’s frame can speak to different audiences. As the following sections will show, out
of the four policy issues investigated in RevivEU, three were immediately linked to the master
frame (migration, rule of law conditionality and NGEU), while the climate discourse features
relatively few allusions to the master frame and was largely omitted from official

communication.
4.3 Discursive Power Relations and Source Selection

One key process of democratic backsliding under Orban has been the gradual take-over
of the Hungarian media scene(Bozoki 2012; Bajomi-Lazar 2013; Batorfy and Urban 2019).
Since the controversial 2010 media law, this take-over has not stopped(Polyak 2019). By 2023,
the Hungarian government and agents close to the governing party have gained control over
more than half of leading media(Bodis 2021).
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This level of control immensely increases the visibility and penetration of governmental
frames. With many households only having access to state television®, and the increasing
marginalization of alternative media outlets®, the Orban government can bombard the
population with its messages, crowd out alternative frames, and facilitate agenda setting. This
shift in power relations radically reduced the opposition’s ability to frame the investigated
policy issues. Opposition politicians are very rarely interviewed on state media, the opposition’s
depiction remains biased, and opposition parties have been increasingly forced into alternative

media, most notably independent yet marginalised online news and social media.

Due to the centralized, hierarchical nature of the governmental media structures, the
PM’s frames are carried down to lower levels without any attempt at reinterpretation.
Differences are more noticeable when it comes to the language: different outlets are tailored for
different segments of Fidesz’ electorate, from more moderate to extremists. For this reason, the
project focused on PM Orban’s framing attempts around the four issues. In terms of sources,
the analysis relies on the PM’s ceremonial speeches, weekly radio interviews, and

parliamentary speeches. Special emphasis was placed on three specific stages.

Populists need create continuous interaction between the leader and “the people” to
maintain their legitimacy, but also to convey their message. For PM Orban, such “proximity to
the people” has been facilitated through the establishment of regular one-way communication
through symbolic speeches on special occasions (most notably the commemorations of the 23
October 1956 uprising, and Orban’s annual appearance at the Baile Tusnad festival in
Transylvania), and a weekly interview on state radio. Orban uses these almost weekly radio
interviews as declarative stages for new frames. His speeches on 23 October are used to talk
about enemies, while those at the Baile Tusnad festival serve as summaries of the PM’s views
on international politics. To these sources, Orban’s parliamentary speeches were added to form

the core of the government corpus of texts. In the case of climate change, this corpus was

®> The most popular platforms for news consumption amongst Hungarians are television, online media,
and social media. According to previous research results of 21 Research Center, 36% of Hungarians choose to get
their news primarily from online media, while the secondary source of information is television (32%). The third
most popular channel is social media, where every fifth Hungarian turns to get informed.

® The ratio of pro-government and not pro-government (independent and oppositional) media products’
reach on television news is more or less balanced, while pro-government influence is dominant in radio. Not pro-
government online news sites have more reach than pro-government online media outlets. According to
Gemius.com, Hungary’s most visited news sites are Index, Origo, 24, Blikk, Telex, Portf6lio, and HVG. While
the first two with the most views are influenced by the government, the remaining five are independent.
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extended to the President of the Republic, Janos Ader, who served as the governing party’s

designated green politician.

To supplement the Prime Minister’s speeches’, the project turned to media reports and
social media posts (Facebook) of key politicians both from the governing parties (Fidesz® and
KDNP®), and opposition parties (DK%, MSZP!, Parbeszéd'2, LMP®3, Momentum®*, Jobbik®,
and Mi Hazank®). For corpus collection, the project relied on a media monitoring software that
collects media products based on keyword search, date and channels. We have chosen the
following channels: TV2, RTL Klub, M1, ATV, HirTV for television and Index, Origo, 24,
Telex, and HVG for online news sites. We strived for diversity in terms of political relations,
thus the chosen channels are more or less evenly divided between pro-government and not pro-
government media. Using the relevant keywords, a database of articles and transcripts of TV
news was created. Based on mentions the original speeches, declarations, and statements of

politicians were traced as primer sources. The project’s findings show that in traditional media

" The prime minister’s speeches have been collected from several sources, including official online sites
such as kormany.hu, parlament.hu, and the website of public radio (Kossuth Radio).

8 Fidesz — Magyar Polgdri Szévetség (Fidesz — Hungarian Civic Alliance) is a nationalist-conservatice
party, Hungary’s largest party, and the major governing party since 2010. The party is led by PM Viktor Orban. It
holds 116 seats out of 199 in the National Assembly, lending it a supermajority when combined with the 19 seats
of its satellite party, KDNP. Fidesz holds 12 out of Hungary’s 21 seats in the EP. It was a member of the EPP until
2021, and is now NI.

® Kereszténydemokrata Néppdrt, KDNP (Christian Democratic People's Party) is the minor governing
party since 2010. It is mostly considered a satellite party, completely overshadowed by its coalition party, Fidesz.
Nominally it holds 19 seats in the National Assembly, and 1 in the EP (EPP).

10 DK-Demokratikus Koaliciéo (Democratic Coalition) is currently the largest opposition party. Its most
influential politician is former PM Ferenc Gyurcsany. It has 15 MPs in the National Assembly and 4 MEPs in the
European Parliament (ALDE). The party’s politics show elements of Third Way social democracy, social
liberalism, and pro-EU attitudes.

11 MSZP-Magyar Szocialista Part (Hungarian Socialist Party) is a center left social democratic party, the
successor of Hungary’s Communist Party. Following Fidesz’” 2010 win it was the second biggest party in Hungary,
but has lost considerable support since then. It holds 10 seats in the National Assembly and once in the EP (S&D).

2 parbeszéd - A Zoldek Partja (Dialogue, The Green’s Party), previously Pdrbeszéd Magyarorszdagért
(Dialogue for Hungary) is a green party founded in 2013 by dissidents of LMP. It holds 6 seats in the National
Assembly, and none in the current EP.

18 LMP-Magyarorszag Zéld Partia (LMP-Hungary’s Green Party) is a green centrist-liberal party founded
in 2009. It holds 5 seats in the National Assembly, and no seats in the current EP.

14 Momentum is a centrist political party founded in March 2017. It is generally youth-oriented, pro-
European, pro-capitalist, and socially progressive. It holds 10 seats in the National Assembly, and 2 in the EP
(Renew Europe).

15 Jobbik-Konzervativok (Jobbik-Conservatives), previously Jobbik Magyarorszagért Mozgalom (Jobbik
Movement for a better Hungary) is nationalist-conservative and Christian that largely abandoned its far-right roots
by the second half of the 2010s. The party currently holds 8 seats in the National Assembly, and 1 in the EP
(currently NI).

6 Mi Hazdank Mozgalom (Our Homeland Movement) is a far-right political party founded in 2018 by
former Jobbik Vice-President Lasz16 Toroczkai and other Jobbik dissidents that left after the party's move to the
center. The party gained 6 seats in the National Assembly in the 2022 elections. It has not yet managed to gain
seats in the EP.
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pro-government politicians have been mentioned more frequently, while opposition politicians
have less visibility. Therefore, on social media research primarily focused on opposition

politicians to include their opinion in the corpus as well.
4.4 Migration

In the case of migration, the framing context of the investigated timeframe was
dominated by four events: the Hungarian parliamentary elections in the Spring of 2018, the
negotiation process about the UN’s Migration Compact that Hungary left in the Summer of
2018, the EP debate on and eventual adoption of the Sargentini report!” about launching Article
7 procedures against Hungary for infringement on European values, and finally, the then-
upcoming 2019 EP elections. The two elections led to heated campaigning from the governing
party, and migration remained one of the key issue areas for both campaign periods. Framing
analysis of PM Orban’s rhetoric shows that these issues were given meaning through the same
frame which suggested that seemingly disparate problems like the state of the rule of law in
Hungary, the Council decision on Frontex, or domestic criticism of governmental policies were
all in reality about migration. Specifically, the PM suggested that the goal of all critics of
Hungary was to force unwanted migrants on Hungary through any means necessary. As PM

Orbén puts it:

“I evaluate the situation through the issue of migration. So I believe that the struggle

about migration is a historical struggle that affect the future of us all—including our children
and grandchildren—because this struggle will decide the future of Europe. I think that all
major events in today’s Europe can be understood from this point of departure, that there are
those who support migration [bevandorlaspartiak], and those who oppose migration

[bevandorlasellenesek] ”(Orban 2018j)

This Manichean division between those that support and those that oppose migration
coincides with Orban’s populistic distinction between corrupt elites and the pure people.
Mirroring Hungarian anti-immigration discourse since 2015, the PM identifies ‘the people’
variously as ‘the Hungarian people’, as ‘East Central Europeans’ and as ‘the European people’,
depending on the context. In all cases the people are depicted sympathetically through positive
attribution, as victims of undemocratic and malevolent elites, and the PM’s persona—conflated

with Hungary—as the hero. Nevertheless, analysis shows some variance in how the PM

17 “Report on a proposal calling on the Council to determine, pursuant to Article 7(1) of the Treaty on
European Union, the existence of a clear risk of a serious breach by Hungary of the values on which the Union is
founded”. Full text available at
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identifies ‘enemies’ or ‘elites’ in the investigated time period. Whereas the domestic election
campaign was dominated by the ‘Soros network’ and its local proxies (the Hungarian
opposition), the frame’s focus shifted to alternative enemies during the latter half of the year:
first to the UN and certain member states, and then to MEPs critical of his government with the
advent of the debate on the Sargentini report and the intensification of the EP election campaign.
Despite the shifting focus, elites were consistently framed relatively vaguely—frequently
referred to as “networks” or simply as “they”/’those”—allowing the incorporation of multiple
actors, such as the Hungarian opposition, “migrant-friendly” (migransbarat) NGOs and “fake
civil society actors” (alciviliek), Western (liberal) politicians and governments, Islamic

civilization, and EU bureaucrats.

Migration as a process is depicted through common generative metaphors (“invasion”,
“flood”(Orban 2018f)), and the historical analogy of the medieval Migration Period which, in
the Hungarian historical narrative, is coterminous with the country’s Mongolian invasion in the
13" century. Yet this phenomenon is only a symptom of a larger problem captured within the
master frame discussed in the introduction: a nebulous “plan” of Western elites to “change
Europe”. Specifically, a plan to treat the demography problem of Europe through migration,
and to solidify their hold on European politics (the assumption being that migrants will vote for
Liberal and Leftist partiest®). This is where the problem lies that the frame identifies: there is
an ongoing war about migration in Europe where Hungary receives constant criticism for

opposing migration of any kind, by “doing the right thing”.

This element of the frame enables the linking of various policy issues—including the
Council decision on Frontex—and frames (e.g. a frame about the failure of Western
democracies) within the master frame. Such links become possible because of how the enemy
(elites) are depicted: they have a secret plan, they are clandestine, they are committed and
ideological, and they have agents everywhere. Since the enemy is ever-present, and migration
1s not going to stop, a continuous fight is necessary, a fight that only Orban and his government

can win, together with like-minded allies like Poland.

A clandestine, powerful, and fanatic enemy also raises stakes: in Orban’s framing the
war is not just about Hungarians and their identity, and definitely not just about policy, but
about European civilization, which he depicts as fundamentally non-liberal. The only way

Hungary and its allies can mount a successful resistance to this enemy is by constantly being

18 1t is worth noting that this assumptions is also not specific to Hungary, but is shared across multiple
anti-immigration politicians and parties.
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vigilant, and by mobilizing support for the Leader, who is the sole representative of the people.
Not only is he the embodiment of the will of the people, but also a democratic leader who
promotes the will and interests of the ‘real people’ of Europe that undemocratic Western elites
(heads of states and unelected bureaucrats both) fail to represent. Hungary is under attack
precisely because its democracy works, and the Hungarian people have decided that they do
not want migration. Their government only carries out the will of the people, but is stigmatized

for it by Western elites who promote immigration.

Migrants within the frame are mere tools for elites and are consistently depicted as a
cultural and hard security threat (securitization). The frame conflates terrorism, crime, and
migration (Orban 2018j), while imposing a distinction between *good’ (refugees with asylum)
and ’bad’ (illegal and economic) migrants. This link between crime and migration, Orban
claims, is the “hidden truth” behind migration that only he and a select few dare to utter. As
soon as someone like him touches upon this “fact”, “mechanisms of censorship are initiated in
Western Europe”, and censorship is enforced both by state leaders and tech giants (Orban
2018b). Speaking truth is what distinguishes decadent Western Europe from pure Central and

Eastern Europe.
4.4.1 The problem

The issue of migration for Orban is about an ongoing war over the future of Europe,
where the enemy is both omnipresent and never rests. The fault lines are clear, and the threat
and the stakes have been clear since at least the 2015 migration crisis. Any attack’ (criticism),
any policy suggestion that does not meet the demands of the Hungarian government should

therefore be interpreted as another attack:

»We are attacked by both pro-migration Brussels bureaucrats and pro-
migration national governments. [Italy, Austria, Hungary and Poland i.e. the anti-
immigration states] are attacked from the artillery positions of the Soros network,
they are under attack by the global elite that so nicely and fully imagined the
European population exchange hoping to thereby weaken nation states and
Christian parties, and then they [elites] could take control over the European
Union, and thereby control European nations. They want to weaken Hungary
and Poland through punitive actions disguised as rule of law procedures, they
want to remove the minister for the interior in Italy, and they want to use the

political gravitational pull of the masses [sic]. (...) | am certain that immigration
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20189)"°.”

In this frame, migration is about conflict, there is a “migration conflict”. This conflict
demands “straight talk” (Orban 2018d). Hungary’s approach to migration—i.e.,
securitization—was the only honest one, and that is the source of continued dispute with
“Brussels elites”. This effective response, Orban suggests, was no accident. Part of his image
as an efficient and influential politician relies on his experience in and out of government. Orban
a veteran politician “I am the oldest fighter, or veteran in the European Union”?° who therefore
was able to recognize the dangers of migration, unlike his young and therefore naive European
peers. The depiction of Orban as the experienced leader elevates his importance on the
European level for its base and lends practical-rational legitimacy to his migration policy (they
are a sound choice), beyond their moral legitimacy (they are the right choice). Yet few in Europe
can make the same choices without help, because corrupt elites suppress such voices, even

though they would mirror the will of the people.

“(...) in reality migration means population exchange, it means that fewer and fewer
Europeans are born, and more and more aliens are brought here. This will change our culture,
and in a few years we Won'’t recognize our own village, our own town, our own country, and
our own continent. Those who do not say that migration is a bad thing, and therefore we stand
with the people and want to solve this thing with them, these people even if they want to restrict
migration cannot do so because they cannot gain the trust of the people. Hence mistrust
increases, and people think that their leaders are doing something against their will; that they
want to force something on them. In addition, Central Europeans might also feel that even
though we don’t criticize them [Western Europeans], they are intolerant towards us, and want
to force their opinion on us, but do not accept ours. This is the source of the tension in

European politics today that everyone feels.?!”

The frame thereby combines anti-elitism and the idea that sovereignty should rest with
the people (populism) with threats to identity (securitization) and intra-EU orientalism, a
concept that describes a perceived Western bias vis-a-vis the Eastern side of the continent that
suggest that Western Europe considers Eastern Europe inferior, uncivilized, and subservient.

The emphasis on this real and perceived division shifts the focus of criticism from Orban the

19 Emphasis added.
20 (Orbéan 2018d) Ibid.
21 (Orban 2018h) Emphasis added.
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PM and his government to the “Hungarian people” and “Central Europeans”, where Central
Europeans are represented as a monolithic, homogeneous group. In addition, this move towards
the European level enables Orban, the populist, now in power for a decade, to still paint himself
as the anti-elitist, where the “Brussels elites” represent the counterpoint to the pure European

people.

European elites failed and committed a “historic error” because they could not keep the
UK in and keep migrants out.?? So paradoxically, European elites are naive, misguided and
ineffective on the one hand for failing with Brexit, but also cunning and despotic on the other
because they actively promote migration. They are making wrong decisions because of their
misguided ideology, but they also represent a threat because of the power they wield. “The

West falls while Europe does not even realize it is being invaded”.(Orban 2018a)
4.4.2 Empire and Enemy Elites

The inaction of Western leaders about stopping migration directly leads to the decline
of Western Europe and is a warning to the rest of the continent: “Great Western European
peoples and nations are losing their country step-by-step, disctrict-by-disctrict, city-by-
city.”(Orban 2018¢) Western Europe has become an “immigrant area” (bevandorloovezet), and
Western elites want to turn the whole continent ”’post-Christian” and “post-national”(Orban
2018a). Though Islam has been historically a threat, “now the [real] threat comes from the
West” through its ideology, its meddling into domestic affairs in support of migration, its
infiltration through local proxies, and its imperialism. Thus, after turning most Hungarians
against migrants, the frame can build on this rejection to paint critics as migration-supporting

elites negatively.

In the framing of the migration issue, Orban greatly extends the roster of enemies. Apart
from the ‘Soros network’, which served as the synonym for enemy elites for the national
election campaign in the Spring, he also devoted attention to explicitly identifying elements of
the ‘Western elites’, who threaten both Hungary and the continent. According to his framing,
the ‘migration conflict’ and the resulting division between supporters and opponents of
migration has now affected all European institutions: the EP, the Commission and the Council,
which is “the symbol of [elites’] failure”(Orban 2018b) to protect Europeans from migrants.
Together, these malevolent actors want to create an oppressive empire against nation states like

Hungary.

22 (Orban 2018g) Ibid.
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“Europe is the home of nations, and not a melting pot. Who would have thought that
the imperial idea that had repeatedly ruined Europe could reappear? Who would have thought
that others would want to tell us with whom we should live in our own homeland? Who would
have thought that they attack Hungary and Poland with made-up accusations, and threaten
Romania, Slovakia, and even Italy? (...) National and international socialism, fascism, and
communism all chased imperial ideals. Ideas above nations, new races of men produced in
melting pots, never before seen profits, and global, imperial governance to make all this
possible. This was, and still is the great temptation which time and again infests the souls of the
powerful of Europe. Today they are once again playing imperial marches in Brussels. The

melody may be different from the old. Today they do not conquer with weapons.?”

This is the “ideology of globalism” Those who desire a European empire support
migration, therefore being anti-immigration and advocating national self-determination are one
and the same. Within the frame, territoriality, borders, sovereignty, identity and security are

conflated into one never-ending defensive war for independence.
The root of the problem is that European elites have

“(...) renounced their roots, and want to build a Europe of free society rather than a
Christian Europe. Work used to have respect in Europe, people had dignity, man and woman
were equal, family was the basis of the nation, the nation was the basis of Europe, and states
provided security. In today’s Europe of free societies there no longer are borders, European
people can be replaced with migrants, family has become forms of cohabitation that can be
reinterpreted at will, nation, national identity, and national pride have become negative things
to be and the state no longer provides security in Europe. To be European in liberal Europe

has no real meaning, has no purpose, it’s just form without substance.**”

The imperialistic promotion of this anti-European ideology is quintessentially anti-
democratic and will ultimately lead to failure. Western elites fail because they, unlike Orban,
do not listen to their own people. But their failure leads to harm for the people of Europe. Hence
this ‘migration war’ is also a war about democracy. According to populists like Orban, only the
populist can and should represent the popular will. Whenever there is an “attack” on Hungary,

his government is ready to jump to action to protect “our independence, our way of life”’(Orban
2018h).

23 (Orban 20181) Emphasis added.
24 (Orbéan 2018b) Ibid.
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Even though Orbéan consistently emphasized their undemocratic nature of European
elites, in the second half of 2018 he turned his focus onto the EU’s directly elected body, the
European Parliament. The reason for this refocusing of the frame was the aforementioned
Sargentini report on the state of Hungary’s democracy. He framed the report as revenge for
Hungary’s migration policies, claiming that this is not the first attack, but again just the next
one in a series of attacks. Orban suggested that he has constantly been under attack by the EP
since he returned to office. His “outing” of the IMF, his taxing of foreign-owned banks were
both criticized, and the 2013 Tavares report was a direct precursor to the Sargentini report.

Orban conflated all these “attacks™ as a war on Hungary and the “Hungarian path”.

Note that the first two issues preceded the migration crisis, yet Orban still managed to
establish continuity through his master narrative and populist tropes. The aforementioned list
of antagonistic precursors illustrates populist anti-elitism: financial elites and European elites
(the EP in this case) are one and the same, different faces of a nebulous “network”. What we
therefore have now—with the Sargentini report—is nothing but a new attack, one in the series
of increasingly intensifying post-2015 attacks on the PM—conflated with attacks on the country
as the populist is the sole legitimate representative of the country—due to his stance on

migration.

“Today’s European Parliament clearly has a pro-immigration majority, which takes it
as its historic mission to change the [ethnic] composition, to perform a population exchange
[népességcsere], because they believe that this is a good and required solution to Europe’s
problem. These problems clearly exist and this is their solution: turn Europe into an immigrant
continent [bevindorlokontinens], and they hate people who oppose this plan—since | was the
only one of these there, mostly me, because [asking rhetorically] who should you blame if not
me—and not only say no to it, but try to organize a resistance. (...) They say that it is good if
they [the migrants] come in. We stopped this, and from thereon Hungary has become the symbol
of the resistance to illegal immigration. Since they would like a pro-immigration majority after
the EP elections to continue what they have been doing, they need to attack the symbol of

resistance, Hungary, which I happen to lead.”(Orban 2018j)

The above quote once again illustrates key elements of Orban’s rhetoric, elements that
are instrumental in his framing of the issue. There is a binary, Manichean opposition between
those who support migration and those that oppose it. In this dichotomy, the latter clearly has
the moral high ground. The anti-immigration camp is also the underdog in the narrative, is
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represented by the maverick PM, and seeks to wage a war of independence/resistance.
Meanwhile, Hungary and the PM are consistently conflated. These elements combined are then
used to frame the upcoming EP elections as a crucial battle in an ongoing war for survival. Note
the vague definition of antagonists (“they”): the threat is clear, but the enemy is immoral,

deceptive and lurking. Who belongs to the enemy camp can therefore readily be expanded.

Yet the list of enemies did not stop at Soros and European politicians. During the
analysed period, Orban also framed the UN as a potential foe in the ongoing ‘migration war’
and even made it a centrepiece of a sovereignist billboard campaign with the slogan “the UN
wants Hungary to accept migrants, Hungary decides, not the UN”’(BudapestBeacon 2018).
Negotiations about the UN’s Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration
(GCM)—colloquially known as the “Migration Package”—namely largely coincided with the
timeframe (the package was accepted in December 2018). Hungary officially withdrew from
the negotiations in July, while Orbéan repeatedly drew attention to the dangers posed within.
Though member states usually do not consider the UN “a source of threat”(Orban 2018e), this
case is special because it concerns a new “global migration period” (népvdndorlas), concerning
which no irresponsible declarations that are in opposition with the interests of certain member
states should be accepted. “I think that this is a time of awakening as member states realize that
the UN, which they usually do not take seriously, is about accept a document that could be the
template for governing a global migration wave”(Orban 2018e) which liberals can then exploit.
This is the result of an antagonism within the UN between sending countries and receiving
countries, where the former have majority. “European natives”(Orban 2018h) are in the

minority.

Meanwhile, the EU as an organization (the Commission) remained at the negotiating
table, even though “it has no authorization” to do so. Orban calls this once again a “democracy
problem”, unelected elites acting against the people they should represent?®. In this sense, Orban
adds, the EP elections are a way to take back control(Orban 2018h). Thus, negotiations at the
UN become a campaign topic. “Hungarian democracy might not be perfect, but Brussels is
much worse”’(Orban 2018j). Hungarian democracy is flourishing, and it is also “a more

combative form of public life” as it constantly has to fight for its right to “do good”.

% Orban deliberately kept the definition of elites vague, and therefore broad. In certain cases, vague
designations were used to dehumanize his opponents. For instance Orban consistently refused to call negotiating
Commissioner for Migration Dimitris Avramopoulos by name, referring to him as “that Greek person”.
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Together with this roster of enemies and the aforementioned identification of the
problem (attacks in a war) form the context in which the PM framed the Council decision on

Frontex.
4.4.3 Frontex: The Mercenaries of Brussels elites

Though Orban never mentioned Frontex by name in any of his publicly available texts,
he did refer to the decision indirectly at several points in the investigated period as a
qualitatively different attack on Hungary. In his 14 September 2018 radio interview, he named
his former ally, German Chancellor Angela Merkel as the figurehead of another attack on

Hungary, an “ultimatum” that the Sargentini report detracted from.

“Chancellor Merkel said that European frontier states (...) need to transfer parts of
their border control to Brussels. So since Hungary cannot be forced to let migrants in, the plan
now is to take away its right to protect its borders. The plan is to stigmatize Hungary, and to
weaken Hungarian resistance (...). So they want nothing less than to send mercenaries from
Brussels, to tell our Hungarian sons protecting the border: police officers and soldiers, who
wear uniforms, took an oath and who cherish their homeland; to tell them how to protect the
Hungarian border. And we should not have any illusions: they will let migrants in once
Hungarian border control is theirs. So the name of the next battle is—and this will already be
on the table in Salzburg in a week [at the Council meeting]—whether they can take away

member states’ right to protect their own borders.” (Orban 2018j, emphasis added)

The above framing of the decision shows clear elements of sovereignism: borders are
symbolic both in sovereignism and in populistic nationalism: they clearly differentiate between
an in-group and an out-group, and their securitization can be used to define an imagined national
community within these borders. For this very reason, dramatized threats to these borders
represent an existential threat for the in-group—in this case, Hungarians as defined by Orban—
and must be resisted at all costs. In sovereignism specifically, controlled borders are a stand-in
for nation sovereignty. Thus, threats to borders represent threats to national sovereignty.

Resistance to these threats meanwhile constitutes a ‘war/fight for independence’.

The Frontex decision was therefore framed here as a threat to national sovereignty, but
also as a qualitatively different threat, a new angle of attack, one that is no longer about letting
migrants in, but about “taking away the key to the gates”(Orban 2018g). Moreover, this attack
is carried out by a new kind of antagonist, a proxy of Brussels elites: the nameless Frontex

official that acts as a mercenary. This particular framing of the agent merits attention. The
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mercenary metaphor namely communicates that, just like elites they represent, Frontex officials
are ruthless, have no moral compass, and are corruptible by the highest bidder. Such strong
negative normative depiction heightens the stakes—‘our enemy is coming to us’—and
establishes a narrative about the honorable leader (the hero), his people (the victims), and the
dishonorable mercenary (the villain). Orban summed up the frame in his opening speech for the

Fall session of Parliament in 2018:

“For Brussels bureaucrats the fence is not a fence, but a gate with open leafs. (...) now
they want to create a doorman service. They do not want to stop migration, but to manage it.
They want to have the keys to the gates. (...) They want to take away Hungary'’s right to border
control to enable migration. (...) Our homeland is not a passageway, it is not a relocation
center either. If we wanted to mix with other cultures and civilizations we would consult the
people about it. (...) Hungary has proven that it can defend its borders. We are better at border
protection than anyone in Brussels or in any international organization. Therefore we do not

relinquish the right to guard our borders(Orban 2018g).”

The two generative metaphors, gate and passageway do a lot of heavy lifting for the
frame. They are juxtaposed with the image of an impenetrable fence that has a locked gate
(alluding to Hungary’s ‘transit zones’(Saeed 2017)). But all gates have keys, and holding the
key is crucial for control. Holding the key thus becomes a symbol for national sovereignty. To
be a nation state means to be sovereign, to be independent. And to be an independent territorial
(nation)state means one has control over national borders. Any attempt to take away control is

a direct assault on national sovereignty (see sovereignism).

The idea of a passageway, a gate that has been opened against the will of those behind
it, evokes the image of porous borders, familiar to the average Hungarian voter from the
government-mandated public imagery of the 2015 migration crisis(Szalai and Gébl 2015).
Though Hungary has since constructed a militarized fence and thereby ‘stopped migration’,
Orban’s framing suggests that even these kinds of tightly controlled borders cannot be
completely safe. Border control, the protection of Hungarian identity and interests is a constant
struggle. Meanwhile, constant threats demand strong leadership as attacks can come from any
direction and in any form. And indeed, the idea to send Frontex officials to aid Schengen states
in border protection masks a different intent in the frame: Brussels wants to “take away border
control”(Orbéan 2018g).

To the figure of the mercenary, Orban then adds domestic proxies: “Soros NGOs and
fake NGOs” that have been trying to buy off MEP’s have the Sargentini report accepted. The
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distinction between fake/Soros and “true” NGOs discredits Hungarian civil society actors that
monitor the rule of law. It is unsurprising that these organizations have been vocal critics of
democratic backsliding under Orban’s premiership. These civil society actors are also supported
by opposition MEP’s who “cannot overcome their hatred for [Orban and his government] and

cannot prioritize the interests of their home country”’(Orban 2018f).
4.4.4 The Solution: Resistance

Orban framed the solution to this complex problem as “more national sovereignty, less
Brussels”(Orban 2018j), which is the only alternative to a Brexit-like exit. Thus, the only way
to protect Hungary is either to reinforce Hungary’s sovereignty (essentialized in its migrant-
threatened borders), or to leave the EU to “take back control”. Orban quickly adds that a Huxit
would not be a good solution, and Brexit itself is more a symbol for the failure of Brussels and
its imperial project, than a realistic path for Hungary. Hence, without other options, resisting
and counterattacking European elites is the ultimate moral duty of the PM as the representative
of the Hungarian people, and representing the interests of the people in turn necessarily leads

to “opposing European elites and siding with the Hungarian people”(Orban 2018d).

As mentioned, this fight can never end because “our enemies are very close to

success”(Orban 2018b). No battle can be decisively won against an enemy

“(...) who is different from us. He does not fight in the open but hides; he is not
forthright but disingenuous; he is not honest, but despicable; not national but international;
does not believe in work but speculates with money; he has no home because he believe he
owns the whole world. He is not generous, but vengeful, and he always attacks the heart,

especially if it is red, white, and green. “(Orban 2018c, emphasis added)

EP elections, national elections, and any debate on Hungary within EU institutions then

become performative stages for fighting these high-stakes battles.

“(...) this battle between pro-migrant MEPs and anti-migrant MEPSs has not yet been
decided. We need to hold out, we need to win this match, and in May [at the EP elections] we
need to change European politics. Today pro-migrant people have an overwhelming majority
both in the European Parliament and the European Commission. They are what we usually call
European elites, who also pose a serious democracy problem since they stand for something

that the European people do not want.” (Orban 2018h, emphasis added)

The PM’s framing discussed in the previous subsections has received considerable

media attention and support due to Hungary’s imbalanced media landscape. The frame
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dominated the news cycle and the political agenda, making the construction of alternative
frames difficult. The following section overviews opposition parties’ reaction to Orban’s

framing of the topic.
4.4.5 Hypocrisy and Fearmongering: Opposition Parties on Migration

One of the characteristics of the political discourse around migration in Hungary is that
the government’s framing of the issue has been in a dominant position since 2015. Opposition
actors did not construct a counternarrative (with the exception of the Democratic Coalition, DK,
as further elaborated), but instead relied on elements of the government’s framing of events.
However, once the opposition tacitly accepted the presence of a threat, they no longer could
credibly question the government’s response. Since 2015 DK remains the only opposition party
that questions the legitimacy of a militarized borders, suggesting that they would dismantle it,
if elected. The other opposition parties (LMP, MSZP, Jobbik) did not do so. Yet if one accepts
the problem as framed by the government (i.e. the presence of a threat), then it becomes
increasingly difficult to argue against government policies. Crisis situations—even constructed
ones—namely generally favour the incumbent as the sovereign that is able to act. To put
differently: if one agrees with the symbol of the government’s response (the fence), then why

question the other measures?

Democratic Coalition (DK) remains the only party that constructed a counternarrative,
adopting a staunchly humanitarian, pro-European position where the focus shifts from national
security to the security of the migrants and refugees who suffer from the “inhumane” policies
of the Orban government. As Péter Niedermiiller, a prominent DK politician and MEP argued
when the EP accepted the proposed humanitarian visa: “We need real solutions, not hatred.
Solutions like the planned humanitarian visa, or the European Refugee Agency. (...) That’s
really all that is to it.” (Eurologus 2018) The migration crisis is now over, but Orban keeps
using the fictitious migration threat to “keep Hungarians in fear”. Instead, refugees should be
welcomed, and as former PM Ferenc Gyurcsany suggested, Orban should govern. “Fewer lies,

less propaganda, more work.” (Gyurcsany 2018).

However, this counternarrative did not have the kind of penetration that would enable it
to shape public opinion. In fact, the Hungarian public gradually became the most xenophobic
in Europe (Hunyadi and Molnar 2016), which forced opposition parties into the governmental
frame on migration. This was most visible in LMP’s communication. In a Facebook post,
Laszloé Lorant Keresztes, one of LMP’s MPs, claimed that the Orban government had “a
minimally positive role” when it generated debate around certain European decisions regarding
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migration, and thereby “drew attention to [migration] in European politics” (LMP -
Magyarorszag Z3ld Partja 2018a). LMP’s criticism thus had to shift from frame to policy when
he added that “politicians of the Hungarian government cannot move beyond what most
European politicians are doing. They cannot deal with the causes of these issues. They cannot
open an honest debate, and therefore the whole issue lacks substantive debate”. The reason for
this reluctance of the government to actually do something substantial about migration is that
the government uses migrants as a scapegoat, but does not care about the issue. LMP’s team

summed up this problem as:

“(...) with regards to important issues such as illegal migration and human trafficking,
the government only criticizes but fails to do anything substantial. They are not looking for
solutions, but see the issue as a communication tool, which they seek to exploit for as long as
they can.” (LMP - Magyarorszag Zold Partja 2018b)

This framing of migration suggests that the problem is real but not as the government
frames it. The real causes are not explored, and solutions are not offered, because the
government simply uses migration to mobilize, and has been doing so since 2015. Thereby the
frame questions the government’s competence and motivation without challenging the public’s

attitudes about migration.

Bertalan Toth, the then chairman of MSZP used a similar frame: he emphasized that
contrary to what the PM claims, MSZP does not want to turn Hungary into a “migrant country”
(bevandorloorszag), whereas Fidesz seeks to exploit and maintain the “migration crisis”
(Origo.hu 2018). Once again, this kind of framing accepts the government’s framing of the
issue as “crisis”. This argument was echoed by prominent members of Jobbik as well, while

Jobbik still consistently rejected all forms of migration into Hungary (Dull 2018).

Péter Ungar, an LMP MP went even further and turned on the rest of the opposition
arguing that the opposition should agree with Orban when it comes to migration. “The
opposition’s politics have failed (...). While the government does politics, the opposition merely
moralizes. The government shows order and decisiveness, while the opposition shows
chaos.”(Ungar 2018)

Since the government’s frame proved to be difficult to challenge from the inside,
opposition parties instead latched onto tangentially related issues that purportedly demonstrate
the hypocrisy of Orban and his government. In the investigated timeframe these were: 1)

granting asylum to fugitive former Macedonian Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski; 2) the
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Sargentini report; 3) granting residency bond to Russian and Chinese elites; and the anti-NGO

’Stop Soros’ law.

Gruevski specifically was used to create a counterpoint: why is Orban granting asylum
to a fugitive felon while rejecting actual refugees? DK MP Gergely Arat6 argued that Orban
turned the Hungarian asylum system into “a dilapidated toilet” (Origo.hu 2018) by harbouring
Gruevski, while Agnes Vadadi (MP, DK) called Orban “head of the world’s first human
trafficker government” who is harbouring a criminal, an “illegal migrant” who nevertheless did
not end up in a transit zone, but could directly come to Budapest without any background checks
(Orban 2018k). Now Orban can also become an expert of illegal migration “as a perpetrator”.
Jobbik’s MEP, Marton Gyongydsi urged for Gruevski’s deportation “who never should have
been let in in the first place” (ATV 2018). Using the Gruevski scandal, these opposition
politicians sought to reframe and thereby desecuritize migration: Orban does not care about the
threat which is made up anyway; and his actions show hypocrisy. This suggests that Orban’s

words on migration are not to be trusted.

Despite these framing and reframing events, the governmental frame remained
dominant, due to both preferential exposure of PM Orban in state-controlled media, and
inability of the opposition to offer a coherent counter-narrative. Therefore, the “migration
threat” as framed by Viktor Orban could repeatedly be used to frame other issues, including

rule of law conditionality and Next Generation EU, which are the subjects of the next section.
4.5 Rule of Law Conditionality and NGEU

Research findings suggest that for the Hungarian case the issue of rule of law
conditionality and the negotiations on Next Generation EU (NGEU) cannot be analytically
separated since the dominant governmental frame treated these in tandem, and tied them into
the aforementioned master frame about corrupt Western elites launching repeated attacks on
Hungary. With both topics, the frame claimed that the attacks have both intensified and have
taken on a new form: punitive financial measures. It is also worth emphasizing that out of the
investigated topics, these two were framed in the most conspiratorial terms. This conspiracy
theory-based framing dynamically linked European criticism about Orban’s COVID emergency
powers, the EU budget debate, the ECJ’s rule on Hungary’s anti-NGO law, rule of law
conditionality for the 2021-2027 budget cycle, the distribution of EU funds across West and

East, and migration.
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The dominant frame on the two issues claimed that the problem itself was
misrepresented on the European level. Since Hungary is a constitutional democracy with
flourishing and free democratic institutions, clearly democracy and the rule of law cannot be
the subject of debate, so the motivation of all criticism has to be about something else. If the
debate is clearly not about Hungarian democracy, and it most certainly is not about the
pandemic or the war in Ukraine, then it has to be “political” and “ideological”. Orban argued

that this was the new weapon that Hungary’s enemies use:

,, For them the rule of law is a tool that they can use to reshape us into something similar
to them. This is why they do not care about facts, or our arguments. Now they are fighting a
holy war, a rule of law jihad. And my friends, words seldom help against a jihad. Now we must
show force. Time for the Reconquista. The same is true for democracy. The see the dismantling

of democracy, democratic backsliding, and we see our daily lives.”(Orban 2022a)

Jihad here serves both as a metaphor—alluding to a brutal, ideologically driven
enemy—and, together with Reconquista, as a historical analogy that suggests a prolonged war
which will ultimately yield victory. Note that both metaphor and analogy emphasize a Christian
versus non-Christian antagonism that the master frame’s West versus East opposition also
instantiates. Though the means are novel, Hungary’s reaction needs to be the same. Hidden
motives can easily uncovered by the experienced warrior-Leader, and resistance can be
mounted. With this strategy, Hungary can repel political attacks and make sure that “the money

of the Hungarians cannot be taken away”’(Orban 2020m).

“Naturally, Hungary is not a nation that can be blackmailed. And we know very well
that though the word suggests so, this is not a legal debate, but a political one. And migration
lies behind every political debate. Soros said it four years ago, he wrote it down that they should
give no budgetary support to those who do not let migrants in. Period. That’s how easy this is.

We will not let migrants in and we will get the money we are owed.” (Orban 2020I)

Despite these attacks, and the ongoing war with EU elites, the frame suggests that Orban
seeks to “keep the European Union together”, so he made an “offer of tolerance” - tolerance to
Brussels and the German Presidency - which entails respect for Hungary’s internal affairs, most
specifically its migration policy. This “offer of tolerance” ties the framing of the rule of law
debate, as well as that on NGEU to a frame the PM frequently employs about “a Europe of
nation states” that sums up his soft Euroscepticism: he is not anti-EU, but anti-elite and anti-

liberal.
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This framing detracted from the substance of any rule of law criticism and capitalized
on favourable contextual factors. First due to the ongoing COVID pandemic, and in 2022,
Russia’s war on Ukraine, Orban could maintain a sense of crisis and repeatedly perform the
role of the wartime Leader of the People. With these two crises that are readily apparent to the
everyday Hungarian, abstract criticism about the state of democracy came to seem odd,
irresponsible, if not offensive: “this is not the season for political and ideological
debates”(Orban 20201). Meanwhile the speaker (Orban) could readily reframe them as a
symptom of something bigger. Doing so, he could once again invoke the aforementioned master

frame(s) on the declining West, migration, and nefarious elite networks.

The master frame operates with known archetypes. It vaguely defines a clandestine
enemy that is malevolent, as well as irresponsible as its attacks detract from more important
matters like COVID or the war. Vagueness allows the extension of the term “enemy” as it leaves
it to the speaker to define who these enemies are. Enemies listed in the framing of rule of law
conditionality so included “the EP and other actors financed by the Soros network”, “the
American Left”, international courts, and the (Hungarian) Left. In parallel, the frame heavily
built on the image of George Soros —“the spider weaving his web”(Orban 2020n) —as a
personification of the ‘enemy’. Meanwhile, Orban and his government serve as the hero, while
Hungarians play the role of victims (the frame focuses more on Hungarians as ‘the people’
rather than on all Europeans). This limited conceptualization of the victims is made necessary

by the specific formulation of rule of law concerns.

The following sections will introduce elements of the frame, explore its links to other
frames, and juxtapose it with the framing that Orban’s opposition relied on. The chapter will
proceed chronologically when re-building the frame since its focal points shifted considerably
with the 2022 national election campaign and Russia’s war on Ukraine. In 2020 the frame
emphasized the “irresponsibility” of rule of law criticism, painting these as a “well-coordinated
attack” that detracts from pandemic mitigation. This attack is markedly political, it is “also like
a virus, but an intellectual one”’(Orban 2020d). The PM’s rhetoric framed the pandemic as a
war where Hungarians are the best at fighting, and are winning. This exceptionality served as
the starting point for the framing of NGEU (helping others) and rule of law conditionality
(betrayal and political attack). Meanwhile, the events of February 2022 markedly shifted

framing focus on sanctions policy and Hungary’s maverick position on Russian aggression.
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45.1 Attacks and enemies

Orbén and his government generally framed budget debates and negotiations in terms
of a war with Western elites where the threat is constant, and the risk of catastrophic failure is
always present. With these heightened stakes, the search for enemies—both internal and
external—needs to continue. War tropes and imagery were mixed with the generative metaphor
of a Jihad, an ideological war that permeates and even overrides policy debates. This image
communicates a zero-sum game where opponents become enemies, and due to its ideological

nature, enemies cannot be reasoned with, and the conflict cannot be ended short of victory.

This ideological struggle is clear as it has been the centrepiece of governmental
discourse at least since the 2015 migration crisis. Just as with migration, it suggests a
clandestine enemy that has a hidden agenda that only Orban and his government could uncover.
This vaguely defined hidden plan about a “population exchange” suggests that “Brussels” is
not concerned with the rule of law, but with something else, specifically the ideological fault
line between pure, Hungary-led Central Europe and decadent, Liberal Western Europe. This
linking of frames then lends cohesion to governmental discourse on diverse policy issues, offers
ready-made framing, assigns blame, (re-)identifies enemies, paints the government as a wartime
government, and the PM as the wartime leader. This kind of crisis talk along the imagery of
war is essential for performative populism as it enacts leadership, reconstructs ’the People’ to
favour the populist’s point-0f-view, delegitimizes opposition (those outside of the pure People)

as enemies to the People, and enables controversial policies.

In the investigated time period, the first invocation of the above East-West antagonism
came with the January 2020 vote in the EP on the Commission’s rule of law report?, and more
specific criticisms about Orban’s invocation of emergency powers during the pandemic. In
reaction Orban noted that the EP opposes Hungary because it has “a pro-migrant majority” that

includes the Hungarian opposition, who

“(...) hate us for our stance on migration. They not only reject our position, but (...)
look down on us and think that we represent an underdeveloped stage of human evolution,
because we do not see what good it will bring if we let huge masses of Muslims into our world,
and what a wonderful future the mixing of the Christian and Muslim world will bring. (...) To
be honest, I don’t see the beauty. I am rather afraid of this future.”(Orban 2020a)

% See at https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0313 EN.html
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This vote, and the “attacks” the PM identified all instantiate a “historic debate” between

Brussels bureaucrats and Hungary. This debate is about

“(...) who decides with whom the citizens of member states have to live together. Or
in this case, who decides who us Hungarians have to live with in our own country. Brussels
bureaucrats demand this right for themselves. The leftist opposition supports them by the way.
The Hungarian government and the overwhelming majority of people on the other hand says
that we Hungarians will say who we want to live with. (...) We will let those in who we want to
let in under current international law, but we will not accept the idea that someone in Brussels
says that asylum seekers (...) can stay on Hungary'’s territory without control. This is what they
want and they want to trick Hungary [uses a football metaphor — feint].” (Orbdan 2020f,
emphasis added)

But the above division between the Western and Eastern view on the future of Europe
once again has dark undertones, which muddies the front lines and calls for caution: according
to Orban, “the true warring parties” are the “Soros network and Hungary with its few Central
European allies like Poland” (Orban 2020f). Orban claims the Soros network is very active now
that they put their people into the EP, the Commission, and, through some governments, the
Council (Orban 2020a). Thus, the enemy once again is omnipresent, and the frame joins all

criticism from any EU body into one coherent image of an ongoing war on Hungary.

Through the invocation of the image of Soros, “the world’s number one oligarch”
(Orban 2020a), who is operating a “mafia-like network”, such rule of law-based criticism gains
further negative connotations: Soros does not play fair, he “got reach by ruining the lives of
millions” and “is buying political influence”. He is buying MEPs, finances and supports them,
and is building a network” (Orban 2020a). Thus, the network is still growing, and its members
will only unmask themselves when they criticize Hungary (meaning its Prime minister). The
goals of this network are the same as those of Western European elites: “to create a new,
modern, mixed Christian-Muslim Europe (...) that is beyond Christianity, and national pride”
(Orban 2020a).

Orban initially identified two types of “attacks” which he used to identify enemies: one
kind comes from other member states, the other from Brussels. But once again, the two can be
readily linked through the “Soros network”. Criticism from other capitals infuriating, shows the
difference in culture, since Hungarians “don’t always tell others what they think about them”

and are more diplomatic than e.g., Germans. Brussels, on the other hand, has been “taken over
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by bureaucrats”: it makes pandemic mitigation difficult because it does not serve the people of

Europe.

The network is strongest among liberals, who are engaged in a “life or death struggle”
over the destruction of “the sovereignty of national governments, the independence of nation
states, their subjugation under a system of global governance run by international financial
interests”(Orban 2020d). Hungarian opposition parties are also part of the network and act as
local agents. Their criticism of Orban’s politics is therefore mute, it is a dishonourable attack
serving a global enemy. The timing is also problematic: it is “inhumane” that they “attack their

own country while everyone is busy defending it from the pandemic” (Orban 2020d).

European political opponents have shown themselves as “enemies” when they lied about
emergency powers, which are not anti-democratic, but a democratically-checked necessity
because it became clear that other European countries cannot halt the spread of the pandemic.
Therefore, rule of law concerns about emergency powers are therefore unjustified (Orban
2020c). All this points to a political attack, which shifts the frame’s focus on migration, Brussels
elites and the Soros network. This reframing of concerns about extraconstitutional powers then

served as the template for framing the entire rule of law conditionality process.
4.5.2 Framing Rule of Law Criticism

The negotiations preceding NGEU were framed as the enemy’s new attempt to secure
funds to carry out its clandestine plan, the “Soros Plan no. 2”, which would allocate funds to
“protect migrants” and force Europeans into indentured slavery. The framing of these
negotiations as a battle over such a vague plan enabled Orban to 1) position himself in the
debate against his opponents by delegitimizing their arguments, including rule of law concerns;
and 2) to reinterpret rule of law concerns as a fagade that masks the plan itself. Thus, the plan
is dangerous, only Hungary (Orban) knows this, and Orban as PM will naturally oppose it. The
attacks we see now (the first half of 2020) are the first waves of an upcoming major attack of

“financial speculators” to “make the voice of Hungary weaker” by

“(...) attacking the Hungarians well in advance, and taking away from the weight of
their influence [within the EU]. How can one do this in Europe? One needs to say that these
[the government conflated with Hungarians] are using dictatorial methods. (...) A dictatorship

can only tell [untruths], so better not listen Hungarians at all. “(Orban 2020d)

This particular framing of rule of law-based criticism repeatedly suggests that a)
criticisms are untrue, b) they are politically motivated, and c¢) they specifically refer to
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dictatorship (the opposite of the rule of law) because this is how one can discredit a people in
liberal Europe. These arguments only resonate with certain European politicians because they
misunderstand Hungary (its culture gets lost in translation), and because Brussels elites
deliberately lie about the country (i.e., Orban’s regime). So, paradoxically, the criticism is both

a misunderstanding and a lie.

Brussels elites were once again framed as both malevolent as well as inept. They
conspired to divide the V4 in the budget negotiations, but failed. They do not realize the dangers
of a loan, and want to spend the money before they earn it. Thus, again, paradoxically elites are
oblivious to these risks and want to drive Europe into debt to control it at the same time. This
apparent contradiction is endemic to Orban’s rhetoric as it enables him to mock his enemies,
position himself as the only rational politician in Europe, but also to continuously securitize
these same elites as a threat. The contradiction is resolved in the master frame: Brussels elites
are driven by a malicious ideology (liberalism), they are in positions of power which makes
them dangerous, and they are inept and blind to “real problems” precisely because their
ideology only offers a distorted image of the “real world”, and image that is detached from the

world “the People” of Europe experience and want for themselves.

Despite the threat of debt and the Soros plan, Orban claimed to be open to “pumping
money into various European economies”. Hungary is ready to help, but he emphasizes that
“we should not become the suckers here”, meaning that no Brussels elite-favoured,
economically harmful decision should be forced onto Hungary. This is another source of heated
debates (another “battle”) in Brussels, and not the rule of law. Any budget deal “should be just,
but also flexible and we should most avoid mixing politics into all this. This is the most crucial
condition” (Orban 2020i). Thus, there should be no conditions on receiving funds, especially no

political conditions.

This complete rejection of rule of law conditionality is depicted as a classic technique
of “attaching political conditions, their own ideological angle to economic issues in the

European Union”:

“In the European Union it has become customary, especially among loud-mouthed
liberals, the left, to constantly threaten countries and political actors they dislike with
imposing financial sanctions for a certain kind of behavior. This is uncivilized conduct, but
has nevertheless become customary in the European world, also in the European Parliament.
Those who are not pro-migration like they [Brussels elites] are, are attacked. Those who
protect families [from “gender ideology”] like we do (...) get attacked. Those who like their
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nation, who still consider Christian teachings relevant (...) are also attacked. “(Orban 2020,

emphasis added)

This claim links the framing of conditionality back to the master frame. The main
problem from Europe’s point-of-view is that if political conditions govern the distribution of
funds, then those funds will necessarily be misspent, driving “our children and grandchildren”
into debt. Instead, we “should talk about the real issues” like the ongoing “migration crisis”,
COVID, and the economic decline or retreat of the EU (Orban 2020j). “Politics, ideology, rule
of law, these are all in a different category, and it is baffling to know that serious people in
Brussels are mixing up the order of things. We need to get back to normalcy, we need to solve
the problem at our doorstep” (Orban 2020j), Orban said. The idea of rule of law is thus in the
same category as politics and ideology: it is anti-normal, it is relative, subjective, and interest-

driven.
4.5.3 European Empire

As the negotiations intensified, Orban linked the above framing with the generative
metaphor of ‘the EU-as-empire’, which was already discussed in the previous section on
migration. This metaphor is crucial for the master frame about a declining West (specifically
Western Europe) that no longer acts as a role model for Central Europeans (Orban 2020h). The
West is in decline due to its liberal ideology, which makes it internally weak, and unable to
keep up with its markedly illiberal competitors. But this is no passive decline: the West—
meaning liberal elites—still wants to promote its ideas toward the East, against the will of the
people. This fundamentally anti-democratic hegemonic project, Orban suggests, hearkens back
to the era of empires. Empires within this framing represent external powers that are much
stronger than Hungary, and seek to promote a homogenizing project, to “dissolve” nation states
like Hungary in a larger whole that is antithetical to Hungarian identity. Building on the
historical narrative his audience was socialized in, Orban can thereby invoke a list of historical
analogies. Meanwhile, in the present, the new imperial project is “run global, international,
supranational organizations, and businessmen who (...) finance these and consider themselves

above nations” (Orban 2020h). Thus, Orban emphasized that

“(...) we do not want to be dissolved in any kind of empire. We did not want to do so in
the Turk’s [empire], and even within that of the Habsburgs we tried to get out as much as we
could (...) looking for forms of independence. And in 56 we put it on the walls: we did not
become Turkish in 150 years, we did not become Soviet under forty or so years of occupation
(...). But we do not want to become part of a European empire either. Those that want to build
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an empire in Europe want to force nation states into an imperial order. This has an elegant
name (...): United States of Europe. We want to stay out of this, we want to stay Hungarian,
and we want Hungary to remain a Hungarian country. Since this is the position of the current
Hungarian government, the empire builders (birodalomépitok) will use any opportunity to

weaken the Hungarian government. “(Orban 2020e, emphasis added)

Orban suggests that this “debate” about empire has been raging on for ten years between
Brussels bureaucrats and Hungary, wherein “they” attack things that the majority of
(Hungarian) people support. This debate occurred in relation to the extra taxes the Hungarian
government imposed on foreign-owned banks (“a clear sign of our national sovereignty”), to
taxes on utility companies (“Brussels bureaucrats think in terms of the empire of large European
companies” as opposed to that of the ordinary people), to migration, and now to the “unique

national way of pandemic mitigation”. Orban argues that

“it is abundantly clear that those who attack us are not interested in democracy at all,
because democracy and the will of the majority usually support the Hungarian government’s
position. We are doing things that the people expect us to do. Therefore, the [rule of law
conditionality] debate is not about democracy, but about empire and national
independence. ”(Orban 2020e, emphasis added)

The above historical analogies invoke the logic of sovereignism (the reification of the
territorial nation state), and securitization (migration as an existential threat to national identity)
through a list of national tragedies familiar to all Hungarians, from the country’s 150 year-long
Ottoman occupation to its series of failed revolutions against the Habsburg Empire and the
Soviet Union. Critics of the state of the rule of law in Hungary thus become oppressive empire
builders like the Turks or the Soviets, while the analogies suggest a national war for
independence (szabadsdgharc) as the solution. Note that the dominant historical narrative
depicts such—usually failed—wars for independence as the embodiment of national pride and

identity. To be Hungarian is to be the underdog, fighting a larger oppressor against all odds.

To sum up, the problem that the frame depicts has many facets: it includes a clandestine
plan to force states like Hungary to accept migrants, West European arrogance about the logic

of fund allocation?’, and a liberal imperial project that is antithetical to Hungarian values. These

27 Orban claimed that budget negotiations are a fundamental misrepresentation of the realities of EU
membership. Hungary namely “does not receive money from the European Union. We simply get back some of
the money that Westerners have taken out of Hungary.” EU funds should therefore not be though about as
“something that we receive from someone who is stronger and richer than us” but as compensation for allowing
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elements together produce all recent “attacks” on Hungary, which are topically linked by their
perpetrators’ criticism of Hungarian democracy. So, for instance, the ECJ’s rejection of
Hungary’s transit zones the same day the EP had a plenary session on the rule of law in Hungary
“cannot be a coincidence”, but an effort to “bring migrants into Hungary”(Orban 2022b). And
the same applies to the Court’s rejection of Hungary’s anti-NGO legislation in late 2021. These
unelected courts have thus become party to the conspiracy, they are now part of the Soros
network, which is the “Western European command centre of liberal imperialism”. There are
indeed machinations of clandestine powers [hdattérhatalmak] at play to “force their world view,
their values, their understandings, their ideas about family, their ideas about migration, their
views on labour”(Orban 2020h) onto states like Hungary. Current European politics thereby
become a conspiracy theory in the frame.

Meanwhile, the Hungarian opposition is also party to this kind of imperialism as the

cultural Quislings of Central Europe:

“There are actors in Hungarian politics who seek to diminish Hungary’s sovereignty,
to diminish the national independence of our homeland. And because we have a nationalist
government that prioritizes sovereignty, they attack the Hungarian government. They would
like to take away more and more rights from the Hungarian people and transfer these to
Brussels. Sometimes they call this United States of Europe, sometimes the strengthening of
European institutions, sometimes the reinforcing of bodies that guarantee European values, but

these are just the tools of the same liberal imperialism.” (Orban 2020h, emphasis added)

In sum, the situation is clear: the Hungarian government is attacked because it is
national, it is anti-migration, and it is democratic — values which are in opposition to
imperialism. Hungary is led by a wartime PM that has been successful in the budget
negotiations and in the negotiations leading up to NGEU, but is still forced to fight such
important battles alone in Brussels, all for the honour of Hungarians and other Easter member

states.

Western economic interests into the country. Hungary and other CEE states have suffered a delay in their
development due to Communism, and now they are handicapped. So Hungary deserves these funds, and any kind
of misrepresentation of this relationship as Western charity is condescending and false. This framing of the modus
operandi of the EU’s budget holds some truth, and reinforces perceived East-West divisions, even those that were
largely constructed by Orban himself along the antagonism of pro-migration and anti-migration forces.
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Though Orban claimed a major personal victory with the conclusion of the December
14, 2020 EU summit on the budget and the recovery package (NGEU), the framing of the

summit suggests that the war is far from over.
4.5.4 Central European Exceptionalism

Within the hostile empire frame, NGEU received less attention than the general issue of
rule of law conditionality, yet the PM still managed to frame the negotiations as testing grounds
for Hungarian exceptionalism around the July 21 2020 Council meeting that adopted the
instrument in principle. The reason why an instrument is needed in the first place, Orban
suggests, is that Western Europeans have mismanaged the pandemic. Hungarians did nothing
wrong—in fact Hungarians are the best at managing the pandemic—and therefore should not
be made responsible for the economic hardship of Greeks, Italians or French. The idea to give
more money to the rich and the poor is “absurd and perverse”(Orban 2020g). Meanwhile, taking
any kind of loan, as mentioned previously, is framed as a bad idea. The threat of indentured
slavery creates historical continuity: it was Orban’s traditional enemies, the Communists and
their leftist successors who drove Hungary into catastrophic debt. Those in trouble are “not
Central European states” (Orban 2022b), but states that are “richer yet weaker than us”(Orban
2020j). These economies have been underperforming “independent of the pandemic”,
suggesting that Western politicians hold blame and are not victims of the pandemic, a natural
disaster. Thus, NGEU is not really a Hungarian concern, but Hungary is being pressured by 26
member states, including big states and Southern states, who are really the ones in trouble.
These states are having difficulties with the second wave of the COVID crisis, especially its
financial effects, and therefore need quick assistance. “Hungary accepted the call and

“bracketed all political debate” for an effective solution.

Yet as the debate around rule of law conditionality intensified in the latter half of 2020,
Orban once again linked NGEU—which is tied to the EU’s 2021-27 budget and falls under rule
of law conditionality—with the “political attack” on Hungary, effectively moving the focus
from Hungary’s generosity in offering help to “another camp” that seeks to link political debates
with budget negotiations. He reiterates the earlier framing attempt when he says that “this attack
(...) is an irresponsible linking of two different things, meaning politics and crisis mitigation”.
This is nothing else than a renewed version of the attack that Orban successfully repelled in the
summer. What is different is that now the EP forced the German presidency to finally link the
two. This is “an irresponsible decision”, Orban claims, and the MEPs are now holding an

irresponsible position and are “ruining multiple European Union states if they continue to want
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to link political questions with crisis mitigation, with economic questions”(Orban 2020n). Yet

not only is this idea irresponsible, it is also the road to the aforementioned European empire:

“If this passes then we will turn the European Union into a Soviet Union. Because it
was in the Soviet Union where it was customary to come up with criteria that had no objective
benchmarks. They set up a committee who enforced those non-objective benchmarks on
ideological terms. If somebody veered off the ideological line, they were warned. Those who
did not stand in line were punished. There was no place for objections, for appeal. (...) This
was the Soviet Union. And when | read this bill — this is the exact same thing. They are
blackmailing countries without objective criteria, on ideological grounds, without the
possibility of appeal. This is not what we wanted. We did not create the Union for it to become
a second Soviet Union. (...) I'm not surprised if a French, a Belgian or a Dutch person does
not understand this, because they had no communism and they never were under Soviet
influence.” (Orbdn 2020m, emphasis added)

The Soviet era historical analogy once again serves a dual purpose in the framing: it
translates the contemporary political process to his audience as an existential threat to national
independence, and it also reinforces the divide between Western Europe and Central Europe
(those have had to suffer under the communist empire). This latter unique historical experience
is shared across post-communist Central European states and lends a unique knowledge to the
region that separates it from their Western peers who do “not understand us”. But instead of
heeding the warning from the East, the West tries to actively do harm, but also to its blindness

to such dangers.

Western opponents are actually aware of the unity of CEE states and therefore seeks to
divide them, to drive a wedge into the CEE alliance. Orban claimed that “politics is a world
where the hammer and the wedge are always at hand, so they are trying to drive it into the right
place, to drive a wedge among allied states”. He referred to Central Europe where a “historical”

3

cooperation is blossoming. He thinks that Central Europeans “will protect [their] national
sovereignty”, something that is “no longer in fashion in the West”(Orban 2020n). Central
Europeans can protect their countries from migrants, whereas Wester Europe now consists of
migrant countries. This is how Central Europeans can work together, to protect “Christian

traditions, way of thinking, way of life”.

Thus, Eastern Europeans once again are elevated as the representatives of true European
culture, defined in exclusionary terms as Christian-conservative. Yet not only do Hungary and
its allies like Poland represent true European culture, they also represent the will of all
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Europeans. Linking the rule of law with the budget namely does not represent the will of the
EU as a whole, only that of certain member states and the European Parliament. Orban therefore
rejects a compromise, which to him is a synonym for a bad decision. He instead wants a
solution, a term that suggests that he is an effective, no-nonsense leader even against mounting
opposition. Under his guidance, both Poland and Hungary have resisted pressure. Those who
thought they would buckle, or those that thought Hungary could be bought “do not know the
history of Central Europe”, which is about “an unwavering commitment to sovereignty,

freedom, and independence”(Orban 2020n).

4.5.5 Battle over the ‘Second Soros Plan’: Framing the Vote on Rule of Law

Conditionality

As the rule of law conditionality process drew closer to a vote at the end of 2020, Orban
successfully linked rule of law conditionality with pandemic mitigation and economic recovery
under the ‘war of independence against a European Empire’ frame. Highlighting conditionality
as a liberal as well as a financial political tool, he once again brought back the figure of George
Soros into the frame to round up his increasing roster of enemies. Soros’ figure was used to
negatively depict the European Parliament and the German Council Presidency (the originator
of the idea of rule of law conditionality) as agents of Soros’ network. Orbéan claimed that Soros
‘owns’ a great many MEPs, and has the same plan he had in 2015-16: those who do not let
migrants in need to be punished through financial means. This second plan is a “more elegant
version” but its essence is the same. If Hungary does not let migrants it, it risks losing some of

its share of the EU budget.

“Because in Brussels those who do not let migrants in cannot be a rule of law state
[Rechsstaat], or to put it differently, only those can be rule of law states that turn their home
country into a migrant country. (...) we will not accept any financial conditions connected to
this. This is George Soros’ proposition that is now promoted by the European
Parliament. “(Orban 2020n)

With the roster of enemies complete, the war could culminate into a crucial battle, the
vote on conditionality at the end of the year—a battle that Orban framed as a great personal
victory. The way Orban framed the conclusion of the NGEU and MFF negotiation process in

December 2020 is worth to be quoted at length as he literally presents his views as a frame:

“So what happened? (...) If I were to use this euro-talk, this mumbo-jumbo, to talk about
what happened at the negotiations, | would say that, after an honest dialogue and serious
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negotiations, we managed to come to an agreement about the future of Europe. If we were to
talk Hungarian or Central European, then we would say that Hungarian and Polish forces
have stopped the advance of liberal international brigades at Brussels. This is the same thing.
The Parliament is now dissatisfied because Hungarians and Poles (...) repelled the attempt to
have others decide on funds that we are entitled to. They wanted to use this kind of complicated
legal, rule of law argument to (...) link the use of funds we now received to political conditions.
These are typically those countries that are pro-migrant, and who have hated us (...) and the
Poles because we did not allow their migration policy to succeed, because migrants cannot
enter Europe through the Balkans because Hungary is stopping them. (...) These are all pro-
migration countries, pro-migration prime ministers, and behind them is a Hungarian called
George Soros. (...) We did not win a war, but simply a very important battle. But I will say
this again: there are two competing visions about the future in Europe. One is beyond
Christianity, beyond the era of national cultures. They believe we should let a lot of people of
an alien culture into the [European] countries. And we think that (...) this is your life, your
country, do as you like. But this one is ours. (...) And since this debate has not concluded, they
will try again with pro-migration, with the complete reconceptualization of families, (...) with
things that are quite alien to us. Therefore prepare for the Hungarian Prime Minister having
to continuously fight these battles not in the upcoming one or two years, but for another
decade.” (Orban 2020k, emphasis added)

The above quote has all the hallmarks of a framing attempt: it defines the issue/problem,
establishes causes and culprits, makes strong value judgements, and suggests a solution or at
least a way ahead. Meanwhile, the frame mocks Orban’s European critics, suggested that the
“Central European victory” was due to his efforts, and reinforced the never-ending war

metaphor while dismissing concerns about the state of democracy.
The following section will highlight opposition framing attempts and counterframes.

4.5.6 Victory, Compromise or Defeat? The Hungarian Opposition on Rule of

Law conditionality

The opposition was most active in terms of framing when discussing the rule of law.
This is not surprising as voicing concerns about democratic decline in Hungary has been the
most important, and most often raised issue for the opposition since 2010. For this very reason,

the framing of different opposition parties largely overlapped. Opposition figures used humour
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to point out the failures of the PM and tried to reverse elements of the governmental frame
(“Plenary Speeches in Parliament” 2020, cols. 25054-25099).%8

Opposition frames were conveyed through party leaderships and opposition MEPSs. It is
worth noting that the latter group frequently used first person plural (“we voted”) when talking
about EP steps against Orban and his government, thereby emphasizing their pro-Europeanness.
MEPs and opposition leaders—with the exception of Jobbik and Mi Hazank—claimed unity
with Europe and they all emphasized that the Prime Minister should not be conflated with the
country itself. Criticism targets Orban’s actions and not the country or the people, contrary to
what the PM claims. This criticism is just and legitimate: Hungarian democracy is in peril, and
its PM is driven by corruption and his efforts to build an autocratic regime, and not by the
interest of his people. Orban has “failed the test of Europeanness” (Ujhelyi 2020a). Instead, it
is the opposition that represents the People. As such, rule of law conditionality was commonly
framed as a tool to protect EU funds from Orban’s corruption, and thereby promote the interests

of ‘the People’ (Donath 2020).

The two topics that became central to the framing of rule of law conditionality and
NGEU were the eventual adoption of the instrument—which was framed as a personal defeat
for Orban—and the mismanagement of the pandemic as Hungary’s death toll skyrocketed. This
latter issue was used to reinforce the image of a corrupt, irresponsible government that is so
preoccupied with destroying democracy that it fails to actually govern. Not only is Orban an

autocrat, he is also a bad Prime Minister.

In addition, Orban is also a bad team player in the EU. Since the rule of law
conditionality instrument did not require a unanimous vote, Orban and his Polish allies could
not veto it. This is the explanation—according to the Hungarian opposition—for the Hungarian-
Polish threat to blackmail NGEU, linking the two issues once again within a single frame, which

in turn makes their analytical separation impossible.

In the following, the section will highlight various framing attempts from across the

Hungarian opposition.

Orban’s 16 November 2020 veto of NGEU and the budget was framed as a “a historic
crime” (LMP - Schmuck 2020), a betrayal of the Hungarian people: Orban is corrupt, self-
interested, and a traitor to his nation (DK: Molnar 2020; Momentum: Fekete-Gy6r 2020;
Jobbik: Gyongydsi 2020a). The simple fact that Orban eventually failed to block rule of law

28 Parbeszéd’s MP Timea Szabo for instance criticized Orban’s framing of the EU as an empire.
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conditionality gave ammunition to repeated opposition criticism, but there was some
disagreement on whether this constituted a complete defeat for the PM, or rather a lukewarm
European compromise to have the cake but eat it too.

Momentum simply called it “a historic decision” (MDJ 2020), while LMP’ Bernadett
Sz¢l emphasized the crucial distinction between Orban and the Hungarian people. Orban acts
in his own self-interest, so LMP will not support a compromise as they did not support a veto
earlier. Instead, they want “a rule of law mechanism that ensures that Union funds end up where

they belong: with the Hungarian people” (Sz¢ll 2020).

Péter Jakab, then Chairman of Jobbik mocked Orban through his own warlike rhetoric.
The PM had to back down from his earlier opposition (see the governmental frame) and was
forced into a humiliating compromise. Given Orban’s combative rhetoric, even a compromise

sounds like a defeat:

“Suddenly a compromise could be made with Brussels. A smart man does so voluntarily
of course, because he knows that a community can only function effectively through
compromise. But a stupid man needs a slap first to realize this. Orban received a huge slap
[sarcastically refers to the Szdjer scandal(Bayer 2020) through an idiom], And then: quiet in
Brussels. There no longer is a veto, rule of law conditionality is here to stay, which will be
enforced or not. But back home they will sound the victory marches to suppress the sound of

the slap, the creaking of the drain pipe [another sarcastic reference to Szdjer].” (Jakab 2020)

MSZP MEP Istvan Ujhelyi similarly turned Orbéan’s rhetoric against the PM using a
beach landing metaphor: “instead of a beach landing, Orban ran aground” (Ujhelyi 2020b).
DK’s MEP Kléra Dobrev called Orban “the perpetual Loser of the EU” for losing the vote
(Dobrev 2020).

Jobbik MEP Marton Gyongyosi went even further when he hinted at the causes of
Orban’s success, pointing out the complicity of European elites. This brand of elitism?® enabled
him to frame Orban and certain Council members as part of the same corrupt elites, and in
parallel, could elevate the role of the EP. Jakab argued that irrespective of the decision in the
Council, things are going to revert to their default: ,,The Orban regime will steal and troll, the
Westerners will play the outraged, German multinationals will get richer, and the Hungarian

people will work for meagre salaries”. Such a return to the status quo can only be averted

29 A similar anti-elitist claim was made by LMP’s Péter Ungar in his speech in Parliament on 3 August
2020 (Ungar 2020).
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through the EP, which is the only true representative of the European people (Gyongydsi
2020b).

In sum, opposition frames proved to be more cohesive for the issue of rule of law
conditionality, as well as NGEU. Opposition parties largely echoed the same elements in their
frames. The problem was democratic backsliding and corruption. Both were caused by Orban’s
corrupt, autocratic regime that not only destroys democracy but also blocks the people’s access
to EU funds. This kind of regime is anti-democratic, anti-Hungarian and anti-European (value
judgement), and can only be resisted through strong European institutions, most notably the EP

where the Hungarian opposition has the loudest voice (solution).
4.6 Climate neutrality

Climate change is a peculiar issue for the Hungarian case study for two reasons. The
first is that out of the four topics analysed, climate change was the only one that was framed
along actual policies by all actors. This meant that the government did not—or only very
rarely and tangentially—Ilink the issue to the master frame about a declining West, which
enabled the opposition to raise technical, policy-related concerns about government action.
Governmental agenda-setting dominance was still the primary factor shaping the issue’s
framing, which set the boundaries for opposition framing as well. Yet this governmental frame,
since it was technical, largely overlapped with opposition frames by default, meaning that the
government did not force the opposition into the confines of a pre-made frame like with the
other issues. These characteristics of governmental framing enhanced the opposition’s
visibility, especially that the larger green party (LMP). It must be emphasized that this visibility
only concerns the discourse, and the project does not investigate the societal impact of
opposition frames. If anything, research suggests that higher visibility was the byproduct of a

lack of governmental—and likely societal—interest around the issue.

The other peculiar characteristic of governmental framing is that for this particular issue,
the bulk of framing attempts was delegated to the President of the Republic, Janos Ader, who
is a close ally of Orban, but most importantly a politician who actively positioned himself as
the *Green President’ and frequently made climate issues the subject of his communication.
Since Ader does not possess the same kind of relevance for Fidesz supporters that Orban as PM
and Party Chairman does, Ader’s framing attempt was much less visible within the corpus.
Once again, this peculiarity in part could be the result of a general lack of political interest in

the issue, and the heightened focus on manufactured crises (see the previous sections).
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Apart from the EU’s decision on climate neutrality goals, the other two main events that
offered context for the Hungarian government’s framing in the investigated timeframe were the
planned construction of two new blocks for the Paks nuclear power plant (Paks I1) with Russian
assistance, and the UN Climate Action Summit on 23 September 2019. All three events were
framed together where the problem was climate change itself—neither the Hungarian
government nor its affiliated media engage in climate change skepticism—which is
anthropogenic (the cause). Meanwhile, changes threaten all of humanity, but blame is not
shared evenly: big polluters, i.e. the “rich countries” should take blame and finance mitigation
(the culprits), not the poorer, less polluting countries like Hungary. Hungary is in fact “a climate
champion” (klimabajnok) and its government has already introduced measures that are more
than adequate for meeting climate neutrality goals (Magyar Nemzet 2019a). In fact, Hungary
is a pathbreaker with its policies that others can learn from. This includes its endorsement of

nuclear energy as “clean energy”.

Since there is no debate on the causes and remedies of climate change—at least in terms
of the process, if not specific policies—governmental action was consistently framed as “doing
what is needed”. Thus, for Hungary at least, climate change mitigation is a “non-issue” because
a) the problem, the culprits and the solution are all clear according to the prevailing discourse;

and b) because Hungary is already doing more than could be expected from it.
4.6.1 Hungary the “Climate Champion”: Governmental Framing

A cursory look at Ader’s rhetoric in the investigated time period shows that he mostly
echoed internationally available data to underline the severity of climate change in order to
contextualize Hungary’s policies. His remarks thereby reinforced common knowledge that his
audience was already aware of, for instance that climate change is man-made (Magyar Nemzet
2019b), while highlighting purported achievements of the Orban government such as planning
two new blocks for the Paks power plant, and increasing solar energy production tenfold in ten
years so that 90% of Hungary’s energy produced will be carbon-free. These changes need

“cooperation and money”, but Ader thinks “we can make it”*® (Magyar Nemzet 2019a).

Ader gave a short speech at the UN summit in support of the Paris agreement, which he
used to urge more action—the theme of the conference—and to once again highlight Hungary’s
achievements (Ader 2019d). The UN Secretary General called for the summit because he thinks

the Paris agreement is “an important stage” but individual state commitments have not reached

30 Ader reiterated this claim in his UN speech.
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its goals. Thus, the call was for “providing new suggestions and not celebratory speeches”. The
summit thereby became a “political debate” where Hungary could show that it is acting in good
faith (Ader 2019c¢), and can show that it leads the way into solving the collective action problem
of climate change mitigation (Ader 2019d). Yet Ader also emphasized that Hungary is “not in
the same league as the major polluters” like the US or China, and thus “our responsibility for
the future of the planet is smaller” (Ader 2019b). Since the government is already doing what
it must, and responsibility is smaller, any calls from the opposition—mostly LMP—can be

dismissed as disproportionate, unnecessary, or unjust.

Crucially, Ader’s September 23 speech at the UN did not couch Hungary’s efforts within
the EU’s climate plan (Ader 2019d). Hungary along with Poland initially rejected the EU’s
2050 climate plan in June 2019. Ader and other Fidesz politicians framed the climate debate in
the EU on mitigation in the 2030-2050 period as one about realistic commitments, fair resource
distribution, and respect for Eastern member states. The debate is markedly not about whether
emission policies should become stricter but is on the one hand about their degree (Ader 2019a).
On the other hand, though the debate is about the EU’s next budget: “what resources the
European Union should provide to member states and to what degree less developed member
states can benefit from it” (Ader 2019a). Hungary will meet its commitment for 2030, but “this
is not the case for other [unnamed] member states”. This unreliability of certain member states
was one of the reasons for the Polish-Hungarian veto. The other was a doubt about whether

planned resources will be enough to meet commitments (Ader 2019a).

Yet Ader’s interpretation only touched upon certain elements of the veto’s framing.
Minister of the Prime Minister's Office Gergely Gulyas argued that “we [Hungary] are not in a
rush” since the EU already has a climate strategy for 2030 which everyone agrees on, so the
debate is rather on what to do in the next period (2030-2050). Gulyas also emphasized
Hungary’s “unprecedented” success in limiting emissions, and the government will continue its
policies. Hungary has been “a straight A student” (éltanulé), but some of its allies, most notably
Poland, have had difficulties with going green due to the structure of their economies. Thus,

Gulyas additionally framed the veto as a show of solidarity with Poland (K6rémi 2019).

Like Ader, Orban also repeatedly listed governmental policies supported with
impressive-looking data. He also claimed that Hungary is ahead of countries that traditionally
consider themselves “climate warriors [klimaharcos]” (Orban 2019a). Yet he also occasionally
linked the issue to the budget negotiations, suggesting that climate change mitigation could be

a Zero-sum game:
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“We stand for very simple principle, just like in life, also in international politics (...) If
it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. There are two success fields in European politics, one is the common
agricultural policy (...) The other is (...) cohesion policy. We would like these not to change for
the next seven years (...). Other countries would like to introduce new important policies,
defense policy, climate policy (...) To which we say: alright, start new policies, but not at the

cost of older policies. Let’s keep those.” (Orban 2019c)

Thus, just like with the rule of law conditionality debate, Orban re-emphasized that
Hungary and other Eastern member states are entitled to cohesion funds, and these should not
be seen as a donation. Climate change policy is a noble goal, but should only be introduced
once cohesion policy is secure. But once introduced, Hungary will champion climate policy,
provided it receives financial aid (Orban 2019b).

Orbéan also tangentially mentioned the climate emergency when he reminded of the
ongoing “war” with Hungary’s enemies. In his annual State of the Nation address in 2020 he

argued:

“It is understandable that some of us would call [the current state of Hungary under his
premiership] a golden age, but | have bad news: this is not the time of that yet. Moreover, it
seems that looking ahead to the upcoming year we have reasons to worry. | envision
exceptionally dangerous year, including 2020. We need to take serious measures to conserve
what we have achieved. And if we do not want to stop at defense, but also want to progress, to
develop, to rise, then we need to make manly [sic] efforts. We are threatened by a climate crisis,
demographic decline and there are dark clouds gathering over the European economy as well.
Instead of declaring a Golden Age | now have to sound the alarm.” (Orbdn 2020b, emphasis
added)

Later in the year, an agreement was reached in Brussels. The only danger now is, Orban
suggests, that it is easy for politicians to make commitment about the distant future. “Climate
change mitigation [climate protection—klimavédelem] has become a political fad, which
diminishes the seriousness of the issue”. Climate change is a real danger, so “it is time to act
instead of talking”. Climate change mitigation is “a Christian and patriotic duty” as it aims to
secure a world for our children. “Let us act, not just whine! This is what I recommend Hungary
does” he concluded in his State of the Nation address in early 2020 (Orban 2020b). Hungary

and Poland no longer oppose, but champion the issue.
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With this framing, climate change becomes yet another constant and diffuse threat that
requires strong leadership. Yet it is also an area where Hungarian exceptionalism can be
emphasized.

4.6.2 “A Green Wave”: Opposition Framing

Opposition framing received greater visibility than with the other issues, but framing
was dominated by a single party: LMP, Hungary’s Green Party. The party’s leadership
announced in 2019 that they are preparing for a “green turn” to prepare for the challenges of
climate change (LMP - Magyarorszag Z6ld Partja 2019¢). The party declared that it considers
sustainability its primary goal, and therefore rejects the government’s division of society into
rich and poor, as well as its prioritization of economic growth that destroys nature. According
to LMP, “the government’s climate policy leads to nothing”. LMP politicians repeatedly called
out the government on “not doing enough” (LMP - Magyarorszag Z6ld Partja 2019b), and
emphasized that Hungary’s status as a “climate champion”, as the government suggests, is a
misrepresentation as Hungary, just like other post-communist economies, has an easier time at
meeting climate change goals under the Paris agreement. Thus, governmental self-
congratulatory remarks simply masks the government’s passivity in doing what is actually
needed. In addition, LMP also rejected Fidesz’ nuclear solution and refused to endorse nuclear
energy as clean energy, as well as the Hungarian veto which amounts to “the betrayal of the
future of our children” (LMP - Magyarorszag Zo6ld Partja 2019a) for which the PM had no
authority from the people. After the veto, “Orban betrays our future” became an oft-quoted

phrase in the party’s framing (see e.g. Keresztes 2019).

The second most active party was Democratic Coalition that supported the declaration
of a climate emergency by the EP. DK launched a petition to ask PM Orban to declare the
climate emergency in Hungary as well (DK - Demokratikus Koalicio 2019)—to no avail.
Meanwhile, Jobbik utilized the draught and torrential rains of the summer of 2019 to call
attention to climate change and claim that the government “does not take this problem
seriously” (Balogh 2019), and is more interested in fearmongering (Jobbik - Konzervativok
2019).

As these illustrative examples from the opposition show, climate change did not provoke
significant political debate in the country. Both government and opposition accepted the
framing of the problem and the need for carbon neutrality, while disagreements were mostly
restricted to the degree of sufficient government action.
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5 Czech Republic: Inferior, or superior to the West?
5.1 Czech context and actors 2018 — 2020

All periods selected for discourse analysis, the years 2018-2020, occurred when Andrej Babis
of the ANO party was the Prime Minister of the Czech Republic. He was in a coalition with the
social democrats from CSSD and enjoyed silent support both of the communists (KSCM) and,
at times, of the far-right SPD.

Babi$ and his party ANO had risen to prominence following the 2013 parliamentary
elections, which marked the disintegration of the initial post-communist composition of the
Czech party system. While the 1990s and 2000s political competition still revolved around the
left-right economic cleavage, represented by the center-right Civic Democrats (ODS) and
center-left Social Democrats (CSSD), the widespread distrust to these “traditional parties” led
to the emergence of new actors in early 2010s. Many of these, including notably Andrej Babi$’s
ANO, could be labeled as "populist”, as they did not present a coherent worldview but rather
highlighted divisions between the “no-nonsense electorate”, that is looking for efficient
managers of the state, and “traditional politicians”. This political development also led to the
progressive decline of the left, whose electorate was effectively taken over by ANO.

October 2017 general election results (in %)
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Picture 1: Results of the Czech 2017 general election

The autumn 2017 parliamentary elections confirmed the disintegration of the post-communist
party system. They brought about an unprecedented fragmentation of the Czech Lower House:
in total, nine parties were elected to the Chamber of Deputies. The vast majority of MPs now
hailed from new parties, while the support for the left (CSSD and KSCM) had sharply declined.
To remain concise when analyzing the discourse in 2018-2020, this report only considers actors
from the biggest four parties from the period — ANO, ODS, the Pirates, and SPD. MPs from
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these four parties represented approximately three-quarters of the 2017-2021 Chamber of

Deputies.

The first analyzed party is ANO. Since its inception in 2011, ANO has been led by its
founder, the billionaire agri-oligarch Andrej Babis. Despite being led by one of the richest men
in Czechia, the party pragmatically adopted elements of the left-wing program and was able to
present them to the electorate both through its fine-tuned marketing and the national media
Babis had bought around the time he entered politics. Therefore, it successfully took over the
bulk of former left-wing voters. ANO is nevertheless unanchored in clear political ideology and
claims its main aim is to “help people”. During its ten years of existence, it has moved from
liberal right-wing positions to conservative left-wing ones, while currently, it espouses
“conservative family” values (Rambouskova 2023). Babis$ has thus far managed to annihilate
any political opposition within the party, which is largely described as one man’s business
project. (Honzejk 2023) (Splichal 2023) the Prime Minister who took part in all relevant
European Councils, he was actively commenting on the analyzed EU policies in 2018-2020.
Therefore, rather than analyzing the positions of all party members, the analysis is based only

on Babi$’s discourse when trying to capture the ANO position on selected topics.

The Civic Democrats (ODS) are ideologically clearly defined as a right-wing, the
conservative party that is the founding member of the European Conservatives and Reformists
political group in the European Parliament. Together with CSSD, ODS was the dominant party
of the Czech post-communist transformation. After 2017, it managed to paint itself as the main
opponent to Andrej Babis. After the parliamentary elections of 2021 (which nevertheless fall
outside the time scope of this analysis), ODS has been the leading governmental party, with its
president, Petr Fiala, being the Prime Minister. ODS is more decentralized than ANO, and the
analysis thus includes more actors from the party that made media comments on selected EU

topics in the analyzed periods. (Kopecek and Svaéinova 2015)

An example of a “protest party” that emerged post the 2013 disintegration of the post-
communist party system, the Pirates were founded in 2009 and entered the Lower House in
2017 for the first time. Since their inception, Pirates have profiled themselves as pro-European
liberals who refuse to align themselves along the left-right cleavage. Although the party has
historically had left-wing elements in its program — chief among which being the opposition to
intellectual property rights, which stood at the origins of the party — it systematically refuses to
be branded as left-wing. This can be explained by the fact that, especially among young Czechs,

left-wing self-identification is marginal, even if many of these people, in fact, support left-wing
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policies. The Pirates have certain flagship topics they focus on, including digitalization,
transparency, the fight against corruption, and internal party democracy. In the analyzed
periods, the most visible speakers on European affairs were the party president Ivan Bartos,
members of the Chamber of Deputies European Affairs Committee, and the MEPs elected in

the 2019 European Parliament elections.

Another one-man project, the Freedom and Direct Democracy Party (SPD), was
founded by Tomio Okamura. Member of the European Parliament political group Identity and
Democracy, SPD is a far-right, hard Eurosceptic party campaigning for the end of the EU
integration in its current form. The party is calling for national economic sovereignty and is
staunchly anti-migration and anti-Islam. Similarly to ANO, the party can be classified as
essentially a one-man project. Indeed, Okamura got 99 % of the votes in the last party
presidential elections (Cesky rozhlas 2021). Only his interventions are consequently included

in this discourse analysis for SPD.

As the following table shows, the four presidents of the analyzed parties were widely
renowned by Czechs in the period under review.

10/2018 09/2020
Andrej Babis (ANO) 99 % 98 %
Petr Fiala (ODS) 86 % 87 %
Ivan Bartos (Pirates) 93 % 96 %
Tomio Okamura (SPD) | 97 % 96 %

Table 1: % of people knowing party presidents (STEM 2018; 2020)
ANO, ODS, SPD, and the Pirates represent the key ideological streams that remained

dominant within the Czech political arena after the October 2021 general elections: the
ideologically unanchored technocratic populism of ANO, right-wing conservatism of ODS, the
far-right SPD camp, and the liberal and culturally progressive Pirates. Both left-wing parties
KSCM and CSSD did not pass the electoral threshold of 5 % in 2021, making the left practically
non-existent in the Czech Republic. Therefore, although these parties still figured in the 2017-
2021 Czech political discourse, and CSSD even had government representatives, their positions

have smaller long-term implications and are therefore not included in the analysis.
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October 2021 general election results (in %)
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Picture 2: Results of the Czech 2021 general election

The post-2021 government is led by ODS, which formed a right-wing conservative
electoral coalition called SPOLU together with the Christian democratic KDU-CSL and TOP
09. For the same elections, the Pirates ran on a joint ballot with the Mayors party (STAN).
Homogenization of the Czech political system, with only two dominant camps: SPOLU & the
Pirates & STAN on the one side and ANO & SPD on the other, was evident in these last
elections. This is because, like is now common across the V4, the vote was fought less over
ideological differences and more around the alleged need to “save democracy” from Andrej
Babis, who was threatening it through his conflict of interests and ownership of media houses.
Right-wing and liberal parties were, this time, successful in persuading the majority of voters
that they could successfully oppose Babis, putting Czechia back on a “pro-democratic, pro-
Western" track.

Lastly, the Czech discourse analysis includes interventions of a major non-party actor,
former president Milo$ Zeman, who was in office between 2013 and early 2023. Although the
Czech Republic is a parliamentary one, the president assumes a prominent symbolic position in
the Czech political system, often punching above his constitutional weight. The Czech president
is usually one of the most renowned politicians by people both inside and outside the country,
and consequently, one of the strongest actors discursively shaping national understanding of
political reality. In March 2023, Zeman was replaced in the presidential seat by the former
NATO general Petr Pavel, who has considerably more pro-EU, pro-environmental and liberal
positions. Therefore, although Zeman was clearly influencing the public debate back in the

analysed period, his positions are not that relevant at the present.

Regarding media landscape, almost 9 of 10 Czechs consumed news online between
2018 and 2020. The importance of TV and print as a news source was steadily declining, while
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the importance of social media was rising. The top social media company during all three
analysed years was Facebook, where around 50 % of Czechs followed their news in 2018-2020.
The ownership of media was increasingly concentrated into the hands of top oligarchs,
including Andrej Babis$, which contributed to relatively low trust in media. Another factor that
negatively influenced trust in news was the promulgation disinformation channels. ((Stétka
2019; 2020; 2021)
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Picture 3: Source of News Consumption 2015 — 20;
To make the corpus more manageable, the Czech discourse analysis relies on data that
was most accessible. It does not cover all speeches uttered by the analysed politicians in the
given time frames. However, the analysed speeches were selected as representative of the

actor’s/party’s long existing attitudes.

For Andrej Babi§ (ANO) and Tomio Okamura (SPD), this analysis relies primarily on
their social media posts. This is because at the analysed period, these two were by far the most
followed and active politicians on social media. (Adam¢ikova 2021) For representatives of
ODS, the Pirates and the President Milo§ Zeman, their interventions in traditional media will

complement their social media posts, as they were slightly less active on these platforms.

The aim of this discourse analysis is to deconstruct framing of selected topics by leading
Czech politicians, show associations and metaphors these politicians use and problematize the
solutions they propose, which often serve only to propagate themselves as competent leaders in
the electoral race. Given the large visibility of these actors, this analysis also posits that they
have shaped national perceptions of the analysed topics, influencing i.e., the public opinion part

of the RevivEU project.
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In line with the methodology of this project, the framings were delimited asking the following

questions:

e Who talks about a problem or an issue, and how do they define it?

e What causes/culprits do they identify?

e How do they evaluate the problem, the culprits (if any), and the stakes in ethical terms?
(e.g., any discussion on shared values, talk about who the good guys or the victims are,
listing of moral stakes like “our way of life”)

e What solution(s) do they suggest?

The Czech part of the discourse analysis reflects the heterogeneity of the local political
system in the 2017-2021 parliamentary cycle. Per each topic, three frames were recongnized in
the analysis. Some of them (like the Reasonable Central Europe, ot Neutrality as a threat) were
more powerful than other and, importantly, were shared across both coalition and opposition

parties. Contrarily, some framings were

For better orientation in the framing/party matrix, this table is attached:
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Topic

Framing

Actors

2018 Migration

Reasonable Central Europe

PM Andrej Babis (ANO)

ODS

Migration as the EU’s plan

Tomio Okamura (SPD)

Predictability and order

2019 Climate neutrality

Technology neutrality

PM Andrey Babis (ANO)

Neutrality as a threat 0OD5
Tomio Okamura (SPD)
Modermzation
2020 NGEU Focus on the money PM Andrej Babis (ANO)
Taxing union 0OD5
Modermzation
2020 Rule of law Focus on the money M Andrej Babis (ANO)

EU like USSRK

Tomio Okamura (SPD)

Cut off the oligarchs

Table 2: Matrix table of framings and actors/parties

After thoroughly analysing the discourse in 2018-2020, the paper also strives to sketch

5.2 Migration

5.2.1 Context

Between June and December 2018, migration was still regularly addressed by leading

politicians in Czechia.

The issue of migrant relocation and resettlement (the infamous “refugee quotas™) kept

climate, NGEU and the rule of law.
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its implications for the present and future Czech discussions and positions on migration,

permeating the discourse. This was first in reaction to the spat over disembarkment of migrant
ships in the EU in June 2018. The European Council conclusions from June 28-29 2018,

confirmed that relocation and resettlement of migrants should happen only on a voluntary basis.




(European Council 2018b) This was, in turn, repeatedly highlighted as a big success of Czech
and V4 diplomacy.

The issue of Frontex/European Border and Coast Guard Agency was equally addressed
by the Czech actors after the European Commission proposed its plans to increase the financial

and human capacities of this agency in September 2018. (European Parliament 2018)

Another migration issue discussed in Czechia in the analysed period was the case of
Syrian orphans. In autumn 2018, the Czech Christian Democrat MEP Michaela Sojdrova
proposed to relocate several dozens of Syrian orphans from Greek refugee camps to Czechia.
This proposal provoked discussions about the number and age of these children, before being
struck down by the then minister of interior Jan Haméaéek (CSSD), who marked these children
a “security threat”. (Echo24 2020)

Similarly to other V4 countries, the UN Global Migration Compact was discussed in
Czechia in late 2018. While the Babi§ government initially did not oppose to join the pact, the
topic was progressively politicized in the Czech debate, fuelled by disinformation channels and
far right parties such as Okamura’s SPD that were opposing the Compact on the grounds that it
would “legalize illegal migration”. In the end Czechia, along with other V4 countries, refused
to join the pact in December 2018. (CTK 2018)

In the discourse on migration, politicians in 2018 occasionally referred to the upcoming
May 2019 European Parliament elections, most often in relation to anticipations of change of
the EU’s approach towards migration. In addition, Senate and municipal elections occurred in
Czechia in October 2018, which contributed to the rise of migration related disinformation

campaigns in the period. ((Cemper 2018)

5.2.2 Frame analysis

Topic Framing Actors
2018 Migration Reasonable Central Europe | PM Andrej Babis (ANO)
ODS

Migration as the EU’s plan | Tomio Okamura (SPD)

Predictability and order

Table 3: Framings used for the topic of Migration
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Broadly, three main framings can be observed in the Czech discourse among the
analysed actors: Dominant was the “Reasonable Central Europe” framing, represented by the
President, the Prime Minister and ODS. Another was the “Migration as EU’s plan” framing,
advocated by SPD. These two framings had many aspects in common: notably, they painted

migration as a threat and wanted to outsource its solution out of the EU.

In fact, some utterances of ANO/ODS/the President were very similar to these of SPD.
The SPD “migration as EU’s plan” framing served as a sort of catalyst for the dominant framing,
while also legitimizing it as more reasonable and moderate. For example, Andrej Babis
regularly claimed that his securitizing approach to migration should be adopted across the
continent, because otherwise, far right parties will take over in the EU states. Another example
of this is the Czech discussion about the UN Migration Compact: as it will be further eluded,
the topic was politicized by Okamura’s SPD already in the summer of 2018, when the SPD
president rallied his supporters to sign a petition against the Compact. (Okamura 2018e) While
the cabinet of Andrej Babi$ originally did not oppose the document, they were pushed by both
Okamura and ODS not to ratify it, until the government obliged during the Marrakech summit

December 2018 — using the same arguments Okamura initially did.

The main difference between the “Reasonable Central Europe” and “Migration as the
EU’s plan” framings was that the SPD suggested a different solution to the dominant parties:
leaving the EU altogether.

The “Predictability and order” framing promoted by the Pirates was the most distant
from the other two framings, but also the least influential. This framing maintained that the
focus on migration was overblown, and that solution should be found at the European and global

level, in line with international law.

It can be concluded that most parties catered to the demand of Czech society, where
around 80 % of people were opposed to the reception of African and Middle Eastern migrants
in 2018. (Ministerstvo vnitra 2020)
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5.2.2.1 Andrej Babis, Milos Zeman, ODS: Reasonable Central Europe framing

Who talks about ‘What How do they ‘What solutions they
the problem and causes/culprits they evaluate the suggest
how they define it identify problem, culprits, in

ethical terms

The Prime Minister Underdevelopment of the | Migrants from the Refuse relocation and
Andrej Babis, Global South Middle East and Africa resettlement schemes (quota)
Members of QDS are a security threat and a

Naive and lement Member States, not Frontex

President Milos Western European potential burden on should protect the Schengen
Zeman S Czech economic and
politicians border
C . ; social system
Migration 15 a big Mafia smugglers, NGOs Refuse the UN Global
problem. perhaps the The natural and correct Compact on Migration
biggest in the EU behavior 1s to stay at

] . Prioritize migrants from
home and build up one’s

culturally closer countries,

country

such as Ukraine
Czechia/V4 1=

Outs ing th bl
reasonable, differentthan | L B o Rroem
the rest of the EU, Bolster the protection of EU

protecting its way of life | borders; Deportation; Asylum

; ocessing outside of EU;
Liberal approach to pr £

L . Fighting smugglers; Helping
migration is non-solidary
countries of migrant origin
Western Europe 1s naive,

but is starting to see the

right path

Table 4: Reasonable Central Europe framing in Migration

By far the most prominent, the “Reasonable Central Europe” framing was invoked with
certain variations by the Prime Minister Babi§ (ANO), the President Zeman and the opposition
Civic Democrats (ODS). These actors saw migration as a major problem in the EU and spoke
of it repeatedly, at the expense of other EU related topics. ((Babis 2018a; Fiala 2018a)

According to these actors, the cause of this problem is the Middle Eastern and African
migrants coming from “underdeveloped” countries and seeking an economic profit. War
refugees are painted as a minority compared to economic migrants, and the possibility that
economic underdevelopment could be partially caused by past or current actions of Europe or
the West (e.g. colonialism, Middle Eastern military interventions) is not considered at all. These
migrants, in turn, threaten the Czech socio-economic system, peace, national identity and

security according to this framing.
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“The only solution is to get rid of the causes of terrorism, and this cause, unfortunately,
is illegal migrants, especially those who have not been granted asylum. (...) And they
actually go to Germany because that is where the highest social benefits are. Don't be

under the illusion that they want to work there.” (Zeman 2018a)
President Milos Zeman, Blesk.cz, 24.06.2018

By this logic, migration, or the brain drain, in fact further harm these underdeveloped
countries. The natural and correct urge of people is to remain at home and build up their
countries, which is something that Europe should help them with through development aid.
(Zeman 2018a) (Babis 2018g)

Migrants from Africa and the Middle East are also painted as different from these from
Ukraine or Vietnam, who come to Czechia for work and without whom the local industry could
not survive. Because they are not coming to join the work process and have different religious
and cultural values, the African and Middle Eastern migrants will only become a burden for
Czech economy and society. (Skopecek 2018a) (Zeman 2018c) This distinction between
different groups of migrants would prove important several years later during the influx of
Ukrainian refugees, to whom the Czech authorities were significantly more welcoming

compared to Middle Eastern/African ones.

According to this framing, the culprits of the 2015 migration crisis and the continued
influx of new migrants to Europe are the too lenient and naive leaders of other, implied Western,
EU countries. In this discursive logic, promoting migrant resettlement, rather than efficient
external border protection, in fact motivates people smugglers and NGOs to bring new migrants

to Europe, endangering peace but also democracy in Europe. (Babis 2018e; Zahradil 2018b)

“For a long time many tried to tell us that all migrants actually have a right to
migrate and stay in the EU. The result has been an increase in populism, nationalism
and security risks.”” (Babi§ 20181)

Prime Minister Andrej Babis (ANO), Facebook, 05.11.2018

Representatives of ODS and the President were even more critical towards “pro-
migration” EU leaders than Babi§, employing rhetoric close to the SPD framing. Particularly,
they criticized the then-Chancellor of Germany Angela Merkel. (Zahradil 2018a) (Zeman
2018b) From their perspective, lack of solidarity is actually shown by countries that want to
accept migrants rather than closing borders, as this stance threatens both unity and security of
Europe.
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“Unfortunately, Spain is now ruled by a provisional socialist government,
which tripped up Italy at the first occasion. When Italy closed the ports, the Spanish
government offered to take in the refugees. If there is talk of European solidarity, and
we are being called to do this or that in European solidarity, | consider this to be grossly
non-solidary on the part of the Spanish government towards the current Italian

government. (Zahradil 2018c)
Jan Zahradil (ODS), Parlamentni listy, 27.07.2018

Contrarily to these pro-migrant Western politicians, the V4 leaders are depicted in this
discourse as someone who understood swiftly and correctly how migration should be handled.
The “Reasonable Central Europe” actors also hinted that reassessment is currently under way
in most of Western Europe, and that the Central European position has, also thanks to the V4,
become mainstream. Such “wind of change” was supposedly represented by politicians like the
then-Italian minister of interior Matteo Salvini, German interior minister Horst Seehofer and
Austrian chancellor Sebastian Kurz, and was supposed to be validated during the upcoming EU
Parliament elections in 2019. (Zahradil 2018b) (Zeman 2018a) (Babis 2018;)

Particularly the Prime Minister Andrej Babis$ highlighted the importance of June 2018
European Council for allegedly burying the “refugee quotas”. This success, he claimed
repeatedly, took a lot of hard work, sleepless nights and explaining to his less understanding
EU colleagues. Interestingly, Babis still refers to this summit as one of the pivotal moments of
his political career, for example in his book that came out shortly before the 2021 parliamentary
elections. (Babis 2021)

“I'm still a little tired, but I'm happy. I guess you know why. I've written this a
few times. Brussels. Migration. The meeting ended at 5:00 a.m.! (...) There will be no
guotas. Nobody is going to force migrants on us. Relocations will be VOLUNTARY, no
one will sue us for not wanting illegal migrants. (...) That's what we promised, and we
delivered. It is my greatest diplomatic achievement since | came to the office. We did it!
Thanks to the great cooperation of our V4 group: the Czech Republic, Hungary,
Slovakia and Poland.”” (Babis 2018¢)

Prime Minister Andrej Babis, Facebook, 01.07.2018

The V4 jointly burying the “monstrous” quota was also repeatedly praised by the
President Milo§ Zeman, who further claimed that the group should keep cooperating on matters
of energy or economic affairs. Notably, Zeman mentioned the end of quotas in his Christmas
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message — the traditional president’s speech broadcasted by all national televisions. ((Zeman
2018e) (Zeman 2018c)

When it comes to solutions, proponents of the “Reasonable Central Europe” framing
called, in unison, for outsourcing of the migration problem outside of the EU borders. This
includes bolstering protection of Schengen borders, fighting smugglers, increasing
deportations, processing asylum claims out of the EU, cooperating with transit countries such
as Turkey and Morocco, and providing aid to the countries of migrant origin. (Babis 2018a)
(Babis 2018c) (Fiala 2018a) (Zeman 2018a). Although it is hardly original, Andrej Babi$

referred to this set of measures as “his plan for stopping illegal migration.” (Babi$ 2018e)

While enhancing the protection of EU borders was a broadly supported solution, the
European Commission proposal to bolster finances and human capacities of Frontex was seen
somewhat more critically. Andrej Babis initially did not stand against boosting the agency to
10000 officials (Babis 2018b), but later started to question how this number was determined
and if the money will be efficiently used. (Babis 2018d; 2018¢; 2018g; 2018h). ODS, the long-
term opponent of supranational EU cooperation, saw the efforts to strengthen the agency as
another case where the EU is using a crisis to bolster its competencies at the expense of nation
states. The Schengen borders, they claimed, should be protected by the border Member States.
((Zahradil 2018b)

ANO, ODS and the President agreed that Czechia should not join the UN Global
Compact on Migration, likening it to the EU migration quotas, marking it dangerous and
complaining that it did not delineate legal and illegal migration sufficiently. (Babis 2018i;
Zeman 2018d) One of the rare criticisms of the opposition ODS vis-a-vis Babi$ in migration
affairs was that he did not refuse joining the Compact fast enough. (Skopecek 2018b)

The only major difference between the migration stance of the two biggest parties in the
Parliament, ODS and ANO, could be seen during debates on accepting Syrian orphans as
suggested by MEP Michaela Sojdrovd. While Andrej Babi3 repeated his mantra of helping
people in the countries of origin — this time, building a school or an orphanage for these orphans
in Lebanon (Babis 2018f) — ODS was in favour of welcoming these children in Czechia, citing
“basic human decency” in a “cultured society”. At the same time, ODS representatives went to
great lengths to discern these “defenceless children” from ordinary migrants that pose a security

threat:
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“There is a consensus in Czech politics on the basic parameters of the approach
to the current migration wave. And that is good. But this is something completely
different. 1 will certainly lock my house if | don't feel safe - and that is rational and
understandable. But who among you will not open the door when a defenseless child is
crying on his doorstep? Even in the Old Testament, orphans were given a special status;
the Lord himself is their protector. No cultured society will refuse to help orphaned
children.” (Fiala 2018b)

Petr Fiala (ODS), Pravy breh, 24.09.2018

4.2.2.2. Tomio Okamura: Migration as EU’s plan framing

Who talks about the | What How do they evaluate the | What solutions they

problem and how they

define it

causes/culprits

they identify

problem, culprits, in ethical

terms

suggest

SPD President Tomio
Okamura

Migration is the biggest
problem of the EU

The EU that has
migration as agenda
to destroy national

states

Supranational elites

Migrants are an existential

threat

We need to protect Central
Europe from the development
that had already occurred in
the West

Leave/transform the EU

Vote for SPD in 2019

European Parliament

election

Refuse relocation and

Violent migrants resettlement schemes
NGOs “Reasonable politicians™ and | (quota)

SPD allies such as Viktor Outsourcing the
Smugglers i L

Orban and Matteo Salvini are problem

protecting the EU

Bolster the protection of
EU borders; Deportation;
Asylum processing

outside of EU; Fighting

smugglers; Helping
countries of migrant
origin

Table 5: Migration as EU’s plan framing

Tomio Okamura’s “migration as the EU’s plan” framing was in many aspects similar to
the dominant one. He, too, painted migration as a security threat that needed to be stopped
immediately and decisively. He, too, posited that the key to solving migration was bolstering
borders and deportations, and helping migrants in their countries of origin. (Okamura 2018h)
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Similarly to politicians in the dominant framing, Okamura also praised the actions of politicians
such as Matteo Salvini and Viktor Orban claiming that the current EU elites were neo-
Marxist/socialist - a surefire dogwhistle within the V4 to mobilise nationalistic and/or neoliberal

segments of society, irrespective of context or reality. ((Okamura 2018b)

The aspect delineating this framing from the dominant one is the solution proposed:
Okamura saw migration as an inherent part of the EU integration, and therefore campaigned for
dismantling or leaving the EU altogether. In this regard, the upcoming EP elections in May

2019 were crucial, he claimed repeatedly.

Compared to most actors of the dominant frame, Okamura painted migrants as
especially violent and dangerous. He also claimed they were motivated by the EU policies to

come:

“The aggressive immigrants injured dozens of intervening police officers,
throwing fecal matter, quicklime, Molotov cocktails or spray bottles with flammable
substances at them. The same day, another boatload of migrants landed on a Spanish
beach among unsuspecting sunbathing holidaymakers. The continuing wave of
migration is undoubtedly another response to the latest proposal from the European
Commission...”(Okamura 2018d)

Tomio Okamura (SPD), Facebook, 04.08.2018

According to Okamura, there were already thousands of migrants “wandering” the
Czech lands, completely out of control of local authorities. (Okamura 2018e) The Western
European countries had allegedly already lost their identity due to Muslim migrants, and are
mired in criminality and terror, while Central Europe needed to be protected from similar
development. ((Okamura 2018i)

Solutions that the PM Andrej Babis$ presented as crucial for mitigating illegal migration,
including the supposed end of migration quotas in June 2018, were insufficient or downright
false according to Okamura. Alternatively, the end of migration quotas was painted as the
achievement of his political allies from his then-European Parliament political group Europe of
Nations and Freedom, such as Matteo Salvini. (Okamura 2018a; 2018c) According to Okamura,
Babis does not understand — or tries to hide — that migration is an inherent goal of “EU
supranationalist, neo-Marxist elites”, who aim to denationalize the Member States. Therefore,
Czechia needs to either leave, or reform the European Union into a group of independent,
sovereign nations. (Okamura 2018f)
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In his speeches, Okamura used allegories to past supranational projects in Europe, who
had also subdued Czech lands: the Nazis and Austro-Hungarians. Czechs fought for centuries
to gain their independence, only to be de-nationalized again by the “elites” from the European
Union, claimed Okamura. Migration was painted as one of the tools to achieve such de-

nationalization.

“Totalitarian in the worst sense of the word is the long-standing effort of the
Brussels elites to centralise and de-nationalise the nations of Europe. The goal, as with
fascist Nazism, is one thing - total domination by supranational elites. The greatest
enemy of the contemporary totalitarianism promoted by Brussels is true patriotism. Our
ancestors struggled for 300 years to preserve the Czech nation, which was oppressed
under the Austrian Empire, which in many ways copied today's European Union. (...)
The centralising and de-nationalising efforts of Brussels, coupled with the attempt to
de-nationalise Europe through massive migration, is a very dangerous suicidal policy
that has already killed hundreds of people across Europe. The current globalists, the

current planners of new empires, are bringing the danger of war.” (Okamura 2018f)
Tomio Okamura (SPD), Facebook, 24.09.2018

Okamura was also the first one highlighting the supposed threat of the UN Compact on
Migration, initiating a petition against the text already in August 2018, allegedly taking
inspiration from Orban. (Okamura 2018e; 2018g) Later, his stance was adopted by virtually all
politicians in the dominant frame, resulting in Czechia not joining the Compact together with
other V4 countries. This proves his framing served essentially as a catalyst to the dominant

frame.
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5.2.2.3 The Pirates: Predictability and order framing

Who talks about | What causes/culprits | How do they evaluate the | What solutions they suggest
the problem and | they identify problem, culprits, in ethical

how they define it terms

Members of the | Other Czech politicians, | Other politicians focus  too | Follow mternational treaties

Pirate Party notably Andre; Babi, | much on migration and fuel Create predictable, transparent,

are creating a moral | disinformation campaigns

Migration 15 not enforceable rules

. patic against the Pirates
such a big problem Fight illegal migration and

other actors make 1t | Migration rules are not b
= uman smugglers

transparent, predictable

Protect vulnerable migrants
and enforceable enough rotect viiherable migran

Table 6: Predictability and order framing

The Pirates’ “predictability and order” framing was the least influential of the analysed
ones. There are several reasons for it: first, migration is not among the flagship topics of the
Pirate party. Secondly, and more importantly, the Pirates have long been falsely accused by
disinformation platforms and political opponents as advocating for mass migration into the
Czech Republic (Cemper 2018), hence they wanted to avoid further fuelling this campaign.
Consequently, there are not many available public interventions from the Pirates on migration
in the analysed period — a point in and of itself given how the highly politicized environment
caused the then-third largest party to essentially opt out of the issue within the political debate
for fear of retaliation.

The Pirates mostly referred to migration in relation to disinformation campaigns,
painting it as a distraction tool of opponents unable to bring real topics on the table and choosing
to scare people instead. (Barto$ 2018a) The party also criticized the PM Babis for focusing too
much on migration at the expense of other European agenda, and challenged the idea that the

end of the quotas was indeed his achievement. (Koptiva 2018)

Considering solutions, the Pirates highlight the importance of international rules-based
order, citing e.g., the Geneva Conventions. “The Prime Minister cannot decide if we want to
follow international law or not,” highlighted the president of Pirates, Ivan Barto§. He also
claimed that migration should be safe and managed, protecting vulnerable groups like women
and children, and that the government should focus on illegal migration, including deportations
and the fight against smugglers. (Bartos 2018b) For the Pirates, predictability, order and

enforcement were key to manage migration. “It is shameful if 28 PMs start to bicker every time
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a ship appears whether to take the people in or not. We finally have to establish a system,” said
the then MP Mikulas Peksa in relation to the 2018 disembarkation spat. (Peksa 2018)

The Pirates were in favor of welcoming the orphaned Syrian kids into Czechia and
criticized the PM for his “inhumane approach”. They were also in favor of signing the UN

Compact on Migration. (Kopecky 2018)
5.3 Climate neutrality

5.3.1 Context

Like in the rest of the EU, the Czech debate on climate and the end of fossil fuel
consumption in 2019 was invigorated by the climate ambitions of the new Von der Leyen
Commission, which was being formed from the May European Parliament elections until its

entry into office on 1 December.

At its June 2019 meeting, the European Council invited the new Commission to put
forward legislation that would facilitate transition to a climate neutral EU (European Council
2019b). Czechia was one of the four countries — along with Poland, Estonia and Hungary — that
blocked an explicit inclusion of the 2050 climate neutrality deadline into the conclusions of this
Council. The country however did endorse the commitment to 2050 climate neutrality during
the European Council on 12 December 2019, conditioning this by the inclusion of paragraphs
guaranteeing technology neutrality in the conclusions. This way, the Council would recognize
that states can use nuclear power to reach their climate neutrality goals.(European Council
2019d)

The political situation in Czechia in the second half of 2019 was rather stable, with
power still firmly in Andrej Babi§’s hands. Dominance of ANO at the Czech political scene had
been confirmed shortly before during the European Parliament elections in May 2019, where
ANO scored the most MEP seats.

The Prime Minister took part in both the September UN Summit on climate in New York and
in COP25 in Madrid in December, and he held speeches at both these events.The Fridays for
Future student movement inspired by Greta Thunberg emerged in Czechia in 2019, and
thousands of Czech students took part in the global climate strike ahead of the September 2019
UN New York Summit. (Kasparek 2019) These student protests were also discussed by Czech

politicians.
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5.3.2 Frame Analysis

Topic Framing Actors
2019 Climate neutrality Technology neutrality PM Andrej Babis (ANQ)
Neutrality as a threat ODS

Tomio Okamura (SPD)

Modernization

Table 6: Frames used for the topic of Climate neutrality

The analysis discerns three main framings employed by Czech politicians in the June-
December 2019 discussions on climate neutrality. Political actors are nevertheless classified
slightly differently compared to migration: Andrej Babi$ has his own framing “Technology
neutrality”. The President, ODS and SPD represent a different one “Neutrality as a threat”,

which was the dominant framing.

As in the case of migration, these two framings are close to each other: they both
downplay the risks of the climate crisis, fear climate neutrality will hamper the EU and Czech
competitiveness, endorse nuclear energy and outsource responsibility for global warming to
other continents. The biggest difference was that Andrej Babis at the time did not assume such
a radical anti-climate discourse as politicians from ODS, SPD and the President did. Crucially,
he did not question the existence of anthropogenic global warming, did not demonize climate
activists and in the end endorsed climate neutrality commitment in December 2019. This is in
stark contrast to Babi$’s 2023 rhetoric, where he is radically opposed to the EU climate policies
and suggests the ODS led government is too progressive and green. (Pergler and Dolejsi 2023)
This also suggests that a whichever party assumes the government in Czechia becomes more
pragmatic in its approach to the EU climate policies. Like in the case of migration, the Pirates
have a separate frame which is quite distant from the other two. This “Modernization frame”
saw climate neutrality and the European Green Deal as a necessity and an opportunity and was
firmly rooted in the Pirate techno-optimistic attitudes.
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5.3.2.1 Andrej Babis: Technology neutrality framing

Who talks about the
problem and how
they define it

What
causes/culprits
they identify

How do they evaluate the
problem, culprits, in ethical

terms

What solutions they suggest

Prime Minister Andrej
Babii
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change exists, but is
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problem as migration

Human activity
causing climate
change

The EU, which is
too ambitious
Other global
players who emit
comparatively
meore CO2

emissions than
the EU

EU neutrality plans threaten
competitiveness of

Czech/European industry

Green transformation is
especially difficult for industry
oriented countries such as

Czechia

There is a lack of technology
that would enable the EU to

become climate neutral

Other global actors are
plundering the planet and should
step up in responsibility

His government is already
addressing the more immediate
impacts of climate change, such
as droughts

He is bringing in concrete
solutions to the climate
challenge, such as the
recognition of nuclear as a clean

source i1 EUCO conclusions

Protect the planet, but not at
the expense of economic

prosperity

Emissions to be reduced by
other global powers, such as
China

Focus on immediate impacts
of climate change, such as

droughts

(initially) oppose to the EU
climate neutrality

commitment

(later) rely on nuclear energy
to reach climate neutrality in
Czechia by 2050

Table 7: Technology neutrality framing in Climate

Compared to migration, Prime Minister Andrej Babi§ spoke about climate to a
somewhat lesser extent — he did not highlight climate change to be the biggest problem of the
EU, nor did he claim that he had a “plan” to resolve the issue. Contrarily, he argued that climate
change is sometimes too much highlighted at the expense of other pressing global issues. (Babis
2019e) Famously, Babis also claimed that he does not know why the EU should focus on the
situation in 2050, instead of setting more concrete short-term goals. (Babis 2019a)

Still, Babis’s 2019 discourse on climate change and neutrality was slightly more
moderate compared to actors from the dominant “neutrality as a threat” framing. Notably, he
did not challenge the existence of man-made climate change, nor did he engage extensively in
bashing of climate activists. What is more, Babi$ progressively changed his stance, finally

endorsing climate neutrality at the December 2019 EUCO summit. This is in stark contrast to
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his rhetoric in 2023, when he claims that the European Green Deal will destroy the EU and its

industry, and that the EU is ruled by green fanatics. (iDnes.cz 2023)

In 2019, Andrej Babis agreed that man-made climate change existed, which — at least
rhetorically — justified climate policies. This was especially true when he spoke at international

fora (Babis 2019d), but it also figured in his social media posts targeted at his voters.

“Who accuses us of being climate change deniers, is completely off. The Minister
Richard Brabec is a geologist by education and he can clearly and simply explain why
the planet warming is, with a high probability, caused by human activity. We also
agreed with Mr. Tolasz that we need to lower the fossil fuel consumption...”(Babi$

2019a)
Prime Minister Andrej Babis (ANO), Facebook, 14.07.2019

However, the Prime Minister maintained that protection of the planet was not to be done
at the expense of competitiveness of local economy. He highlighted that the transition to climate
neutrality was especially difficult to an industry-oriented economy such as the Czech one and
that necessary technologies are missing to make neutrality pledges realistic. This is also how
he justified not joining the climate neutrality commitment during June 2019 European Council
summit. (Babi$ 2019b; 2019c)

Babis also highlighted repeatedly his government’s activities on environmental
protection — such as the fight against drought — and said that the Czech Republic already fulfils
the Paris Agreement, because it is on track to reduce its emissions by 40 % between 1990 and
2030 (Babis 2019¢; 2019b). He conveniently disregarded the fact that Czechia, like other
Central and Eastern European countries, was this successful in lowering CO2 emissions due to
closing of energy-intensive industries during the 1990s post-communist transformation, rather

than thanks to its current endeavours on climate neutrality (Fakta o klimatu 2020).

The key solution to climate change, according to Babis, is emission reduction by other
global players who, he claimed, continue to plunder the planet. Repeatedly highlighting that the
EU only produces 9% of total global emissions (Babis 2019d; 2019f), Babi$ pleaded that
responsibility for and solution to climate change should effectively be outsourced from the
continent. He also argued that if the EU remains alone in its fight against climate change, it will
lose its competitiveness against other global players and become economically dependent on

them.
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“If we want to save the planet, the countries that pollute the most must cut
emissions. Like the US, like China, like India. (...) In 2018, humanity released 37 billion
tonnes of emissions into the atmosphere. Of that, the European Union 3.5 billion or 9
percent. (...) So are we to continue to make Europe less competitive with tougher and
tougher measures, thus reducing global pollution by a few percent, and watch others
step up against us while ignoring nature? Do we really want to become economically
dependent on China, the USA and other hard players who will continue to plunder our
planet?” (Babis 2019b)

Prime Minister Andrej Babis (ANO), Facebook, 23.06.2019

Another solution offered by Andrej Babi$ to the challenges of climate change and
climate neutrality was the definition of nuclear energy as a clean source of energy. In June 2019,
Babi$ argued that climate neutrality commitments are technologically unfeasible, and Czechia
will not endorse them. Curiously, as the Czech policy analysis reveals, he maintained this
negative position vis-a-vis climate neutrality even when speaking to the Czech MPs before

heading to the December European Council summit.

However, the PM changed his position when the EUCO conclusions agreed that nuclear
energy can be a pathway towards climate neutrality in some EU Member States. (European
Council 2019d) This commitment to technology neutrality in turn justified the country’s final
endorsement of EU climate neutrality commitment, Babi§ claimed. In turn, he presented this

commitment as another one of his diplomatic successes. (Babis 2019g)
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5.3.2.2 Milo$ Zeman, Tomio Okamura, ODS: Neutrality as a threat framing

Who talks about the
problem and how
they define it

What causes/culprits
they identify

How do they evaluate the
problem, culprits, in ethical

terms

What solutions they
suggest

President Milod
Zeman, SPD President
Tomio Okamura,
Members of ODS

Manmade climate
change is a myth, or is
not that big of a
problem as the EU

Climate activists and
Greta Thunberg

The EU. which is too
ambitious

Other global players
who emit comparatively
more emissions than the
EU

EU neutrality plans threaten
competitiveness of
Czech/European industry
Climate activism is a religion
or an ideology, not guided by

science

Climate activists are

crazy/mentally ill‘hysterical

Protect the planet, but not
at the expense of industry

Oppose to the EU climate
neutrality commitment

Protect the environment
locally, e.g., clean the

streets and forests

Emissions to be reduced

makes it out to be
The EU is blindly listening to

young climate activists or is

by other global powers,

Climate change is such as China

used to distort the isusing th
. ususing them SPD: Leave the EU
attention from real

problems, such as Green transformation is

L especially difficult for
migration
industry-oriented countries

such as Czechia

ODS: State planning,
redistribution and criticism of
capitalism are akin to the

Previous communist regime

Table 8: Neutrality as a threat framing in Climate

The dominant framing, employed by the President, ODS and SPD, was the one painting
climate neutrality as a threat to the Czech and EU prosperity. As already highlighted, it did not
differ from Andrej Babi§’s “Technology neutrality” frame in many aspects. All these actors
broadly agreed that the EU has only a marginal share of absolute global CO2 emissions, that
green transition is especially difficult for an industrial country like Czechia, and that nuclear
power is an important component of the Czech energy mix. (Skopec¢ek 2019a; Zeman 2019f;
2019a; 2019c)

More than Babis, these actors nevertheless marginalized the threat of global warming —
with Milo§ Zeman claiming it is a non-issue (Zeman 2019d) and Okamura a distraction from
the real problem — migration and Islamization. (Okamura 2019b) “Neutrality as a threat”
proponents often questioned whether man-made climate change was even occurring. They often
painted it as either not that serious, or a consequence of natural phenomena such as “the distance
from the Sun”. (Okamura 2019a) In turn, they were blaming the EU for falling victim to green

fanatics and ideologues, proponents of a “new religion”, who do not have the correct data or
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interpret them badly. Especially President Zeman often reminded the audience about
“Greenland once being a green island”, which he also mentioned in his annual and widely
broadcasted Christmas speech. (Zeman 2019f) (Zeman 2019e) Questioning of anthropogenic

origins of global warming occurred also within the ranks of ODS politicians.

“If we are to be guided by anything, it should be more by science and less by
this modern religion and green ideology. If we read carefully the thorough reports of
the IPCC, nowhere does it say that everything is 100% man-made. On the one hand,
there are some scientific facts, which are also not clear-cut, and on the other hand, there

is progressivism, which is, in my opinion, almost a religion” (Vondra 2019a)
Alexandr Vondra (ODS), Euractiv, 30. 09. 2019

The main problem, these actors maintained, is the hysteria surrounding climate change,
symbolically represented by the climate activist Greta Thunberg. Incited by climate activists,
this hysteria is in turn adopted by EU elites, who are listening to or downright misusing this
“mentally ill girl”. (Skopecek 2019c; Zeman 2019f) (Zeman 2019d) President Zeman and
politicians from both SPD and ODS were painting climate activists and members of the Fridays
for Future initiative as fanatics, lunatics and religious zealots, who should return to school to

“learn better.”

“Students "strike for the climate" at the call of Swedish fanatic activist Greta
Thunberg. Why, if students want so much to protect the environment, do they not go and
plant trees or clean up the streets? (...) It looks like an effort to make a fuss, avoid school
and make "heroes™ of themselves. All totalitarian regimes have tried to misuse children

for their monstrous political ideology and practice...” (Okamura 2019b)
Tomio Okamura (SPD), Facebook, 20.09.2019

Particularly ODS politicians likened climate activists and EU politicians to proponents
of the previous state socialist regime in Central and Eastern Europe, citing its dire economic
consequences. These similarities, according to ODS, lay in the heightened accent on state
redistribution and economy planning on the side of the EU, and in the critique of capitalism, in

which some activists were engaging. (Zahradil 2019b)

“Climate protection becomes just an excuse to start a new world revolution,
anti-industrial, anti-capitalist, anti-Western. The ideologues of the former Soviet empire
would still be jumping for joy in the 1980s over the words about the need to dismantle
"colonial, racist and patriarchal systems".” (Zahradil 2019a)
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Jan Zahradil (ODS), Facebook, 07.12.2019

Actors from this framing were often calling for “reasonable”, more limited and localized
environmental measures, such as the fight against drought, land and forest preservation,
planting trees, cleaning water and recycling. The politicians argued that these “real”
environmental issues had nothing to do with the concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere, and
that, importantly, their resolution will not affect people’s lifestyles. (Okamura 2019b) (Zeman
2019b) (Vondra 2019b)

The plans for climate neutrality raised by the incoming European Commission were,
according to these actors, a threat to the Czech and European industry and prosperity. (Skopecek
2019b) (Zeman 2019a) According to these politicians, the EU plans are extremely expensive
and will make cars, energy and housing inaccessible to Czech citizens. (Okamura 2019b)
(Zeman 2019e) According to Okamura, climate neutrality plans are another way to de-
nationalize EU member states, take away their energy sovereignty and bring more competences

to EU, which always seeks to become a centralized “super-state”. (Okamura 2019c¢)

After Andrej Babi§ agreed to climate neutrality during the December 2019 EUCO
summit, SPD and, to a lesser extent, ODS criticized him for this step, claiming he should have
negotiated an exception from this commitment like Poland did. (Okamura 2019c; Vondra 2019)
This criticism remained prominent until this day, when ODS commonly reminds Andrej Babis
that it was in fact him who agreed on climate neutrality in December 2019 under “unfavourable
conditions for Czechia” (ODS 2023).
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5.3.2.3 The Pirates: Modernization framing

Manmade climate
change is a
serious problem
that deserves
immediate

attention

Fossil fuel industry and
outdated Czech industry

Prime Minister Andrej
Babis and his

govVerment

EU neutrality plans are an
opportunity to modernize Czech
industry and improve the quality of
life

Czech industry could become
outdated and non-competitive if it

doesn’t modernize

Climate neutrality commitment is
already decided by other
countries/industry and Czechia
cannot oppose it anyway

It iz important to be responsible

towards the future generations

Climate activists are similar to the
Pirates; their engagement is
praiseworthy

Andrej Babis is hindering EU
climate action and is actively
destroying the environment as an

agro-entreprensur

Who talks about | What causes/culprits | How do they evaluate the problem, | What solutions they

the problem and | they identify culprits, in ethical terms suggest

how they define

it

Members of the Human activity causing | Climate change threatens to bring Commit to the EU climate
Pirate Party climate change natural disasters and migration neutrality

The EU must act, become
an example and a fast

mover

Modernize Czech industry

Table 9: Modernization framing in Climate

Like in the case of migration in 2018, the Pirates' discourse on climate in 2019 differed

Unlike the other political parties, the Pirates linked specific climate change impacts —
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significantly from that of other analysed actors. The Pirates clearly and vocally endorsed the
EU climate ambitions, including the 2050 climate neutrality. This stance was underlined when
their newly elected MEPs became members of the Greens/EFA political group in the European
Parliament, which called for an even faster decarbonization of the continent than the von der
Leyen Commission did. (Greens/EFA 2019)

such as drought — to CO2 emissions. (Lipavsky 2019) Pirates saw the green transformation not
only as a necessary precondition to avoid brutal consequences of climate change — droughts,
wars and migration, to name a few — but also as an opportunity for economic modernization
and a better quality of life. (Peksa 2019a)




“Climate change is a serious issue and it is our responsibility not to leave our
common country and planet in a worse state than that we were born into for the next
generations. An important part of growing the prosperity of our civilisation in the future
is to move beyond the fossil era, however inseparable it may seem at present from parts
of our industry and energy sector. (...) We need to do positive things, and this is how we
can make this a country where the quality of life is not measured solely by GDP.”
(Bartos 2019b)

Ivan Bartos (Pirati), Facebook, 22.11.2019
(Bartos 2019b)

Unlike the other analysed actors, the Pirates endorsed the September 2019 Fridays for
Future protests, with some members, including MP Dana Balcarova, attending these events.
The Pirates painted the protests as a positive example of bottom-up public engagement, similar
to the one standing at the origins of their own party. (Barto$ 2019a) Like the original Pirates
stood up to protect their freedoms in the largely unregulated internet of 2009, climate activists

were now rising up to save the planet.

Along with the fossil industry, the Pirates painted PM Andrej Babi§ and his government
as one of the culprits of the current unsatisfactory situation in climate and environmental
protection in Czechia. They reminded the citizens of Babi§’s own agribusiness activities, which
they claimed contributed to the poor state of land preservation in the Czech Republic.
Consequently, they marked Babi$’s activities on environment as untrustworthy. (Balcarova
2019; Peksa 2019a) To them, Babi§’s conflict of interest — him being a PM and a businessman
in agriculture — was one of the reasons he blocked the 2050 neutrality commitment from the
June 2019 EUCO conclusions. (Peksa 2019a)

In line with broader techno-optimistic views of the party, the European Green Deal and
the climate neutrality commitment were perceived as a chance of modernization by the Pirate
politicians. They painted the green transformation as a market-based process that was already
occurring and could not be stopped but only taken advantage of.

“The problem is that the Green Deal is often perceived as a threat by the
industry. But the opposite is true, it is a huge opportunity. The transformation of the
economy, creation of new processes, development of new technologies, all of this is a
great business opportunity not only for European but also for Czech companies. We
should not let this pass. Those who are among the first to engage in this transformation
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of the economy and who subsequently supply these new technologies and processes to
the market will be at the top of the game and will make a profit. Those who do not get
involved at all, and who only grumble about the changes that are coming, will eventually
go out of business.” (Peksa 2019b)

Mikulas Peksa (Pirati), Euractiv, 31.10.2019

If the Czech government and industry does not endorse the decarbonisation trend, they
will be left behind by other countries and their companies. (Lipavsky 2019)

5.4 Post-pandemic recovery/NGEU

5.4.1 Context

The 2020-21 COVID-19 pandemic proved to be the first big challenge to the
government of Andrej Babis. During the initial spring wave in 2020, the government opted for
a relatively strict lockdown of a couple of weeks: businesses and schools had to close, and
people were asked to only go outside in necessary situations, wearing face masks. As a result,
only dozens of people died during this spring wave. The Prime Minister Andrej Babi$ painted

this as a success of his government, claiming Czechia was “the best in covid”. (Guasti et al.

2021)

The May 2020 NGEU proposal was mostly perceived in Czechia as a part of broader
discussions on the Multiannual Financial Framework, which had been occurring already since
2018. The pandemic and subsequent need for post-crisis recovery nevertheless gave a new
impetus to this discussion. After the NGEU parameters were agreed at the 17-21 July 2020
European summit, discussion whether Czechia’s final deal was a success, or a failure started

between the government and opposition.

In June 2020, the European Parliament passed a resolution criticizing Andrej Babi§’s
conflict of interest: they asked the PM to either step down as a PM co-deciding on MFF, or to
cut all ties to his company Agrofert, which is a recipient of EU funds. (European Parliament
2020a) According to local Babi$’s critics, this undermined the PM’s position in MFF and
NGEU negotiations. The resolution was also cited during the ensuing discussions on the rule

of law conditionality in latter half of 2020.
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5.4.2 Frame Analysis

Topic Framing Actors

2020 NGEU Focus on the money PM Andrej Babis (ANO)
Taxing union 0DS
Modernization

Table 10: Frames used for the topic of NGEU

In the case of NGEU, the Czech analysis again discerns three framings. The PM Andrej
Babi$’s position is subsumed under the “Focus on the money” framing, which focused mostly
on negotiating as much NGEU and MFF money for Czechia as possible. The ODS driven
“Taxing Union” focused more on the federalizing aspect of NGEU — the ODS politicians
heavily criticized the possibility of EU jointly borrowing money and introducing new own
resources. Similarly to the climate neutrality discussion, the Pirates “Modernization framing”
saw NGEU as an opportunity for transformation of Czech industry towards higher added value

tasks.

In this analysis, two prominent actors featuring in climate and migration discourses are
missing. No interventions of President Milo§ Zeman regarding NGEU in the given period were
found in his media archive, as the President has stopped appearing in the Czech public space at
the beginning of the pandemic. Tomio Okamura of SPD also did not comment on this
instrument extensively. If he did, he criticized the EU increasing its budget rather than cutting
salaries of MEPs and its officials, suggesting again that Czechia should leave the bloc.
(Okamura 2020a)
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5.4.2.1 Andrej Babis: Focus on the money framing

Who talks about What How do they evaluate the problem, | What solutions they
the problem and causes/culprits they | culprits, in ethical terms suggest
how they define it identify

Prime Minister The European EU membership is good for Czechia, | NGEU distribution key
Andrej Babif Commission because it is a net receiver of the EU | should not focus that much

NGEU is part of Southern EU States funds & dependent on the Single on unemployment, bute g.

; Market on 2020 GDP hit
MFF, the goal is to The opposition
bring as much EU politicians The European Commission proposed
money back to a package that favors the Southern
Czechia as possible over Central European states

The Southern states are not as
successful and don’t have such a
competitive economy as Czechia
Czechia needs the MFF+NGEU
money to develop its infrastructure
In the end, he managed to push
through a proposal that is much more
favorable to Czechia than the initial
proposal

Table 11: Focus on the money framing in NGEU
The Prime Minister painted discussions about NGEU as an integral part of the broader

MFF negotiations, where the biggest goal was to bring as much money as possible to Czechia.

Notably, Babi§ remarked that the EU membership was favourable to Czechia, because
the country is still a net receiver of the EU funds. The PM also claimed that prosperity of other
European states is important for Czechia, because it is highly dependent on the EU Single
Market in its exports. Babi$ also claimed that he was fighting for Czech interests: for higher
salaries, better quality of life, better infrastructure. (Babis 2020a; 2020b) Overall, the Prime
Minister employed a somewhat economizing view of the EU membership: it is good as long as
it is good for the Czech economy. This raises important questions about what position Babi§

(and many other Czech politicians) will take if Czechia becomes a net payer of the EU budget.

Babi§ was initially rather critical towards the Commission NGEU proposal from May
2020. He notably claimed that no country was ready to quickly absorb the recovery money, or
that it is unclear how the money will be repaid in the next thirty years. (Babis 2020a) Above
all, the PM did not like the NGEU initial distribution key, which considered above all the
unemployment level in individual Member States. He claimed that the NGEU was favouring
EU states from the South of the continent that were less successful both in managing the
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pandemic, and in overall economic output. Like it was common in Czechia already during the
financial crisis in early 2010s (Slacalek 2022), Babi§ was essentially criticizing the other
European semi-periphery, the South, for living above their means. He highlighted that Czechia
had fallen back in economic development because of communism, and now still needed the EU

money to finance infrastructural projects. (Babis 2020a; 2020b)

“Countries in Southern Europe have historically had worse economic outcomes.
We have been successful, we have the lowest unemployment, some of the best public
finances, decent growth and we have managed the COVID crisis well. So, we don 't need
as much money as Italy, Spain or Portugal. But we don'’t like the European Commission
proposal, because of the unemployment criterium. It is not fair, because they have

higher pensions and salaries.” (Babi§ 2020b)
Prime Minister Andrej Babis (ANO), Facebook. 19.07.2020

In his customary fashion and despite his initial criticism towards the package, Babi$ was
quick to sell the outcomes of the July 2020 European Council as his great diplomatic

achievement.

Babi§ highlighted that he managed downgrade the importance of unemployment in the
NGEU distribution key and to negotiate more money than any of his predecessors and members
of the opposition. He also resolutely refused any claims by the opposition that the NGEU led
to a greater federalization and debt sharing of the EU or that it would lead to the creation of
new taxes: “We will not have any new taxes in Czechia. Contrarily to ODS, we are lowering
the taxes!” he claimed (Babis 2020d) — only several months before the highly controversial and
expensive cut on personal income tax was pushed through the Czech Parliament by both ODS
and ANO. Implicitly, Babis therefore argued that he too stands against more federalization, or

new resources of the EU.
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5.4.2.2 ODS: Taxing union framing

Who talks about
the problem and
how they define it

What
causes/culprits they
identify

How do they evaluate the problem,

culprits, in ethical terms

What solutions they

suggest

Members of ODS

The EU/ European

The EU/federalists are misusing the

Refuse debt mutualisation

NGEU is a Commission covid crisis to boost their and common EU resources
deliberate step Federalist voices centralizing efforts Step back from the
towards Southern EU states Southemn states are living of debt ambitious EU climate
federalization and PM Andrej Babid NGEU. in fact, mostly finances the plans, don’t dedicate as
debt sharing unnecessarily ambitious green much money to it within
transformation NGEU
After the covid crisis, the EU cannot Cut back on taxes and
afford climate neutrality barriers in the Single
Market to help businesses
Andrej Babit 1s not a good negotiator .
thrive
Help countries affected by

the covid crisis once, not

systematically

Table 12: Taxing union framing in NGEU
From the entire Czech political scene, the Civic Democrats were the ones who mostly

recognized the inception of Next Generation EU — the first time the EU jointly borrowed money
on financial markets — as a step towards a greater federalization of the Union. In line with their
longstanding preference for lighter, market-based European integration, they were critical of
this development. They commonly claimed that federalist voices within the EU had misused
the COVID crisis to enhance this centralization. (Zahradil 2020) (Skopecek 2020b)
(Cernochova 2020)

“The Eurofederalist MEPs want to use the COVID crisis to further integrate and
introduce new own resources for the Union. This will not help the economy, but it will
bring their dream of a federal Europe one step closer. The ODS did not support this
because the Union needs the opposite - more flexibility and tax competition between
countries. Single taxation will mean only one thing - Scandinavian taxes, but Balkan
services.” (Zahradil 2020)

Jan Zahradil (ODS), ODS press release, 15.05.2020

ODS was also resolutely opposing the introduction of new EU level taxes. First, this
was because they see them as a step towards greater EU federalization. Second, because the

party generally perceives taxes as burdens for companies, who needed resources to recover after
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the COVID crisis. Removing barriers at the Single Market and maintaining tax competition

was, according to ODS, the rights path from the crisis. (Vrecionova 2020)

ODS representatives perceived the EU climate neutrality plans as unachievable after the
COVID crisis and were calling for stepping back from this commitment. (Skopecek 2020a)
Consequently, they protested how much money the EU was allocated to green transformation
within the NGEU envelope. According to ODS politicians, the COVID crisis was also misused
by the EU to push forward green transformation. (Skopecek 2020c)

“The European Commission came up with a plan and wrapped everything up in
it. Including the green revolution. It spares neither money nor ambition. It is no longer
a recovery plan, but a plan for the 'next generation'. It's no longer about saving lives,
it's about saving the planet. It is no longer a quick, one-off aid to the needy, but an
ABUSE of human misfortune to enforce a debt-ridden, redistributive union that could

not pass in normal times.” (Mondra 2020b)
Alexandr Vondra (ODS), ECHO24, 03.06.2020

To maintain the prosperity of the EU Single Market, ODS was supporting ad-hoc
solidarity measures with countries more affected by the COVID crisis in the south of the
continent. Nevertheless, ODS too highlighted that these southern countries have been
economically underperforming and had an unsustainable public debt. Mutualizing debt under
NGEU was painted as coming at the expense of Central European states. (Vondra 2020a)
(Skopecek 2020b)

Like Babis, ODS wanted to secure as much MFF and NGEU money as possible for
Czechia. Consequently, they also criticized the NGEU redistribution key as unfavourable for
the country. However, they questioned Andrej Babi§’s capacity to negotiate better conditions
in NGEU and MFF, also because his position had been weakened by the European Parliament
resolution on his conflict of interests. (Vondra 2020c) (Kupka 2020) After the July 2020 summit
on NGEU, ODS representatives were criticizing Andrej Babi$’s negotiating results — according
to them, he did not manage to tone down the unemployment distribution key enough. For ODS,

Babis was a weak negotiator with no allies. (Vondra 2020d)
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5.4.2.3 The Pirates: Modernization framing

Who talks about
the problem and
how they define it

What
causes/culprits they
identify

How do they evaluate the
problem, culprits, in ethical

terms

What solutions they suggest

Members of the
Pirate Party
NGEU is an
important and
necessary step to
modernize the EU

economy

The covid crisis and
the need to
maodernize the EU

ECONOMmY
Energetically
unsustainable Czech

industry that needs

to be modernized

Threats of corruption

and mle of law

NGEU is an opportunity for
modernizing Czech economy
towards higher value added
tasks

NGEU is a step towards
greater EU integration, which
18 positive

There is a risk money will not

be utilized well, but misused
by oligarchs such as Babid

Support the EU recovery plans

Use money for innovation,
education, digitalization, water
retention, renovations of
buildings and just transition
Conduct inclusive debates on the

recovery plan

Make sure the money is

distributed justly and is not

stolen, don’t go to big (agro)

breaches corporations, don’t support

Andrej Babig companies in tax heavens, are

conditioned on rule of law etc.

Table 13: Modernization framing in NGEU
In line with their stance on climate neutrality, the Pirate Party perceived the Next

Generation EU proposal as an opportunity for modernization of the Czech economy. (Ferjenc¢ik
2020) Compared to ODS, the Pirates did not comment that much on the federalization aspect
of NGEU, but if they did, they presented it as overall positive. (Peksa 2020a)

The Pirates painted Czech industry as falling behind, and disproportionately dependent
on fossil fuels. Besides modernization, NGEU is therefore also important to scale down this

dependence, thus helping to resolve the climate crisis. (Balcarova 2020)

The Pirate’s main concern was how the money was going to be spent. They highlighted
that funds allocation shall be decided through a solid, well-discussed and inclusive recovery
plan. With references towards the Prime Minister Babi§, the Pirates warned that recovery
money should not be sent big (agro)businesses and that the EU rule of law principles need to
be observed. (Koptiva 2020a) (Peksa 2020a) This line of argumentation will be further evident

in discussions about the rule of law conditionality.

Rather, the NGEU money should support SMEs, education, digitalization and just
transition in coal regions. Creation of a friendly business environment and clever public
investment can, eventually, create a higher added value of Czech businesses, new jobs and

enhance local prosperity. (Kopiiva 2020b; Balcarova 2020) Old fashioned businessmen, like

93



the PM Babis, are nevertheless hindering this development, preventing Czechia from growing

their own “Mark Zuckerbergs in the garage”. (Peksa 2020b)

The Pirates welcomed the final July 2020 deal on NGEU and MFF, although they

criticized some aspects of it — e.g., not allocating enough money on innovation (Kopiiva 2020a)
5.5 Rule of Law Conditionality

5.5.1 Context

Czech political discourse during the second half of 2020 was significantly affected by
the COVID-19 crisis. Reassured by the initial success in managing the pandemic in spring 2020,
the Prime Minister Andrej Babis refused to put up quarantine measures until the October 2020
regional elections. He feared that doing so would harm his popularity, as Czechs had already
lost their resolve to restrain themselves to limit the spread of the pandemic. As a result, per
capita mortality in Czechia was among the highest in the world, and at some point, per capita
cases were the very highest. (Guasti et al. 2021)

The political arena was consequently occupied by debates about the pandemic and not

much space remained for concerns about the rule of law in the EU.

If they did occur, the discussion of the rule of law conditionality was tied to the debates

on NGEU and the larger question of parameters of 2021-27 Multiannual Financial Framework.

5.5.2 Frame analysis

Topic Framing Actors

2020 Raule of law Focus on the money PM Andrej Babii (ANO)
EU like USSR Tomio Okamura (SPD)
Cut off the oligarchs

Table 14: Frames used for the topic of Rule of Law

In the case of rule of law, three framings can again be discerned. Andrej Babis’s “Focus
on the money” framing left the issue of the rule of law largely unaddressed. The PM argued
the rule of law conditionality regulation is a concern for Hungary and Poland, while Czechia
will focus on other issues in MFF negotiations. Compared to the other topics, the Pirates were
very vocal on rule of law conditionality, calling for the EU to cut money funding EU oligarchs.
Their argumentation is represented in the “Cut off the oligarchs” framing. Through “EU like

USSR” framing, Tomio Okamura argued that the EU invented the conditionality regulation to
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punish disobedient states. This was, he argued, similar to what USSR had been doing. Okamura
called for a greater unity of the V4 states. This position was, in rare interventions, also endorsed

by the President Milo§ Zeman.

Curiously, the ODS media archive did not reveal any comments whatsoever of ODS
politicians towards the rule of law conditionality mechanism. This is despite the fact that ODS
politicians have a relatively large track record of public endorsements of Orban and Kaczynski's
policies and that they sit with the Polish PiS in the European Parliament group ECR. Because
they were no comments of ODS vis-a-vis the rule of law in the analysed period, the party is not
included in the analysis (Brolik 2019).

In all framings of parties that were analysed, Hungary and Poland were depicted as the
most important actors in the EU rule of law conditionality discussions. The position of
individual parties vis-a-vis rule of law was therefore defined in relation to them. The parties
either endorsed these states (SPD), vilified them (Pirates) or simply contended that the rule of

law question was the most salient to them (Babis).

5.5.2.1 Andrej Babis: Focus on the money framing

Who talks about What How do they evaluate the problem, | What solutions they

the problem and
how they define it

causes/culprits they
identify

culprits, in ethical terms

suggest

Prime Minister

Hungarian and

Hungary and Poland have different

Focus on Czech priorities

Andrej Babi§ Polish priorities in position on RoL then the European in MFF
RoLispartofthe | MFF negotiations | Commission Let HU and PL negotiate
MFF negotiations, The EU managed to overcome the for themselves

the goal is to bring disagreement between the

as much EU money
back to Czechia.

Commission, Hungary and Poland
He was successful at the December
2020 EUCO summit, because he

managed to make a good deal for
Czechia

RoL is a concern of
Hungary and Poland

Table 15: Focus on the money framing in Rule of Law

Of all the analyzed topics, Andrej Babi§ was the least vocal on the rule of law
conditionality. He took it as part of broader discussion of MFF, where — as already highlighted
in the previous topic — his biggest concern was to negotiate the most favourable conditions for

Czechia.

Rule of law was depicted by the Prime Minister as a topic important for Hungary and
Poland and he claimed that in principle, the conditionality was not a problem for Czechia.
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(Babis 2020¢) He also refrained from taking sides when Hungary and Poland threatened to veto
the EU agreement on MFF over the rule of law conditionality in November 2020. He criticized
the conditionality only slightly, citing fears of politicization of this principle. (Babis 2020c)

This was in stark contrast to the PM’s positions during the migration discussion in 2018,
when the PM posited himself as one of the biggest allies of Hungary, Poland and Slovakia. It

showed that his allegiance to the V4 could be pragmatically sidelined, if needed.

After the December 2020 EUCO summit, the Prime Minister strived to paint himself,
once again, as a successful fighter for Czech interests in the EU arena. He therefore focused on
highlighting his successes during the MFF negotiations, de facto meaning how much money he
managed to secure for Czechia. He praised EUCO, and notably the German Presidency, for
resolving the disagreement between the EU, Hungary and Poland. (Babis 2020f).

5.5.2.2 Tomio Okamura, Milos Zeman: EU like USSR framing

Who talks about What How do they evaluate the problem, | What solutions they

the problem and
how they define it

causes/culprits they
identify

culprits, in ethical terms

suggest

SPD leader Tomio
Okamura and (less)
Milo§ Zeman

RoL conditionality is
another EU tool to
centralize its power
and push its
“ideology”™ onto

Member States

Centralizing efforts
and “neo-Marxist™
ideology of the EU

Leaders of Hungary and Poland are
protecting conservative Christian
values and their national identity
The EU is pushing its centralizing,
left-wing, neo-Marxist ideology onto
Member States and wants to
punish/blackmail the disobedient
members

The EU is similar to the USSR,
which also had the right to intervene
in Eastern Bloc states which deviated
from its ideology

FoL is also a threat to Czechia,
should it stop obeying the EU in

migration or green transformation

Publically endorse
Hungary and Poland in its
position against the RoL.
conditionality mechanism
Don’t support the
conditionality mechanism

SPD: Leave the EU

Table 16: EU like USSR framing in Rule of Law

SPD president Tomio Okamura was the most critical vis-a-vis the rule of law
conditionality mechanism in the latter half of 2020. He claimed that through conditioning the
EU money on the rule of law principles, the EU was effectively blackmailing the disobedient
states who want to protect their national identity and conservative values. He praised Hungarian

and Polish leaders, Viktor Orban and Jaroslaw Kaczynsky, for upholding these values and
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protecting the “real” interest of their electorate, unlike the EU, which, according to Okamura,
has no electoral mandate. (Okamura 2020d) (Okamura 2020b)

According to Okamura, the EU feared that states will not adapt its “neo-Marxist
values”, such is the reception of migrants or ratifying the Istanbul Convention. Consequently,
it introduced the rule of law conditionality to bring recalcitrant member states to heel. (Okamura
2020d) (Okamura 2020Db)

Okamura likened the EU to the USSR and the conditionality to the Brezhnev’s Doctrine.
The goal of this Doctrine was to justify interventions in Soviet satellite states — including
Czechoslovakia — during the Cold War, if these states deviated from the socialist/communist
path defined by the USSR. Infamously, this doctrine also justified the 1968 Warsaw Pact

invasion into Czechoslovakia.

“The European Union has clearly been inspired by the Brezhnev Doctrine of
limited sovereignty and is preparing instruments to force the obedience of disobedient
nation states that, for example, reject immigration, gender and multiculturalism. The
new stick is the concept of the 'rule of law', whereby an EU Member State that does not
respect EU values and the 'rule of law" will be punished by losing its rights and EU
subsidies. But these "European values" imposed by Brussels are sluni¢katské®!. In this
way, the EU wants to impose on us slunickarstvi and neo-Marxism as a state ideology.
The SPD rejects this outright.” (Okamura 2020d)

Tomio Okamura (SPD), Facebook, 09.11.2020

Okamura also addressed NGEU and the green transition in relation to the rule of law.
He claimed that through its green transformation, the EU will destroy its economy, and then
redistribute remaining money only to the states that obey its ideology. Not following the EU
ideology will result in the EU cutting states of their funds and rights (Okamura 2020c)

Consequently, the Czech government should also oppose the rule of law conditionality,
and publicly endorse Hungary and Poland as they threaten to veto the MFF over this principle.
(Okamura 2020c) For Okamura, the Prime Minister Babi§ was too cowardly to oppose these
plans. Another proposed solution of Okamura, as per usual, was to convene a referendum about
the EU membership. (Okamura 2020d)

31 Slunitkéai/sky (n/adj.) was a term used in Czechia mostly during the migration crisis. It aims to depict
a person/ideology, who is very naive and aims to help everybody — even migrants — or cares about issues such as
gender and environnment. Its most literal translation would be ,,sun-shiny*.
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“The cleanest way how to negotiate with blackmailers is not to negotiate with
them at all. Leave the European Union and refuse all attempts of hostile interventions

into our economy and sovereignty.” (Okamura 2020c)

Tomio Okamura (SPD), Facebook, 09.11.2020

A public endorsement of Hungary and Poland in the rule of law spat was also offered
by the President Milo§ Zeman. Although he remained mostly out of public discussion in latter
half of 2020, the President called for a greater unity of V4 during his public meeting with Polish
President Andrzej Duda in December 2020. To justify this, he recalled the joint “success” of
V4 in “blocking” the migrant relocation quota in 2018. (Zeman 2020)

5.5.2.3 The Pirates: Cut off the oligarchs framing

conditionality is very
important to protect
the EU values

The EU, which isn’t
doing enough to
protect its funds and

Leaders of Hungary, Poland and
other EU states not following the EUJ

rules and values, but use its money

Who talks about What How do they evaluate the problem, | What solutions they

the problem and causes/culprits they | culprits, in ethical terms suggest

how they define it identify

Members of the Oligarchs and The EU values, such as the Support the rule of law
Pirate Party authoritarian regimes | protection of human rights and conditionality mechanism
Rule of law PM Andrej Babis judiciary independence, are essential | in its strictest form

Move to qualified majority
voting in EUJ budget

questions

values This money comes from taxpayers,
who are thus paying money to

authoritarians and oligarchs
Behavior of these states harms their

citizens, who will lose access to EU

money

Behavior of these states endangers
the EU’s moderization and future

Table 17: Cut off the oligarchs framing in Rule of Law

The Pirate Party — and particularly its MEP Mikula$ Peksa — took great interest in the
issue of the rule of law in the latter half of 2020 — after all, democratic processes and anti-
corruption are among its key topics. According to the Pirates, the EU had a long-standing
problem of not protecting its funds enough from oligarchs and authoritarian regimes. These
were naturally Viktor Orban and the Polish PiS government, but also Andrej Babis, whose
conflict of interest was addressed by the European Parliament resolution in June 2020. Rule of
law conditionality regulation, according to the Pirates, was a logical follow-up of this
resolution. (Peksa 2020e) (Peksa 2020c)
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“It is the culmination of a long-standing effort not to support corrupt
governments and oligarchs dependent on public subsidies. The Pirates have been
pushing for over a year for this measure to come into force. It was also one of the
cornerstones of the June 2020 resolution of the European Parliament on the conflict of
interest of Andrej Babis. This is a great victory for all EU citizens. Now Hungary and

Poland can stand on their heads, the law is simply passed and in force.” (Peksa 2020f)
Mikulas Peksa (Pirati), Piratske listy, 17.12.2020

According to the Pirates, the EU has legitimate reasons to protect its fundamental values
—such is the independence of judiciary, human rights and fight against corruption. These values
were painted as something all EU countries should share. (Piratska strana 2020) Furthermore,
the EU-level control of rule of law was depicted as more efficient and impartial than that of (at

least some) nation states. (Peksa 2020c)

After Hungary and Poland threatened to veto the agreement on MFF and NGEU in
November 2020, the Pirates blamed their leaders not only for harming the interests of their own
citizens, but also for delaying post-pandemic recovery of the entire continent. In fact, these

leaders were threatening the future prosperity of the continent, the Pirates claimed.

“What we feared has happened. On Monday, Hungary and Poland blocked the
European budget and with it a massive fund to revive the European economy after the
covid crisis. This package was supposed to help the European Union recover from the
pandemic crisis and kick-start the digital and environmental transformation of the
Member States. Why are Orban and Kaczynski blocking the future of the EU?” (Peksa
2020d)

Mikulas Peksa (Pirati), blog Mikulase Peksy, 19.11.2020

For the Pirates, the solution was clear: The EU must strictly condition the allocation of
EU money on protecting the EU fundamental rights. Another important proposal from their part
was that the EU must stop voting on budget issues unanimously and adopt qualified majority
voting instead. This way, it will never be possible for “authoritarians” to block the EU budget

proposal. (Peksa 2020d)
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5.6 Conclusion

The aim of this discourse frame analysis was to deconstruct framings Czech politicians
used in 2018-2020, when speaking about migration, climate neutrality, Next Generation EU

and the Rule of Law conditionality.

Different framings were delimited using the outlined frame analysis methodology,

asking the following questions:
e Who talks about a problem or an issue, and how do they define it?

e What causes/culprits do they identify?

e How do they evaluate the problem, the culprits (if any), and the stakes in ethical terms?
(e.g., any discussion on shared values, talk about who the good guys or the victims are,
listing of moral stakes like “our way of life”)

e What solution(s) do they suggest?

It would be possible to structure the analysis both according to frames and party/actor
lines. The parties/actors usually hold a relatively consistent line which is possible to observe
across all topics. On occasion, the frames under different topics carry the same title, showing a
particular consistency of one-party argumentation (e.g., modernization frame for the Pirate

party in both climate neutrality and NGEU discussion). This table should help with orientation:
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Topic Framing Actors

2018 Migration Reasonable Central Europe | PIM Andre) Babis (ANO)

ODSs

Migration as the EU's plan | Tomio Okamura (SPD)

Predictability and order

2019 Climate neutrality Technology neutrality PM Andrej Babis (ANO)

Neutrality as a threat ODS
Tomio Okamura (SPD)

Modernization

2020 NGEU Focus on the money PM Andrej Babis (ANO)
Taxing union 0DS
Modernization

2020 Rule of law Focus on the money PM Andrej Babis (ANO)
Support the V4 allies Tomio Okamura (SPD)

Cut off the oligarchs

Table 2: Matrix table of framings and actors/parties

As the framings were already discerned in the analysis, it makes more sense to engage
with individual party/actor lines, rather than these framings, in the conclusions. These are the
key observations from the analysis, as well as its implications for the future:

For the then Prime Minister Andrej Babi§ (ANO), it was mostly important to present
himself to his voters as a successful leader who fights for Czech interests in the political arena.
This aspiration was especially clear during the migration crisis, where he wanted to come out
as a very pro-active politician offering solutions to the entire continent. Babi§ was able to
change his positions: e.g., when finally agreeing to the climate neutrality commitment in
December 2019 after refusing it in June. Despite his claimed allegiance to the V4, highlighted
mostly during the discussions on migration, Babi§ did not endorse the positions of Hungary and
Poland during discussions on the rule of law conditionality, pragmatically focusing on securing

MFF money for Czechia instead.

This is in line with broader observations about Babis and his party ANO: as a prime
example of a populist politician, he is ideologically unanchored, focusing mostly on what
people want to hear and what can be politically convenient for him. In convincing people, Babis
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is aided by his well-oiled PR team and media conglomerate, which he can afford to support as
one of the richest billionaires of Czechia. In recent years, Babi$ has been depicted as moving
from the pro-business right wing positions to conservative redistributive left to nationalist
conservatism. This shift in positions can be well illustrated by the fact that Babi$ participated
in the Conservative Political Action Conference 2023 in Budapest, despite ANO still being
member of the liberal Renew Europe fraction in the European Parliament — to much resentment
of the liberal political family. Participation in the conference underlines his new “liberal
conservative” brand that he fashioned for himself after he lost the presidential elections at the
beginning 2023 and is expected to use during the 2024 European Parliament elections. There,
he is likely to play a conservative but also highly climate-sceptical card, capitalizing on people’s
fear of the economic consequences of the green transition and the already visible effects of the
cost-of-living crisis. Beside his core voters, Babis is likely to appeal on the SPD, but even
fractions of the ODS electorate — especially if ODS sheds its more Eurosceptic, climate-sceptic
positions ahead of the vote. (Cesky rozhlas 2023) (Splichal 2023) (Pergler and Dolejsi 2023)

The Civic Democrats (ODS) are ideologically much more defined, and therefore also
more predictable towards the future. ODS priorities are clearly set against supranational EU
cooperation, as evidenced most notably in discussions about migration/Frontex and NGEU. The
preferred form of EU integration for ODS is “market based”, focusing on removing trade
barriers. Following up on their founding father Vaclav Klaus, ODS politicians were
marginalizing the threat of climate crisis and were highly sceptical vis-a-vis climate neutrality.
References to the previous communist regime as a deterring example of state planning,
redistribution, or any critique of neoliberal capitalism, were also commonly made by ODS
politicians.

When ODS won the Prime Minister seat in 2021, the described positions became
prominent in the government’s agenda — although the more Eurosceptic undertones of ODS
were tamed during the Czech 2022 EU presidency. The current government prides itself on its
accent on rule of law and pro-Western orientation, in order to delineate themselves both from
the former PM Babi$ and Russia. However, this accent can also be seen as somewhat selective,
as can be seen in the Prime Minister’s uncritical alliance with the Polish government. (JanySka
2022) It remains to be seen whether more moderate Civic Democrats will prevail in the party
ahead of the 2024 EP elections, which could even result in the party switching from ECR to the
EPP fraction, becoming European right-wing mainstream. Alternatively, the party will remain

soft-Eurosceptic and will keep assuming conservative, climate-sceptic positions similar to the
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ones Andrej Babis recently adopted. Despite the fact that ANO and ODS are often painted in
the Czech media mainstream as opposites, there are in fact many commonalities in their

positions — including on climate and migration, as this analysis showed.

SPD’s Tomio Okamura and the former President Milo§ Zeman represented the most
critical stance vis-a-vis the EU and its policies. Okamura even consistently advocated for
‘Czexit.” The most important EU related problem for both is migration, which Okamura
presented as an inherent part of the EU plan to denationalize the Member States. Both climate
neutrality and rule of law conditionality were similarly presented as means to limit Czech
sovereignty and self-sufficiency. SPD often likened the EU to former European empires and
supranational projects, like Austria-Hungary, Soviet Union and the Nazi Germany, using Czech
resentment towards such projects that take away the sovereignty our grandfathers have
allegedly fought for. In Okamura’s posts, the criticism of the EU as non-democratic is also
highly prominent, taking advantage of the broader fears typical for Czech “losers of
globalization” — that they are not in control of their lives and of politics. (STEM 2021)

The Czech far-right scene has been very volatile, and it is uncertain whether Okamura
will remain its key figure. However, the stances of any new far-right leaders will likely not
change much: they will be anti-EU, anti-migration, anti-climate neutrality, praising “traditional

values.” in line with their predecessors

To cater for legitimate concerns of losers of globalization, a left-wing party that would
focus on structural inequalities in Czechia and the EU could be a counterweight. However, any
left-leaning party will inevitably have to contend with the fact that the label easily prompts
Pavlovian knee-jerk toxic reactions in the public discourse, and that politicized smear
campaigns by the vested interests, who often own media houses, will be massive. Case in point,
current polls show that left wing parties parties stay below, or at best oscillate at, the parliament
electoral threshold (Mahdalova 2023), as any left-wing initiative is easily mislabelled “neo-
Marxist” not only by the likes of Okamura, but also by many members of the right-wing SPOLU
coalition led by ODS.

In the Pirate discourse on climate neutrality, NGEU and the rule of law, the focus on
the future and modernization is very evident. This liberal, pro-EU party saw decarbonisation
and NGEU as opportunities for local prosperity, while also acknowledging the threat of global
warming. This is itself a rarity among the analysed actors. The rule of law, encompassing
concerns about corruption, judiciary independence and the protection of human rights, was
another important topic for the Pirates. Local rule of law deficiencies, but also general Czech
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cultural and economic “backwardness” in comparison with the West, were personified by the
then-PM Andrej Babis: in the Pirate discourse, he was the symbol of corruption, breaking the
EU values and ruining the country’s potential. Contrarily, the case of migration shows that the
party chooses to shy away from certain more controversial issues. However, as the Pirates have
been commonly accused of welcoming mass migration and general “neo-Marxist” tendencies

by ANO, SPD but even ODS, this is not all that surprising.

After the 2021 elections, the Pirates’ position somewhat weakened in the Czech political
sphere. They currently have only 4 MPs compared to 22 in 2017-21 period®. Interestingly, the
Pirates are currently a part of a government led by the much stronger ODS, whose position on
the analysed topics is markedly different from the Pirate one. Whether the decisively liberal
stance of 2018-20 Pirates will strengthen again in the Czech politics, and by whom it will be
represented, remains to be seen. However, such liberal positions will likely remain in a
minority, representing maybe one fifth of the voters, as current electoral polls show.
(Mahdalova 2023)

Taking a further step back, this analysis shows a somewhat inconsistent Czech
understanding of what the West and the EU represents and how Czechia relates to it. Politicians
from ANO, ODS, SPD often speak as if the Czechs know better and/or have different interests
than the Western part of the European continent. These actors claim that due to Czech
experience with a left-wing authoritarian regime and former supranational empires, Czechs
should fight for their “national identity” and against any “left wing” experiments, be it the

European Green Deal or a more liberal migration policy.

At the same time, proclamations that “Czechia is the West” is very common in local
political communication, especially under the current government of SPOLU. This accent of
own belonging to the West has even heightened since the Russian invasion into Ukraine in
February 2022, which is often understood as an attack of “non-European” and culturally
backward Russians on our “Western way of life”. In these proclamations, an insecurity that
Czechia may not really belong to the West, due to its geography, history or the semi-privileged

position in the global value chains, is continuously lurking.

32 This loss of seats is mostly a result of a tactical mistake: the Pirates ran on a joint ballot with the Mayors
from STAN and, in a surprising turn of events, were overrun by the Mayors on the ballots. This is thanks to the
fact that mayors of individual towns are well known by local voters and subsequently voted for in the joint ballots,
where they jumped over the Pirate candidates.
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Policies and discourses common in the Western European states, be it heightened accent
on climate, environmental or social protection or the reckoning of Europe’s colonial past,
remain marginal in the Czech discourse. This is not only because of different Central European
experience with communism, post-communism or colonialism, but also because fears that
adding new regulations to local businesses or acting in a fairer way towards the Global South
and its peoples, will further hinder the coveted “catch-up” ambition that has lived in the region
since the 1989 revolution.

This means that Czechia has a somewhat confusing relation to the West, which is
sometimes inferior and sometimes superior. Inferior, because Czechs still have to reassure
themselves that they are “really the West”, but superior because they “know better”” due to their
experience. Furthermore, it appears as if the Czech politicians are often not praising the “West”
in its current form, but a mythical West from the 1980s or 90s, West defined mostly by its

opposition to Russia, rather than actual domestic policies or discussions.

This discourse analysis shows that scepticism vis-a-vis tighter EU integration and some
EU key policies (most notably, climate neutrality) manifests strongly in the discourse of the
most prominent Czech politicians. Both major parties, ANO and ODS, also have a mostly
economizing view on the EU membership, supporting it mostly for its economic benefits for
Czechia. This may have clear negative repercussions should Czechia ever become a net payer
of the EU budget. Both these parties also currently present themselves as liberal on the

economic axis and conservative on the cultural one.

The Pirate Party is a clear exception from the majority view in Czech politics. It
welcomes the EU integration, believes shared EU values exist and often sees the EU institutions
as superior to national ones. The Pirates also believe that given the correct leaders and policies,
Czechia can fulfil its potential and reach the Western standards of living. This liberal, optimistic
approach is in contrast to the positions of left wing thinkers and proponents of the dependency
theory, who believe that positions of states on the centre-periphery axis are very difficult to
change due to entrenched global division of labor. (Gagyi 2016) In their belief that Czechia can
indeed “catch up with the West”, Pirates clearly are liberal and not left-wing — as they would

surely like to hear.

What does this mean for the future? The 2021 parliamentary elections showed an
increasing homogenization of the Czech political arena. Similarly to Poland, there are now
essentially only two camps in the Czech politics: the far-right/populist ANO and SPD camp on
one side, and the right wing/neoliberal camp dominated by the SPOLU coalition (ODS, TOP-
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09, KDU-CSL) together with Pirates and STAN on the other. The Russian full scale invasion
into Ukraine further exacerbated this homogenizing trend, allowing SPOLU and their coalition
partners to depict themselves as the ultimate pro-democratic, pro-rule of law, pro-Western

choice.

Following the Russian invasion in Ukraine, the project of a more self-confident, but also
conservative Central Europe led by Poland — but excluding Hungary — is gaining steam. (Barsa
2022; Sitera and Eberle 2023). As shown in the analysis, this stance of “knowing better than
the naive, left wing/liberal EU” has a long-standing discursive pedigree in Czechia. It is
therefore key to acknowledge that even if the co-called “democratic camp” wins the 2025
parliamentary elections over ANO and SPD, it will likely keep criticizing the EU and Western
European countries for being too ideologically liberal on migration, gender and human rights,
too strict on Poland regarding the rule on law, and too ambitious on climate. An ANO & SPD
government would bring criticism of the EU to even greater heights, even raising the possibility
of a Czexit. If a third, liberal or left wing, alternative ever emerges in the Czech political arena,
remains to be seen —and it is unlikely given the politicized discursive entrenchment of the status

quo in the public debate.
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6 Poland: A polarized middle power

6.1 General introduction

All the subject areas analysed in the Polish part of the project had a similar political
context. It was constituted by the deep polarization of the Polish political scene, reflecting the
cultural divisions present in Polish society. In its most general outline, this division refers to
cultural symbols such as national community issues, progress, and modernity. This division
runs between a position oriented toward affirmation of the national community and its
traditional values and more liberal attitudes oriented towards following the models dominant in

Western European countries today.

For a long time after the fall of communism, a discourse of full affirmation of the
Western model of liberal democracy dominated Polish politics. It encouraged the imitation of
political solutions applied in the countries of the European Union. It was associated with
accepting the leadership role of the leading countries of the "old Union™ in European politics.
This changed in 2005 when the conservative Law and Justice party first came to power. Its
discourse focused primarily on criticisism of the model of political transition adopted after
1989 which was based on compromise with the former communist elites. It stigmatized the
corruption of political elites and their disconnection from the needs and expectations of ordinary
citizens. At the same time, Law and Justice's discourse carried a certain foreign policy vision.
It emphasized the need for Central and Eastern European countries to deepen their cooperation
and undertake a more assertive and autonomous policy toward the rest of the European Union.

Law and Justice's position was met with resistance from most of the pre-existing
political groupings and became the basis for a new political division that characterizes Polish
politics today. While the Polish party system was in constant flux in earlier years, after 2005, it
stabilized. The main roles in it were occupied by two groupings: the liberal Civic Platform and
the conservative Law and Justice, which have since alternated once as leaders of government
coalitions and once as leaders of the opposition. Although both parties have roots in the former
Solidarity movement and both once jointly criticized how the post-1989 transition was
implemented, they are now characterized by a high level of mutual aggression and a complete
lack of readiness to seek fields of agreement and cooperation (even past 2022, in the context of
the war in Ukraine). In turn, the fact that they play the role of undisputed leaders of the parties
to the political conflict means that the discourses they create form the essential framework of

all the political disputes that take place. Both present a fairly clear political profile in the context
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of European politics that this report focuses on. Civic Platform is a liberal party affirmatively
oriented to the realities of the political order prevailing in the developed countries of Western
Europe. It assumes that the Polish political system should use the institutional and cultural
models developed by Western European countries and accept their political leadership. In this
respect, it continues the political tradition of that part of the post-Solidarity elite, which, based
on such concepts, formed the framework of the Polish political system after 1989. Also, like
them, it frames its more conservative opponents as representatives of backward, primitive, and
uneducated forces, referring in their discourse to dangerous patterns of nationalism and the

religious state.

Law and Justice present itself as a Christian-democratic and conservative party. Its
identity is constructed largely on questioning the imitative (concerning patterns borrowed from
Western countries) - in their view - model of democracy built in Poland after 1989. It opposed
the practice of political continuity (institutional and personal) between democratic Poland and
the communist People's Republic of Poland (1944-1989). It is also expected that under
democratic conditions, Poland should draw more heavily on its own (democratic, but also
Christian) cultural traditions. Without undermining the benefits achieved by Poland as a result
of its accession to the European Union, it took the position that it should pursue a more active
and subjective policy within it. In particular, this meant an opposition position to the model of
a Union increasingly integrated and increasingly subordinated to the policies of the Franco-

German tandem.

Since Law and Justice's rule was quickly met with a reluctant reception from EU
politicians, the conflicts that arose against this background were framed as attempts by EU
elites to subjugate Poland, impose leftist ideologies alien to it, and seek to eliminate the
conservative option as a ruling force in the country. The Civic Platform was accused in this
context of being excessively submissive to the policies of the strongest EU states, and from the
moment that accusations of the rule of law shortcomings began to be formulated against the
Law and Justice governments in the EU forum, it began to be criticized as a political entity that
- in a disloyal manner - transfers domestic political conflict to the international forum, in
essence undermining the democratic verdicts of the electorate and denying the winning majority

the right to make sovereign political decisions.

The importance of the political discussions analysed in this project (around climate
neutrality, migration, the NGEU recovery plan, and the rule of law) was not the same for the

main actors in the political dispute in Poland. The rule of law occupied a central place, and
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issues related to the migration crisis also had some importance. Climate issues and the draft
reconstruction plan tended not to be at the centre of the dispute. However, this did not prevent
the discourse around them from being formatted analogously, subject to the logic of

confrontation between parties not looking for an agreement.

In the Polish part of the study the following types of sources were analysed:
1) transcriptions of parliamentary sessions; 2) social media posts; 3) blogs of politicians;
4) scientific publications; 5) election programs and 6) newspaper online articles.

6.2 Migration

6.2.1 Migration crisis of 2015 and the change of parliamentary majority

Although the timeframe assumed in the project, which the analysis of Polish discussions
on migration issues should cover, closed between June and December 2018, when studying
them, it is worth reaching back to the earlier period in which the main frames were formed. The
most important period of their formation was 2015, when the migration crisis began. This was
because 2015 was the moment of the parliamentary elections, during which the migration crisis
became an important topic. When the migration crisis was discussed in later months and years,

the discussions around it largely duplicated the frames formed in this first period.

The crisis erupted a few months before the parliamentary elections, and both parties
made it an important topic of their campaigns. Law and Justice took up the issue by accusing
the Civic Platform government of being too open to accepting refugees and pointing to their
influx as a serious multi-faceted threat to the country. Responding to these accusations, the
Civic Platform accused the Law and Justice Party of its anti-immigrant discourse, expressing a
lack of solidarity towards those affected by the war and flowing from racist motives.

Two positions crystallized in this public discussion. On one side were groupings such
as Civic Platform (“Right and beneficial” frame), while on the other were Law and Justice
(“We defend our political and cultural autonomy” frame). On both sides, the smaller
groupings presented more assertive positions. At the same time, the leading parties (Law and
Justice and Civic Platform) were generally more subdued. Moreover, the most radical, conflict-
fuelled discourses are found not so much in the statements of politicians themselves but in the

media, which remained divided along the indicated line of political division.

The specific demands for ways to address the migration crisis made by politicians from

both sides were similar: they called for sealing the borders and investment to induce migrants
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to stay in non-European countries and opposed forced relocation. However, the discursive
frames presented by the two sides of the debate were significantly different and continued until
the outbreak of war in Ukraine in February 2022.

The background to the pre-election debate was formed by current events in Europe and
decisions made by the Civic Platform government, which was ending its term and headed by
Ewa Kopacz. Indeed, the Polish government participated in EU discussions on solving
migration problems. In May 2015, the EU designed a system for relocating migrants from the
most burdened countries. With the participation of the Polish government, EU member states
agreed on the first quotas of refugees to be accepted by individual countries, including Poland
(Adamczyk 2017; Stolarczyk 2017; Tutak 2018; Dahl 2019). The government referred to these
projects with reservations. It emphasized security problems involving the influx of refugees. It
demanded sealing the borders and allocating resources that would improve the situation of
potential refugees on the ground, keeping them from coming to Europe. It argued that Poland
is already accepting refugees from Ukraine anyway, whose influx is not considered in EU
discussions. In particular, it opposed the quota system (Tutak 2018). However, it did not go as
far as the governments of the other Visegrad Group countries and Romania to oppose the EU
majority decision on the issue openly. Thus, the first and only EU decision to relocate specific
refugee quotas was voted through with approval from the Polish government. The decision was
a one-off, and the amount the government agreed to was, depending on sources, between about
6,000 and 7,000 people.

The way the government explained these decisions to Poles was not very consistent.
Faced with rapidly changing public opinion and growing resentment of migrants from the
Middle East, the government increasingly distanced itself from the possibility of accepting
refugees in the country. Its subsequent declarations on the issue were vague and shifting (Dahl
2019). This was deftly exploited by the Law and Justice Party, exaggerating the commitments

made by the government and undermining confidence in the ruling party's stance.
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6.2.1.1 Civic Platform frame: Right and beneficial

Who talks about the
problem and how

they define it?

What  causes/culprits

they identify?

How do they evaluate
the problem, culprits, in

ethical terms?

What solutions

they

suggest?

Civic  Platform -
ethical argumentation

(right)

There 15 a war going on in
the Middle East.
Refugees arriving  in
Europe are saving their
lives.

The principle of human
solidarity dictates helping
and giving shelter to
refugees.

Poland should be open to
migrants, regardless of their
cultural background.

Civic  Platform -
political
argumentation
(benefitial)

EU  partmers  expect
Poland to participate in
helping refugees.

The actual influx of
migrants will be low,
because Poland iz not a
destination country for
refugees.

The good of Poland
requires that the country
not spoil its international
image.

Poland should participate in
the EU-level search for a
common political solution to
migration problems. It should
advocate strengthening
borders and providing
assistance to refugees in their
countries of residence.

Table 18: "Right and beneficial “ frame in Migration

We can call the frame presented by Civic Platform during this period as "right and
beneficial." It was part of the party's self-presentation as a grouping that (unlike Law and
Justice) is pro-European and shares Western values. At the same time, to some extent, this
frame diverged from the actual position of the Civic Platform, which, in line with the
expectations of the public, sought such solutions that would maximally limit the possible influx

of refugees.

The frame used by the Civic Platform presented the phenomenon of migration as the
result of war and migrants as innocent victims seeking rescue in Europe from deadly threats.
Accepting migrants was presented as a moral duty. However, an equally important element of
the argumentation was also to point out the benefits that such assistance could bring to Poland.
On the one hand, it was pointed out that the cost of accepting refugees would not be too high
for Poles since they are not interested in coming to Poland. On the other hand, it was noted that
failure to accept migrants could seriously damage Poland's image and weaken its political
position in the European Union. A consequence of such a stance on the issue was the
recommendation not to take a rigid stance on the issue in the European forum: to accept the
necessary quotas of migrants and to seek solutions to the problem together with the strongest
countries of the European Union.
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6.2.1.2 Law and Justice frame: We defend our political and cultural autonomy

from culturally different
(Muyslim) countries has
not worked and is the

dangerous to the internal
cohesion of the national
COMUTILNILY.

Who talks about the | What  causes/culprits | How do they evaluate | What solutions they
problem and how | they identify? the problem, culprits, in | suggest?
they define it? ethical terms?
Law and Justice - | The migration crisis was | The wronged must be | Poland should not accept
political caused by Germany's | helped. Nevertheless, the | external pressure on migration
argumentation irresponsible  policies. | problem should be solved | issues.

The countries of the "old | by the countries that

Union" are trying to pass | caused it

on the costs of their

mistakes fo their weaker

partners.
Law and Justice -|The Western model of | The influx of culturally | Poland should act to prevent
cultural arpumentation | openness to migration | foreign communities is | the migration of culturally

alien groups to Europe. This
should be served by

7

strengthening the borders and

cause of serious social
tensions in  Western
European countries.
Countries in Central and
Eastern Europe have
avoided similar problems
so far.

providing  assistance  to
refugees in their countries of
residence.

Table 19: "We defend our political and cultural autonomy" in Migration

In its argumentation, Law and Justice referred to a frame of twofold nature. On the one
hand, it was the frame of "defense of political autonomy." The expectation of accepting Middle
Eastern migrants was presented as an attempt to pass on to Poland the problems that concerned
and were caused by the "old EU" countries. Accepting refugees was presented as being outside
the European treaties and not in line with Polish interests. On the other hand, it was a frame of
"defense of cultural autonomy." According to Law and Justice, the demands for the relocation
of migrants referred to the concept of a multicultural society, distanced from its cultural roots
(Christianity in particular), which was stigmatized as a harmful ideology. Law and Justice
distinguished between population flows from culturally close countries, such as Ukraine, from
which many migrants have been already accepted, and the influx of foreign, non-European
groups, particularly those from Muslim countries. Migrants from the Middle East were
presented as groups not only foreign and unwilling to integrate but also hostile to the Christian
tradition. As a source of numerous and serious problems for the Western societies that have
chosen to accept them in the past. The Law and Justice Party has argued that the adoption of
similar policies by Poland will also become a source of similar problems. The moral duty of

Polish politicians, therefore, should be to resist pressures to accept culturally foreign migrants
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and to seek such political solutions that would make it possible to limit their influx into Europe

in general.

6.2.1.3 Government (Law and Justice) frame: We are correcting the Union's

misguided policies

Who talks about the
problem and how

they define it?

What  causes/culprits

they identify?

How do they evaluate
the problem, culprits, in

ethical terms?

What solutions

they
suggest?

Law and Justice frame
for refugee relocation

The "old EU" countries
are trying to pass the costs

Poland and the countries
of Central and FEastern

Poland and Central and
Eastern European countries

dispute of their mistakes on to | Europe have the right to | should firmly refuse to
their weaker partners. | pursue autonomous | participate in the relocation
Policies based on the | policies. Western | policy.
relocation of migrants are | European countries
Wrong. should recognize the

validity of the rationale
presented by their new
partners.

Table 20: "We are correcting the Union's misguided policies” frame in Migration

Since 2016, the intensity of the debate on accepting refugees has decreased, which does
not mean it has disappeared altogether (Florczak 2019). The passage of time has modified the
context in which the discussion occurred. In 2015, the debate was about how Poland should
respond to the migrant crisis, particularly whether it should take in Middle Eastern migrants on
its own. A few months later, the thing was already a foregone conclusion: the elections showed
which option enjoyed greater public support and allowed the new majority to implement its
proposed policies. The Law and Justice had a majority, and its position was clear. What is more,
the opposition too recognized that there was no point in going against the general opinion and
confirmed that, in its view too, migrants should not be accepted. Which was a bit of an

inconsistency with the frame of argument the opposition adopted earlier.

The ruling party politicians did not give up on constantly reaffirming their own triumph
and reminding voters what a misguided stance their opponents had taken at the crisis moment.
However, they no longer had to discuss the issue with them. As the ruling party, the policies
they proposed now had to be implemented in the realities of the European Union (“We are
correcting the Union's misguided policies” frame). Their new adversary thus became EU
politicians, officials, and institutions. These, in turn, pressed for Poland to share in the costs of
the refugee influx, which was already a certain fact and an ever-growing problem. This
opponent was, of course, subject to criticism. However, as it concerned international affairs, it

was a relatively subdued because intrastate disputes refer to sharper and more assertive rhetoric
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as those in power are usually in a stronger position and the possible consequences are more

time-deferred and softer.

Generally, the government maintained the frames described above. It said that in Poland,
as a country embedded in a certain historical tradition, there are also certain traditional
migration directions. They are different than, for example, in former colonial countries. For this
reason, the country is not interested in seeing more culturally alien migrants, whose adaptation
to Polish conditions could prove difficult for both sides. As a result, the repatriation of
descendants of Poles from the East, as well as migration from Ukraine, was indicated as
welcome at the time, while the influx of immigrants from the Middle East was frowned upon.
This was also in response to voices saying that Poland, at its stage of economic development

and in a given demographic situation, generally needs an influx of new labor from outside.

Poland's migration policy should be oriented primarily towards the
East. This is the natural direction of Poland's interest, and repatriation is one
of the elements of this migration process. For Poland, opening to the eastern
[European] direction is important for demographic and economic reasons,
among others. [...] As for the Middle East, and Arab cultures, I am much
more reserved. The experience of Western countries is not positive in this
regard. Just look at France or the UK. The process of acculturation and
integration is unbelievably difficult and generates huge problems. (dzieje.pl
2016).

Jakub Skiba, viceminister of internal affairs and administration, Law and Justice

government

In this context, there was criticism of the EU policy, which wanted to change and correct
such traditions of Poland (and other countries of Central and Eastern Europe) from above. It
was pointed out that the policy towards the 2015 crisis, adopted by the strongest countries of

the Union, including, above all, Germany, was wrong, as it did not count with real possibilities.

The EU's migration policy has failed. It has not solved the problems,
has exposed Europe to a massive crisis, and has not stemmed the tide of
illegal migration. My government has shown the EU that helping on the
ground is about helping people, not appeasing the consciences of imprudent

politicians (gazetaprawna.pl 2017).

Beata Szydto, Prime Minister, Law and Justice govenment
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Law and Justice's politicians pointed to their stance as one that, if adopted by Europe at
once, would have prevented a crisis of such proportions. This was, of course, a criticism of the

policies pursued by the Civic Platform government.

If the previous government had opposed relocation, then probably as
early as 2016, there would have been a proper compromise, which we are
reaching with such difficulty today (gazetaprawna.pl 2019).

Jacek Czaputowicz, minister of foreign affairs, Law and Justice government

Criticizing the relocation mechanism, the argument was that Middle Eastern migrants
are generally not interested in coming to Poland but rather are looking to settle in other,
wealthier countries. In the context of the potential operation of relocation mechanisms, it was
pointed out that migrants relocated to Poland would probably not be interested in staying in this
country but would wander further afield. Therefore, the relocation mechanism would be a

completely ineffective measure unless subjected to further, more restrictive regulations.

We believe that if these people came (to Europe - PAP), they must not
be imprisoned, that one, and two - they must not be forbidden to go to a
country if they want to go to it. [...] It's not that Poland is closing and doesn't
want to accept anyone - Poland is open. Suppose an economic migrant or
refugee wants to come to Poland. In that case, he will come to Poland and
will be welcomed in Poland, but we do not agree that people should be
brought to us by force (TVP INFO 2017) .

Andrzej Duda, President of Poland

The more radical statements, however, pointed out that the attitude of EU countries
toward migration was not only a matter of misguided policy. This is because the countries of
the old Union also appeared in them as victims of dangerous ideologies, causing the weakening
of true European traditions connected with Christianity and the defence of national and
European identities. Poland, governed by a conservative coalition, appeared in this context as a
country that had preserved these proper traditions and should, therefore, have more say in the

EU institutions for the common good.
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[The reason for the difficulty in resolving the crisis is] the blurred
European identity in Western Europe, that is, the departure from Christian
roots, the departure from the civilization that shaped Europe.
This is happening in Western Europe; Poland, fortunately, is free of it
(forsal.pl 2016) .

Mariusz Blaszczak, minister of internal affairs and administration, Law and Justice

govenment

At the same time, this sense of self-worth dictated that the Polish government, like the
governments of the other new EU countries, should not accept a subordinate role. The
expectations formulated by the strongest EU countries for introducing a relocation system
against the position of Central European countries were therefore presented as usurpation,

which these countries should not accept.

The Visegrad Group, including Poland, will never agree to blackmail
and will not agree to dictate such conditions. The Visegrad Group and
Poland will certainly not succumb to such dictates. (...) The statements of the
commissioner and ministers who, from various EU countries try to impose
such dictate and such blackmail are a misunderstanding; they do not serve

to build the unity of the European Union (gazetaprawna.pl 2017).

Mariusz Btaszczak, minister of internal affairs and administration, Law and Justice

government

Similarly, the common position of the Visegrad Group countries on the EU's European
Border and Coast Guard agency FRONTEX was also formulated. Although its operation -
aimed at protecting the Union's external borders - generally met the expectations of the V4, its
strengthening raised concerns among the group's countries. Its representatives saw it as
potentially opening the way to the creation of an institution of a federal nature: a service of a
forceful nature whose powers would exceed those of services subordinate to national
authorities. Assurances that Poland does not agree to such an eventuality were included in a

couple of speeches by Polish politicians in connection with V4 meetings.

From the point of view of Poland's interests, it is extremely important

that our position on leaving powers in the hands of nation-states concerning
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officers securing external borders is shared by many other countries

(gazetaprawna.pl 2018c).

Joachim Brudzinski, minister of internal affairs and administration, Law and Justice

government

However, issues related to the strengthening of FRONTEX have not been a major topic

of political debate in Poland.

In general, Poland's stance on migration issues and building a common policy with the
Visegrad Group countries was associated with a certain, well-established political stance,
characterizing Law and Justice's beliefs regarding European integration (Grosse 2018). As
Konrad Szymanski, Secretary of State for European Affairs at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,

the politician in charge of the entire domain of European relations at the time, explained:

The logic of accession, i.e., accepting to implement someone else's
solutions, was necessary during membership negotiations almost 20 years
ago. Today, 15 years after membership, Poland has the right not only to
celebrate EU unity but also to raise concrete expectations (wPolityce.pl
2019a).

Konrad Szymanski, viceminister of foreign affairs, Law and Justice govenment

As stated above, the public discourse developed by the ruling party (Law and Justice)
around the European Council deliberations of June 28, 2018, during which final decisions were
to be made on how to deal with the migration crisis, was no longer about the problem of
migrants themselves, but rather about Poland's place in European Union policy. This
component of the ruling camp's discourse was based on the frame "We are correcting the
Union's wrong policy." Building on the earlier frame on the migration problem, it described

how the Polish government was defending its just cause and convincing its EU partners of it.

Despite earlier serious concerns that the forum would try to force the Visegrad countries
to accept the relocation mechanism as some kind of permanent principle for resolving migration
crises, the deliberations resulted in an agreement to abandon this concept and adopt solutions
generally close to their expectations. Indeed, the result of the summit was to agree on various
mechanisms for better border protection and assistance addressed to countries that are the

source of the influx of migrants.
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Such summit results fulfilled the Polish government's expectations, and it presented
them, therefore, as the fruit of its far-sighted policy. The frame of the discourse presented
emphasized that Law and Justice's position on migration has always been the same: opposing
the relocation mechanism and the misguided policy of openness to culturally foreign migration
from Muslim countries. The framework indicated that, unlike what the previous (Civic
Platform) government did, it was worthwhile to defend one's position in the European Union
assertively. In situations exemplified by the migration crisis, only a firm stance can lead to the

recognition of the Polish government's legitimate rationale by other EU partners.

Europe is beginning to open its eyes and admits we are right. Our
decision not to accept immigrants has the overwhelming support of the Polish
people. Only by being consistent will we effectively take care of our security
(TVP INFO 2017)

Mariusz Blaszczak, minister of internal affairs and administration, Law and Justice

government

Behind us is a serious, two-year battle over migration policy issues.
It should be clearly stated - victorious, absolutely victorious, because of the
theses that [Law and Justice Chairman] Jaroslaw Kaczynski formulated back
in 2015 when we were in opposition, and then from the very beginning, the
Law and Justice government repeated them: "let's help where problems arise,
there is no consent for the uncontrolled influx of migrants to Europe, there is
no consent for forced relocation,” these theses, which were then ridiculed by
Civic Platform, mocked by other EU countries, today have just been adopted
(gazetaprawna.pl 2018a).

Michat Dworczyk, Head of the Prime Minister's Office, Law and Justice government

An element emphasized in these speeches was also the fact that the Polish government
owed its negotiating success not only to its negotiating efforts but also to the attitude of the
other Visegrad Group countries, which presented a position consistent with the Polish one. The
existence of such a united front among the countries of Central and Eastern Europe was also
emphasized in the accounts of the talks held in the course of the following months of 2018 when
the common interest of these countries was the actual implementation of the June Council

agreements.
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6.2.1.4 Opposition (Civic Platform) frame: Law and Justice is an anti-

European party

Who talks about the | What  causes/culprits | How do they evaluate | What solutions they
problem and how | they identify? the problem, culprits, in | suggest?
they define it? ethical terms?

Civic Platform frame | The policy pursued by | Law and Justice poses a | Poles should start voting again
on refugee relocation | Law and Justice is | threat to democracy in | for the Civic Platform, whose
dispute meffective and lowers | Poland and Poland's | policies towards the migrant
Poland's stature in the | membership in the EU. crisis were right.

European Union.

Table 21: "Law and Justice is an anti-European party" frame in Migration

In demonstrating their reluctance to accept migrants, right-wing parties have read public
sentiment much better than their opponents. While in earlier years, Poles were generally
favourably disposed to accept migrants into the country, they changed their minds in the face
of the 2015 crisis. According to CBOS surveys, the percentage of those reluctant to accept
refugees reached 76% of the population. According to liberal and left-wing commentators, the
right-wing position was not so much a consequence as a cause of the change in public opinion
(Sadura 2021). Faced with such a trend in public opinion, opposition politicians did not try to
speak out on these issues, and in 2017, disagreement with accepting illegal immigrants became
the official position of the Civic Platform (Newsweek 2017). In general, however, the views of
the Civic Platform have been quite vague (TVN24 2017).

Like the ruling camp, the post-2015 opposition on migration issues repeated its old
theses in various ways. At a time when the government was not accepting Middle Eastern
migrants and resisting EU pressure in this regard while at the same time attempting to assemble
a coalition of Central and Eastern European countries tasked with strengthening these countries’
position in the Union, the opposition's programmatic stance was exactly the opposite. It rather
urged coordination with the strongest countries of the Union and affirmed their actions.
Therefore, building a Central European coalition was considered an uncelebrated and

misguided idea due to Hungary's highly controversial political stance.

Civic Platform's frame on Polish policy regarding the migrant crisis was aimed at the
ruling party (“Law and Justice is an anti-European party” frame). The opposition described
the Law and Justice stance on EU policy issues as anti-European. It accused those in power of
wanting to take Poland out of the European Union. In turn, the policy of Hungary, with which

the ruling camp was on very close terms at the time, was described as close to fascism.
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The narrative of the Law and Justice as a representative, emerging in Europe and very
dangerous for it, of right-wing populism, which civilized European groups should actively
oppose, was eagerly taken up.

The European Union is also changing worryingly due to anti-
European forces coming to power, which will try to change the Union in an

unfavourable direction to Poland (Platforma Obywatelska 2018).

Katarzyna Lubnauer (on facebook profile of Civic Platform), member of Polish

parliament, Modern party

In the heat of the 2018 election campaign (local elections were held at the time), Civic
Platform politicians, when describing the ruling party's anti-immigrant stance, were even ready
to use the word “fascism” - what was the response to the aggressive Law and Justice spot
(gazetaprawna.pl 2018d):

The worst thing could be a city of fascist marches, where someone
who looks different or speaks a different language gets slapped. This is the
greatest shame imaginable and brings me to a boil (Sobczak and Karpieszuk
2018).

Rafat Trzaskowski, member of Polish parliament, candidate for mayor of Warsaw,

Civic Platform

On the other hand, the demands put forward by the Civic Platform in the area of
migration policy were not much different from the goals indicated by the ruling camp. Instead,
the opposition's way of marking its difference from it was by pointing out its lack of
effectiveness. Of course, it pointed primarily to previously mentioned areas in which the Law
and Justice government conflicted with EU institutions (such as judicial reforms). Nevertheless,
it rightly argued that the multitude of open conflicts entailed negative consequences for Poland's

agility in EU negotiations.

The EU budget in its current form is the price we pay for spoiling
relations with Europe; may it be such a cold shower for the government, and
may they just get to work. [...] [The budget proposal, unfavourable to Poland,
is:] the price we pay for spoiling relations with Europe, for Article 7, for all

these brawls, conflicts (wPolityce.pl 2018).

Tomasz Siemoniak, member of Polish parliament, Civic Platform
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As for the migration policy issues themselves, opposition politicians invariably
defended the positions taken by their Ewa Kopacz-led government in 2015. They denied it led
to a real opening of Poland's borders to Middle Eastern migrants. They expounded that the
agreement to relocate was for a limited number of people. Finally, they stressed that, in fact,
the Platform government also did not agree to the Union's adoption of relocation mechanisms
- and only, by behaving more flexibly - had the chance to act more effectively than the Law and
Justice government did.

We saved Poland in 2015 from uncontrolled refugee quotas. Three
weeks before the parliamentary elections, we stood very firm in Brussels on
the issues of solidarity commitment to these issues, but also keeping an eye
on who could come to Poland (TVN24 2017).

Grzegorz Schetyna, chief of Civic Platform

We made it clear at the time that borders must be strengthened. We
explained that you couldn't start with solidarity if you don't strengthen
borders, if you don't reform asylum policy if you don't invest in countries that
are the source of immigration. And also clear was the opposition of the Ewa
Kopacz government at the time against these mechanical, automatic
mechanisms for dividing refugees. We spoke only and exclusively about the
voluntary decision to help women and children, and we continue to stand by
this decision. On the other hand, we have always opposed mechanical,

automatic mechanisms (Platforma Obywatelska 2018).

Rafat Trzaskowski, member of Polish parliament, candidate for mayor of Warsaw,

Civic Platform

In this context, they were also critical of the results of the June 2018 summit, which the
government presented as a great success. This is because, from their perspective, the Law and
Justice government did not succeed in achieving anything beyond what Ewa Kopacz had
previously wanted to achieve. Thus, in their view, the government has in no way gone beyond
the previous government's achievements other than to worsen the good relations that previously
linked Poland to the EU institutions.

There was no huge success, so this summit did not end with any

breakthrough. | also don't see that any revolutionary ideas of the Polish
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government were included here because the strengthening of borders and the
vetting of refugees has been talked about for years. And this is exactly what

the previous government - of Ewa Kopacz — said (gazetaprawna.pl 2018b) .

Rafat Trzaskowski, member of Polish parliament, candidate for mayor of Warsaw,

Civic Platform
6.2.2 Summary

The purpose of this part of the analysis was to answer the question about the frames of
discourses articulated by the main Polish political groupings in the context of the migration
crisis, and in particular in the period of the second half of 2018, when discussions in the
European Council led to the abandonment of the refugee relocation mechanism, opting for
solutions related to strengthening EU border protection. Also, part of these discussions was the
issue of strengthening and reconstructing the FRONTEX agency, which, however, did not

become the subject of public discussion in Poland.

The analysis shows that the frames of the Polish discussion on migration was set in 2015
when the issue became the subject of the election campaign. At the same time, the logic of the
campaign caused the theses of the parties to be very sharply delineated and their mutual
antagonisms highlighted. In the following years, on the other hand, the topic was no longer
alive since the issue that was fundamental from the Polish perspective: the actual influx of
Middle Eastern refugees into Poland was already settled, and the ruling camp could present

itself as the political entity that defended the country, against the influx of migrants.

It is somewhat paradoxical that the advantageous positions of both sides of the political
conflict on the issue of the influx of Middle Eastern migrants to Poland were similar. Since
domestic public opinion was clearly negative about such an eventuality, no serious political
force was interested in opposing this trend. Nonetheless, the frames related to this problem
differed on both sides. They were closely linked to the political philosophy and strategic policy
choices espoused by both political camps.

The frame of the government camp pointed to its inherent conservative values, which
in this case, were shared by the majority of public opinion. As the source of its stance, the
government pointed to the value of the cohesion of the cultural community, for which the influx
of significant numbers of migrants coming from a completely different cultural backgrounds
could pose a threat. Negative examples of the problems that large migrant communities cause

in some Western countries provided a good anchor for Polish government to present its rationale

122



and criticize the liberal approach to the immigration phenomenon presented by its opponents.
At the same time, Polish government position was in line with its general political strategy,
reluctant to deepen the political integration of the union and create institutions and solutions of
a supranational or federalist nature. Proposals for mandatory mechanisms for the redistribution
of refugees among member countries undoubtedly went in this direction, and opposition to them

was in line with the government's political philosophy.

The opposition camp's frame was less coherent, as political pragmatism (mandating
restrictions on the influx of refugees) was not fully compatible with the liberal philosophy it
preached, which was sometimes the subject of accusations made against the main opposition
party by various media and centers that constitute its ideological base. The practical stance did
not lead the opposition to abandon its moralistic stance and criticize the government from an
ethical perspective. Indeed, the issue of attitudes toward migration served as another argument
in the constantly applied narrative of the moral superiority of the progressive worldview of the
liberal opposition groups over the retrograde beliefs presented by the right side of the political

Scene.

In line with this argument, however, was the stance the opposition parties took in
European politics - where their leaders could present themselves as entities able to conduct
policies more skillfully and arguably more effectively than the Law and Justice government
did. Since the Platform government was not allowed to complete its migration policy in any
way, the migration topic was not a convenient platform for it to explain its philosophy regarding

EU policy.
6.3 Climate neutrality

Since 2004, when Poland became a member of the European Union, it has co-created
the EU's climate and energy policy. In doing so, it tried to be an active actor in this process.
Nevertheless, like other Visegrad countries, it was not among those promoting ambitious
climate goals. Meanwhile, 2019 brought a significant change in EU environmental policy. As
a result of the change in Germany's position, a clear advantage in the Union's policy was gained
by the conviction of the need to develop a common strategy for EU countries to achieve climate
neutrality as soon as possible. This issue became the subject of the European Council on June
20-21, 2019. In their course, the Polish government was among the minority of countries that
did not agree to adopt such a common goal (Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Estonia).

Although the government tried to promote such an outcome of the summit in domestic politics
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as a success, the European Union's climate neutrality project was not permanently blocked.
Indeed, it returned at the next summit, held in December 2019. As a result, the Polish authorities
agreed to adopt the project. Still, they did not declare their readiness to implement it in the
accepted perspective until 2050. They made the pace of Poland's activities in this regard
dependent on the real financial support it could obtain for realizing this goal from the European

Union budget.

The above political events provided the context for this fall's Polish parliamentary
election campaign. However, they did not have a particularly significant impact on its course.
In the program, declarations of the various political parties, ecological themes were found, but
they did not contain particularly ambitious declarations, and their content did not become an
important theme of the campaign (Barcikowska, Jaworowski, and Stgpien 2019). The need to
take radical steps on the issue of global warming in the period under review was raised mainly
by environmental activist circles, which, however, failed to significantly influence the subject

matter of the public debate.

Under these circumstances, the government and the ruling coalition were the main
senders of political messages on climate neutrality. Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki,
Climate Minister (appointed in April 2019, previously organizer of the COP 24 summit) Michal
Kurtyka, and Secretary of State at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Konrad Szymanski,
responsible for European affairs, can be identified as its main narrators. However, in the 2019
discourse, other broadcasters also make similar statements supporting the government's main
theses. At the same time, more radical voices pointing out the dangers of EU climate policy
should also be noted among politicians of the ruling coalition. Examples of authors of such
statements in the collected material included representatives of the previous Law and Justice
government: Witold Waszczykowski and Jan Szyzszko, as well as an MP from the small Free

and Solidary party, which is part of the coalition in power, Malgorzata Zwiercan.

Statements by opposition groups' representatives contested the government's general
position on climate policy and the individual components of the policy pursued in this area.
Issues in this area, however, did not constitute a particularly significant space of political
dispute between the main groupings of the Polish political scene. Indeed, even though the
parliamentary coalitions included groupings more involved in climate policy issues (the Greens,
as a member of the Civic Coalition, and Razem, as a component of the Left), their influence on
public discussion should be described as limited.
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6.3.1 Government (Law and Justice) frame: Environmental protection, is the

answer to specific problems but we should also fight the ideology

Who talks about the | What  causes/culprits | How do they evaluate | What solutions they

problem and how | they identify? the problem, culprits, in | suggest?
they define it? ethical terms?
Law and Justice, | In the natural | The government's task 1s | State policy should solve
political  center - | environment, we observe | to  counteract adverse | specific problems.
solving problems a number of phenomena | developments.
that we consider
unfavorable and harmifl
to citizens.

These include  the
phenomenon of global
warming, but the fight
against 1t exceeds the
capabilities of  both
Poland and Europe.
Law and  Justice, | Radical One should not succumb | State policy should solve
radical politicians - | environmentalists make | to ideologies. Ecological | specific problems.

fight against ideclogy | dubious claims about | projects must be tailored
climate risks and seek to | to the country's
eliminate coal as an | capabilities.

energy source. They find
support from powerful
lobbies that pursue the
interests of powerful
industrial actors.
Implementation of their
demands would be a great
burden on the Polish
ECONOMmY.

Table 22: "Environmental protection, is the answer to specific problems but we should also fight the
ideology" frame in Climate

None of the main political parties in Poland had previously treated the subject of climate
change as a topic relevant to their political discourse. Rather, the need for them to develop
positions on the issue and to be active in this regard (such as the organization of the climate
summit in Katowice in 2018) resulted from international considerations. Thus, regardless of the
political orientation of the parties that made up the Polish government, its position was rather
conservative and a form of adjustment to the expectations of external partners. Similarly, when
the Law and Justice government faced the prospect of participating in a project to bring about
the climate neutrality of EU countries in mid-2019, the necessity arose from the firmly spoken

expectations of European partners rather than from the government coalition's own initiative.

The main frame (“Environmental protection, is the answer to specific problems but

we should also fight the ideology” frame) of the discourse presented by the leading politicians
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of this camp in 2019 was a consequence of this fact. First vetoing, then conditionally joining
the climate neutrality initiative, they constantly emphasized that it was a project whose
philosophy had little accordance with their professed worldview. In opposition to, behind the
idea of the Green Deal, the conviction that it is necessary to halt the global phenomenon of
global warming, they declared that the motivations behind the Polish government's pro-
environmental actions stem from the specific needs and expectations of Polish citizens (e.g., in
terms of health or living comfort) and the expectations of international partners. This was, by

the way, the position expressed by the Law and Justice in earlier years as well.

Politicians in this camp described their approach to environmental issues as
conservative: they did not question the need or necessity of protecting the environment.
However, they stressed that their motivations were markedly different from those present in the
ideologies of the Left. The hallmark of their attitude was an orientation toward solving problems
in an alleged practical and common-sense manner. The starting point was not so much to
address global phenomena (such as the climate crisis) as to address various environmental
problems, such as changes in average temperatures, violent weather events, etc., without getting

into their far-reaching causes.

The framework formulated in this way did not question the fact of a warming climate
but downgraded the problem. This is because the related challenges were presented as
individual, specific phenomena rather than global and particularly alarming problems. Such a
smooth transition from the problems of the entire globe to local concreteness is presented, for

example, in the statement of President Andrzej Duda:

None of us wants the ice in the Arctic to melt or for there to be drastic
changes in the weather that lead to cataclysms. We all want the air to be
clean to preserve the environment for future generations (wPolityce.pl
2019e).

Andrzej Duda, President of Poland
So were the words of minister of climate Michal Kurtyka:

We want to talk about specifics. When we see with the naked eye the
issue of plastic, air pollution, or exploitation of the Earth's resources in a
reckless manner, we cannot turn a blind eye. We bring pragmatism to the

European discussion (wPolityce.pl 2019j).

Michatl Kurtyka, minister of climate, Law and Justice government
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According to the logic thus outlined, the primary factor guiding the environmental
policy of the government was the specific needs expressed by Poles. As the quoted Climate
Minister noted, these needs are changing. Accordingly, as society's affluence and growing
capabilities increase, new expectations in this area emerge, which the government cannot
ignore. So, if the government has also put climate policy on its agenda, this has also happened

because of the evolution of Polish citizens' expectations:

[...] the aspirations of our compatriots for clean air, for a world in
which we do not exploit the Earth to the maximum, but want to live in
symbiosis with it, are also such a change that is taking place, and we cannot
be indifferent to it (wPolityce.pl 2019j).

Michatl Kurtyka, minister of climate, Law and Justice government

In the years leading up to the period under review, politicians of the coalition in power
sometimes made statements explicitly distancing themselves from diagnoses locating the
genesis of climate change in human activity. As recently as the beginning of 2019, President
Andrzej Duda spoke in this vein:

I, for one, do not know how much man actually contributes to climate

change. The voices of scientists are very different (dziennik.pl 2019).
Andrzej Duda, President of Poland

A similar opinion, in September 2019, was expressed by (hailing from the from the

small coalition party Agreement) Minister of Higher Education Jaroslaw Gowin:

The fact that we are in the global warming phase can be seen with the
naked eye. On the other hand, the controversy - also among scientists - is
about humanity's role in global warming. Here opinions - also among

scientists - are more divided (wPolityce.pl 2019f).
Jaroslaw Gowin, minister of higher education, Law and Justice governement

The thesis of the existence of various hypotheses regarding the causes of global warming
was also included in a statement by the Ministry of the Environment spokesperson Aleksandra
Brzozka, who was asked to comment on President Duda's words just quoted. The statement did
not criticize the President's words but emphasized that the Ministry is sympathetic to the thesis

that such an impact exists.
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There is a debate among scientific currents as to how much man
impacts these changes, and of course, there are also other sources of
emissions than human activity. As a ministry, we assume that human activity

has a major impact on these changes. (Rzeczpospolita 2019a).
Andrzej Duda, President of Poland

It should be emphasized that - despite its conclusion - the communiqué contrasted
sharply with the tone of numerous statements presented in the press and coming from the
mouths of both environmental activists and experts dealing with the issue, denouncing the

presidential position as inconsistent with the findings of science.

However, while in 2018 and early 2019, similar opinions were sometimes voiced by
very prominent politicians of the ruling camp, they were muted in response to the fact that the
Polish government had to join the EU's climate policy. They gave way to an attitude of
consistently refraining from taking a position on the causes of a warming climate and
considering environmental problems as a package of specific phenomena about the causes of
which there is no point in arguing. Such an approach was also associated with the recognition
that beliefs about the existence of serious climate threats were shared by an increasingly broad
swath of society. This made it possible to say that, in engaging in climate policy, those in power

responded not so much to necessity arising from objective facts but to grassroots pressures.

Several sources of such pressure can be distinguished. First, as already mentioned, it
was pressure from Polish society, which those in power respect and intend to consider. An
element of it is pressure from the circles of environmental organizations and activists. Although
in the period under review, these were the entities that most strongly publicized the issue at
hand (openly contesting the government's policy), the representatives of the ruling majority
tried not to enter into polemics with them. According to the logic cited earlier, they affirmed
that they, like environmentalists, were concerned about global warming - while, as those in
power, they had to maintain a concrete and pragmatic approach to them. This is how, for
example, Prime Minister Morawiecki referred to the climate demonstration undertaken by a 13-

year-old in front of the Sejm building in the summer of 2019:

I think we are on the same side. [...] We are doing everything to
restore the beauty of nature, we are improving climatic conditions and air

quality. We are implementing huge programs. [...] In this area of climate
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change, Poland not only has nothing to complain about but [...] is one of the

most CO2-reducing countries (Onet Wiadomosci 2019).
Mateusz Morawiecki, prime minister, Law and Justice government

Defending itself against - appearing from various sides - accusations that the
government's pro-environmental efforts remain inadequate, the frame of those in power
highlighted its achievements. These included the just-cited reduction of CO2 emissions,
recurring in almost all statements on the subject. In doing so, various government programs
were cited, such as "Clean Air,” oriented towards fighting smog, reforestation programs, a
program to support electromobility, the use of geothermal sources, subsidies for photovoltaics
in the countryside ("My Electricity"), and so on. Following the established customs of Polish
politics, the affirmation of own achievements was associated with accusations of the passive
stance taken on environmental issues by the government formed by the political competitors of

the current majority, Civic Platform.

After all, the "Clean Air" program, with which we started the
discussion, was a reaction, among other things, to the judgment of the
European Court of Justice indicating that in 2008-2015, and these are
precisely the years of your [Civic Platform] rule, Poland violated air
cleanliness standards, not only that, it did nothing about it. Also, the Supreme
Audit Office very clearly indicates that in 2007-2015... insufficient measures
were taken to protect the air. There were, admittedly, isolated, scattered
actions by local governments, as the Supreme Audit Office found, chaotic,
uncoordinated, with no effect. Therefore, we really got down to solving this
problem in a comprehensive, coordinated, thoughtful manner, with full

financial backing (Kowalczyk 2019).

Henryk Kowalczyk, minister of environmental protection, Law and Justice

Government

In view of the emergence, in the European Union, of initiatives for a radical joint
reduction of emissions, which would also include Poland, it was necessary to expand the
argumentation. The frame on these issues was directed at explaining, on the one hand, the
reasons why the Polish government is not enthusiastic about such solutions and, on the other
hand, justifying the expectations formulated in connection with them concerning European
Union policy. The formulation of a frame sceptical of climate neutrality demands was taken up
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primarily by politicians not belonging to the government's core team. The government's main

message, however, served to formulate positive demands arising from Poland's position.

The starting point of the sceptical message was a criticism of environmental circles and
the political forces that support them. It was argued that - regardless of the activists' intentions
- they are susceptible to manipulation by various political actors. It was pointed out that Polish
environmental circles have traditionally remained ideologically close to opponents of the Polish
right-wing governments and that, on many previous occasions, they have protested against
those governments. A frequent theme in the statements of these politicians was the belief that
environmental movements, both those operating in Poland and internationally, are subject to
manipulation by powerful lobbies that pursue their interests through them. The statement below
combines both of these themes. On the one hand, it indicates that the protests of Polish
environmentalists contested the activities of the Law and Justice government while ignoring
those environmentally important events that could not be linked to the activities of right-wing
governments. On the other hand, he points to the analogous bias of environmental movements
outside Poland, whose protests are also directed only against selected undertakings, while others

that are favourable to certain powerful actors do not become the object of contestation.

Let's distinguish between environmentalism and eco-avant-gardism.
We live in times when the actions of environmental organizations serve the
interests of big corporations and big politics. After all, we have in Poland
great actions of pseudo-ecologists in defence of, for example, print bark
beetle [this is about the protests against the logging carried out in the
Biatowieza Primeval Forest in 2017], and none of these organizations or any
of these activists are interested in [...] the huge investments of the German
mining industry and the German energy industry to multiply the extraction of
lignite and increase the level of its combustion, which pollutes the air much
more than burning hard coal. [...] Similarly, they were not interested in
constructing the most ecologically dangerous investment in the history of the
Baltic Sea, the Nord Stream pipeline (Zwiercan 2019).

Matgorzata Zwiercan, member of Polish parliament, United Right (governmental

coalition)

Pointing out these international lobbies was at the same time pointing out the main
opponent that the Polish government faces in the field of climate policy. This task was again
taken up rather by politicians not belonging to the current ruling team. They explained that the
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backing of these forces are, in particular, the industries of two strong and wealthy European
Union countries: Germany and France, which have based their energy industries on energy
sources other than coal. In doing so, their interest in promoting a move away from coal is
twofold. On the one hand, they undermine the competitiveness of the coal-based Polish
economy. On the other, they have alternative technologies to coal power, for which they hope

to gain new markets in this way.

This thought [of moving away from coal-based energy] is led by two
countries - Germany and France. (...) Europe, led by Germany and France,
is trying to push through its policies to achieve certain goals and make the

entire continent dependent on its own technologies. (wPolityce.pl 2019d).

Jan Szyszko, former minister of environmental protection, Law and Justice

government

Similar arguments were further supplemented with theses highlighting the duplicity of
politicians promoting a move away from coal. It was pointed out that, after all, Europe's climate
neutrality will not change global trends at a time when other regions of the world, which are
larger producers of pollution, are not undertaking similar self-restraints, nor do they have any
plans to do so. Therefore, the huge costs that the people of Europe will bear are unlikely to

translate into a real climate effect.

[...] as you can see, the world's CO2 giants are not going to some very
deep reductions in these emissions at all. China is not doing it, the United
States has excluded itself from the Paris Package, and India does not want to
do it, so even if the European Union would really reduce CO2 emissions to
zero in these 30 years, it would be a reduction of global CO2 emissions by
10%, and the climate, after all, is not European, it is the world climate. To
be honest, we want to be a leader, a role model, but since other countries do
not follow this role model, we should approach it rationally, and sensibly
(wPolityce.pl 2019i).

Zbigniew Kuzmiuk, member of Polish parliament, Law and Justice

The main politicians of the ruling camp who participated in European policy-making in
2019 did not make similar statements directly. Nonetheless, they referred to them to some

extent, noting, among other things, that the goals of climate neutrality correspond to the
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interests of countries such as Germany and France and that the costs to these countries will be

much lower than those to be borne by Poland.

This frame, however, emphasized not so much the selfish intentions of the Western
partners as the fact that Poland was lagging behind as a country that, through no fault of its
own, had limited opportunities for development under communist rule. The fact that Poland is
not a leader of the Green Deal was thus because Poland cannot afford the expenses that must

be incurred in this context.

[...] the cost of the energy transition in Poland is much higher than in
many countries that have been much luckier than us in the last few decades
and have based their energy systems on completely different energy sources
(wPolityce.pl 20199).

Mateusz Morawiecki, prime minister, Law and Justice government

An important element of this argumentation was emphasizing that in Polish realities,
climate policy goals entail the need to turn away from coal as a primary energy resource. In
contrast, coal is a resource that Poland has and does not need to import. It is both the basis of
the Polish energy sector and a raw material whose extraction provides jobs for many thousands
of citizens in Poland. Therefore, the hidden intention of some of the promoters of the zero-
emission policy was not so much to protect the climate as to "decarbonize," i.e., eliminate from
the market a raw material that is an important Polish natural resource. The bad intentions, aimed
at weakening the Polish economy, according to this narrative, were, by the way, also evident in
other actions and ploys, serving not so much to protect the environment in real terms but to the

detriment of the Polish economy.

You can't mix particulate matter, which is responsible for clean air,
with the greenhouse gas (CO2) we are increasingly dealing with, and
Brussels puts an equal sign between the two. This is very difficult for our
economy, especially for the electricity and heat generation sector, because
under the guise of climate neutrality is de facto decarbonization (wPolityce.pl
2019c).

Pawet Satek, advisor to the President of Poland in the area of environmental protection
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6.3.2 Government (Law and Justice) frame: Green Deal - a project we can't

afford

Who talks about the
problem and how

they define it?

What  causes/culprits

they identify?

How do they evaluate
the problem, culprits, in

ethical terms?

What solutions

suggest?

Law and  Justice,
political center - a
project we cannot
afford

The strongest countries in
the Union are pushing an
energy transition project.
In Poland, where the
economy is based on coal,
the cost of such a
transformation will be
higher than in other

The government must
protect citizens from the
costs of the energy
transition. Changes must
be bazed on an accurate
cost calculation.

To this end, it 1s necessary
to present a clear position.

Poland is
exemptions
funding for climate policy.

they

demanding
and additional

coumntries.

Table 23: "Green Deal - a project we can't afford" frame in Climate

As projects to shift the European economy to a zero-carbon trajectory began to take
shape at the European Union, the Polish government's position continued to develop the frame
outlined above to “Green Deal - a project we can't afford” frame. The justification first for
blocking and then for obtaining a derogation from the Green Deal agreement was thus, in the
frame of the of the ruling coalition, the interests of Polish citizens. They argued that it would
be an extraordinarily costly project for the capabilities of the rich EU countries. Poland, as a
result of its existing backwardness, will therefore need more time than other European countries

to adapt to the radical new norms.

Commitments [...] related to the postulate of climate neutrality of the
entire EU, including Poland, go so far that today it is the most important
economic challenge in the EU from the Polish, but not only from the Polish,

point of view (Szymanski 2019).
Konrad Szymanski, viceminister of foreign affairs, Law and Justice govenment

At the same time, it was stressed that the EU proposals did not involve precise
calculations of the costs that would have to be incurred during the proposed transformation.
This was the main argument raised after the June 2019 summit, during which Poland refused to
accept the carbon neutrality commitment, and after the December summit when it asked for a

derogation.
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We cannot agree to significantly increasing climate obligations
without a carefully written burden-sharing map and compensation
mechanisms (Nawrot 2019).

Konrad Szymanski, viceminister of foreign affairs, Law and Justice government

We are saying "yes" to a zero-carbon economy, but we are also
saying: let's set a path and a way to get there that will not artificially lower
the level of competitiveness of the Polish economy, among others (Nawrot
2019)

Jadwiga Emilewicz, minister of entrepreneurship and technology, Law and Justice

government

Poland is not saying "no, because no." Poland is asking: how to do
it. Before we agree to 2050, we need to know how to do it, how it will be
financed, how the problems | mentioned earlier will be addressed,

particularly a different starting point (Szymanski 2019).
Konrad Szymanski, viceminister of foreign affairs, Law and Justice govenment

However, the June European Council summit was a threatening moment in the narrative
of the ruling party. The initiative came from the strongest countries in the Union, and Poland
was under strong pressure. Polish position also resulted in a "very serious political dispute™
(Szymanski 2019) with representatives of other countries. If not for the prime minister's stance,
the situation could have ended up forcing Poland to make commitments that would have put a
financial burden on generations of Poles. It was similar at the December summit. As the head

of Law and Justice, Jaroslaw Kaczynski, summed it up, praising the prime minister:

A huge danger has been avoided. | am referring to a very expensive
energy transition that could jeopardize our economy, which we would have

had no control over (wPolityce.pl 2019h).
Jarostaw Kaczynski, chief of Law and Justice

The Polish veto, government representatives explained, was, in fact, a constructive
solution. It drew attention to factors that the promoters of the new solutions had neglected. By
taking such a position, Poland advocated that the process of achieving climate neutrality be
carefully planned and that the distribution of the associated burdens is spread fairly, according

to the capabilities of the economies of all EU countries, including the weaker ones. Therefore,

134



Poland's demand has created some sort of Solidarity Fund, which would serve to compensate

countries where the transition will require particularly large expenditures.

The Polish veto was more than just preventing the adoption of the
2050 goals. In the conclusions of the European Council, we wrote down, also
as a result of the efforts of Poland and countries allied with us in this matter,
very clear requirements and conditions under which we can imagine a map
for reaching climate neutrality. [...] Recognition that the energy and climate
transition must be fair, directly implying a discussion of energy costs for
citizens and companies and a balance between member states with a different
starting point. [...] The EU can be a leader in these changes and a protagonist
of climate change but cannot do so in isolation from economic realities
(Szymanski 2019).

Konrad Szymanski, viceminister of foreign affairs, Law and Justice government

Thus, the policy pursued by the Polish delegation was aimed at getting developed
countries to lend support to the ecological transformation - both Poland and other new EU

members.

Someone once could develop fantastically after World War 11 without
climate considerations at all. Today we are a country that is not as highly
developed as France, which has nuclear-based energy, very rich Germany,
or the Scandinavians, who have hydropower on the Scandinavian peninsula.
[...] We today need a good compensation package. [...] Those who have

developed fantastically must bear the highest costs (wPolityce.pl 2019b).
Mateusz Morawiecki, prime minister, Law and Justice government

And - in the narrative under discussion - this attitude has had the desired effect. After
the December summit, the prime minister could boast that, on the one hand, Poland will achieve
its climate goals at a slightly slower pace, and, on the other hand, a fund will be created with
very significant resources for its transformation towards achieving carbon neutrality. The effect
of the policy of those in power will thus be the appearance of new funds for modernizing the

economy.

Initially, it was said that the Fair Transformation Fund would be a

15-billion-dollar fund, and it is turning into a 100-billion-dollar fund. It is
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known that a significant part of this fund will accrue to Poland (wPolityce.pl
2019h).

Jarostaw Kaczynski, chief of Law and Justice

Therefore, making policy with the European Union is not an easy matter from the
perspective of the Law and Justice politicians. Strong actors are operating there who seek to
dominate the weaker ones. Sometimes their aspirations are not in line with Polish interests. The
Polish government is, therefore, sometimes put in a difficult position by its EU partners, and
sometimes, as in the Green Deal issues, it finds itself alone. Nonetheless, this is a political

game, that - when well played - brings favourable results to Poland.

6.3.3 Opposition (Civic Coalition including Civic Platform) frame: government

policy is an expression of its backwardness

Who tallks about the | What  causes/culprits | How do they evaluate | What solutions they
problem and how | they identify? the problem, culprits, in | suggest?
they define it? ethical terms?
Civic Coalition - |he government's | The government should | Poland should actively engage
government environmental policy | create long-term projects | in the Green Deal project, as
environmental policy | lacks forward thinking | to transform the Polish | only thiz can gparantee that
15 short-sighted The existing model of a | economy, otherwise 1t | Poland will receive significant

high-carbon  economy | will cease to  be | funds for the transformation of

will be 2 bamrier to | competitive. the economy.

development.

European climate policy

15 an opportunity to

modernize the Polish

ECONOMY.
Smaller  opposition | The world is facing the | The pgovernment should | Poland should actively join
parties - government | existential threat of global | undertake radical climate | the Green Deal project.
policies  reflect its | warming. The ruling | policies to counter global
backwardness coalition parties do not | threats.

vnderstand the challenges

of the modern world.

Table 24: "government policy is an expression of its backwardness" frame in Climate

In the frame of representatives of opposition groups (“Government policy is an
expression of its backwardness” frame), one cannot see a similar continuity of narrative.
Their statements on the topic under discussion here were rather occasional and only

occasionally referred to the specifics of the negotiations related to the Green Deal. Mostly, they
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tended to respond to general issues of environmental and climate policy (and the degree of their

desired radicalism).

Poland in 2019 was the audience of several happenings carried out by climate activists
(Bodalska 2019), and these circles were arguably the most visible carriers the discourse on the
need to undertake policies moving towards climate neutrality. However, as far as political
parties are concerned, minority parties tend to emphasize these issues significantly. Prominent
here is the Together party, which belongs to a coalition under the name Left, and the Greens,
which are part of the Civic Coalition. The ecological declarations of both of these minority
parties of their coalitions were much more ambitious than the programs of the leading groupings

in them (Barcikowska, Jaworowski, and Stepien 2019).

The Civic Platform, which is the opposition leader, remained fairly conservative on

climate issues in its fall 2019 election program. It declared, among other things:

We will not close mines as long as there is coal in them, and the cost
of mining will allow miners and their families to maintain a decent living. We
will not close coal-fired power plants as long as they can operate. There will
come a time when the mines will run out of deposits, and the power plants
will prove obsolete. Therefore, the share of coal in the Polish economy will
decline naturally. We will not lay off those working in coal mines and power
plants. In their place, we will finance the construction of modern, green
energy sources that will create new jobs. We will implement this change

systematically and rationally (Koalicja Obywatelska 2019).
Program of Civic Platform

This does not change the fact that its criticism of the government's actions has been more

forceful in public debates.

In policy-specific debates, representatives of the Civic Coalition pointed to the ruling
party's lack of long-term plans and its inability to confront the real costs of dragging its feet on

reforming energy-intensive and carbon-intensive parts of the economy.

The issue of RES development, the issue of civic energy, and energy
efficiency should be the subject of very deep reflection and real action from
now on. You are selling the right to emit CO2, and this money should be used
precisely for these three elements: RES, energy efficiency, and civic energy.
Meanwhile, you are proposing to us [...] that citizens' electricity bills will not
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increase by the end of the year. You say that there will also be a law for
energy-intensive companies. On the other hand, what about at the end of the
year? What is the long-term action plan for 2020, 2021, and 20227 (Rosa
2019).

Monika Rosa, member of Polish parliament, Modern party

There has also been outrage at various very specific moves, such as the wind energy
restrictions introduced by the Law and Justice governments or the policy on coal mining coal

use, which has led to a significant increase in coal imports from Russia.

However, an important element of the government's criticism was also the prospect of
combating global warming. In this context, the coalition of Polish right appeared to its

opponents as a grouping incapable of understanding historical challenges.

The consequences of climate change are well-known - drought, rapid
precipitation bringing floods, heat attacks, and species extinction. [...]
Poland is already experiencing frequent tornadoes, torrential downpours,
and problems with water supply to residents. These are not threats from
textbooks, this is the summer of 2019. Mr. Prime Minister, you need to act,
you need to courageously withdraw from the coal-based economy. You need
to listen to experts and the expectations of the public, above all the younger

generation (Hanajczyk 2019).
Agnieszka Hanajczyk, member of Polish parliament, Civic Platform

However, criticism of the government's environmental stance also involved, as in other
areas, pointing out the civilizational superiority of the opposition groups and their voters over

the conservative Law and Justice and its social base.

| think that this last issue, the issue of climate change, and this
discussion within the ruling camp around climate change are so very
symbolic because they show, first of all, the fundamental differences between
Law and Justice and the Civic Coalition, the civilizational differences in the
approach to the environment, our surroundings, water, air, plants, and

animals (Pomaska 2019).

Agnieszka Pomaska, member of Polish parliament, Civic Platform
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The Civic Platform's position on the Polish government's refraining from participating
in the Green Deal project, however, was pragmatic in its nature. Civic Coalition politicians
stressed that the government’s attitude leads to a failure to take advantage of the opportunities
offered by the program. They, therefore, presented the failure to join the project as a
reprehensible political mistake that limits Poland's modernization opportunities and harms its

development.

A week ago, Prime Minister Morawiecki announced an alleged huge
success. This supposed success was that Poland was granted an exemption
from achieving the EU's 2050 climate neutrality target. [...]
This decision was a clear example that this government is pursuing a short-
sighted policy of lack of ambition, a policy at the expense of the future and
security of our children and grandchildren, a policy at the expense of the
Polish economy. This decision leaves Poland, the only country that has
negated Europe's climate policy, without European political or financial
support, without a chance to participate with dignity in the Just Transition
Fund and the $100 billion budget that the European Union will allocate to
this task. Today, the government's climate and energy policy lacks ambition

and purpose (Tracz 2019).
Matgorzata Tracz, member of Polish parliament, Green party (Civic Coalition)

The assertion that the policies pursued by the Law and Justice governments were
inappropriate was based in this context not only on arguments based on the existence of climatic

risks but also on pragmatic financial calculation.
6.3.4 Summary

The object of this part of the analysis was to answer the question about the frames
articulated by the main Polish political parties in the context of the project initiated by the
European Union to bring the continent to climate neutrality. The analysis shows that while the
issue was framed as a response to a global problem at the EU level in Poland, the discussion of
the issue was fundamentally different. The most important actors defined environmental
problems at the national rather than global level, and the arguments they used referred to quite
specific problems and were pragmatic. Open discussion around global climate threats and
explicitly taking a stand on the issue remained the domain of weaker political actors. They

provided a backdrop for mainstream politicians and possible reinforcement of their arguments.
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The government camp very clearly articulated the pragmatic approach to climate issues.
While not disputing the existence of warming problems, it refrained from making statements
about the mechanisms of global climate change and framed its environmental policy in the
context of specific problems visible at the national level. The government camp similarly
formed the frame on his position on the Green Deal. It highlighted its progress in environmental
protection while pointing out limitations due to the relative backwardness of the Polish
economy. In turn, he located the question of participation in the project of achieving climate
neutrality within the framework of a discussion of financial possibilities: whether the country
could afford to make the relevant reforms and how much support it could receive from the EU
budget.

In addition to the broadcasters of mainstream frame, the government camp also
benefited from the voices of second-tier politicians acting as radicals. These took up some
polemics with this frame saying that climate change must be fought. They described it as a
potentially dangerous ideology, exploitable and used by actors pursuing interests not
necessarily in line with those of Poland. From their perspective, the political game around
climate issues appeared to be derivative of political games within the European Union. This
frame did not question the benefits of EU membership. Rather, it pointed out that politics inside
the organization is a game played by many powerful actors pursuing their own interests. Polish
government argued that, as a result, Polish policy must be decisive and assertive. In turn, this
framing of the issue was a jab at the main opposition force, Civic Platform, often presented as

a grouping that succumbs to the influence of powerful actors in EU politics, primarily Germany.

Opposition groups used a similar way of formulating messages. Although their
politicians more often reached for “climate™ arguments, the mainstream criticism of the
government concerned the weaknesses and backwardness of specific measures taken in the area
under discussion here. Arguments referring to global threats, on the other hand, were the
domain of smaller and weaker groupings. Although they were well visible in the media, and the
decision-making circles of the larger opposition parties were eager to invite them into their

coalitions, their voice was not reflected much in serious program declarations.

In the practice of the large groupings, appealing to arguments related to the global
climate crisis tended to serve the purpose of presenting themselves as an enlightened and
progressive force (in contrast to the backward government camp) and was used. Nevertheless,
criticism of the government's decision to refrain from declaring the Union's accepted deadline

for achieving climate neutrality was again largely pragmatic. Although it referred to the issue
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of climate risks, it largely exposed the financial losses that Poland would incur by not being

able to make full use of the EU funds allocated for this purpose.
6.4 Next Generation EU

The year 2020 was the year of the COVID pandemic and a period in which the people
of Poland, like those of the rest of the Globe, were disrupted by the difficulties and restrictions
associated with the commonly imposed quarantines and self-isolation obligations. It can be
assumed that European politics were not at the centre of Poles' attention at this point, and while
political disputes did not die out, they were not as paramount as the ills of everyday life. For
this reason, the emergence of the prospect of a new European fund to rebuild the economy in
the aftermath of the epidemic was less reflected in the public space than political events of

similar importance used to occupy.

Government (Law and Justice) frame: we won a big package of development
funds! Opposition (Civic Coalition including Civic Platform): but you will not

get it!

Who talks about the
problem and how

they define it?

What  causes/culprits
they identify?

How do they evaluate
the problem, culprits, in

ethical terms?

What solutions

they

suggest?

Law and Justice - we
won a great package of
development funds!

The pandemic has ledtoa
slowdown in economic
development.

The Evuropean Union is
the organization that
should find the tools
needed for economic
TECOVEry.

The government should
strive to bring EU aid to
Poland.

The government is pursuing
effective policies at the EU
level. Citizens should be
satisfied and wvote for the
parties in the government
coalition.

Table 25: "we won a big package of development funds!" frame in NGEU

Who talls about the
problem and how
they define it?

What  causes/culprits

they identify?

How do they evaluate
the problem, culprits, in

ethical terms?

What solutions

they
suggest?

Civic  Copalition -
obtaining funds from
the Reconstruction
Fund will be
conditional

The pandemic has led to a
slowdown in economic
development.

The Euvropean Union i
taking steps to rebuild
European economies.

The European Union is
proving itself in action.

Citizens should vote for the
opposition, because the right-
wing government does not
guarantee that we will receive
the allocated funds.

Table 26: "but you will not get it!" Opposition frame in NGEU
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In the first half of 2020, the ruling coalition (“We won a big package of development
funds!” frame) remained critical of how the EU institutions handled the problems arising from
the pandemic. The subject of criticism was the Commission's inability to propose and produce
some common tools and the problems that occurred, for example, in the context of joint vaccine
purchases. These weaknesses were a pretext for saying that nation-states, particularly, proved
themselves in crises. At the same time, the Union's structures were not quick and flexible
enough in their operation. In a well-known parliamentary speech from March 2020, Prime
Minister Mateusz Morawiecki even stated that "the European Union has not yet given a cent to
fight the coronavirus,™ only to elaborate a few days later that EU assistance in this regard was
anything but

moving money from one pocket within the finances of the Polish state into
another pocket (Wolska and Zbytniewska 2020).

Mateusz Morawiecki, prime minister, Law and Justice government

And when the prospect of a new EU fund arose, the government tried, to the extent
possible, to give credit for this to its own efforts. In a tweet dated May 27, 2020, President

Andrzej Duda wrote:

In a letter to EU leaders, | wrote about the need to support the EU economy.
Faced with the effects of COVID-19, Poland urged Europe for an ambitious budget.
There is a success! An Economic Reconstruction Fund of €750 billion will be created,

and Poland will be among its largest beneficiaries (Duda 2020).
Andrzej Duda, President of Poland
In parallel, Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki struck similar tones:

At first, it looked different, but today we see that our demands have also
penetrated the consciousness of our partners in Western Europe. This proves that
Poland's voice in Europe is considered, heard, and appreciated. | am very happy about

this, as I postulated the Marshall Plan for Europe (Pankowska 2020).
Mateusz Morawiecki, prime minister, Law and Justice government

Above all, it was about the size of the funds to be allocated to Poland in the planned

program. A communiqué posted on the website of the Prime Minister's Office by government

officials on May 28, 2020 stated:
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After Spain and lItaly, Poland will be the third net beneficiary of the EU's
economic recovery fund after the COVID-19 crisis. According to the European
Commission's proposal, the fund will amount to 750 billion euros, of which almost 64
billion euros will go to Poland. These will be in addition to the new EU budget for 2021-
2027, which is expected to be €1.1 trillion. [...]
The European Commission's proposal showed a significant increase in the areas that
Poland cared most about. These are the use of cohesion policy in the fight against the
effects of the pandemic, where the budget is to increase by 55 billion euros, and
agricultural policy, for which 24 billion euros more (compared to the EC's 2018
proposal) are foreseen. From this pool, significant funds will accrue to Poland
(Kancelaria Prezesa Rady Ministrow 2020a).

Mateusz Morawiecki, prime minister, Law and Justice government and
Andrzej Duda, President of Poland

The opposition (“But you will not get it!” frame) affirmed the appearance of a stream
of new funds but pointed out that the Reconstruction Fund project was not the work of the
government but an initiative of major EU countries. At the same time, any statements about the
Reconstruction Funds appeared in the context of other problems that were growing around
Poland's use of EU funds. Consequently, the topic of the Reconstruction Fund as a separate
issue tended not to appear in the opposition's frame. This is because the comments in which it
appeared generally tied it to the problem of the conditionality of receiving European funds
(Rozanska 2020).

After the budget negotiations in Brussels, the prime minister and his supporters
argued that Poland got everything it wanted and that access to EU money would not be
conditioned on compliance with the rule of law. European Council President Charles
Michel and European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen say the exact
opposite. Who to believe? (Sikorski 2020).

Radostaw Sikorski, member of Polish parliament, Civic Platform

Since the idea that obtaining EU money should be conditioned on control of the rule of
law was increasingly present in EU forums, the opposition's frame on EU funds was already

primarily concerned with the likelihood of introducing such mechanisms.
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6.4.1 Summary

The EU Reconstruction Fund project has made little appearance in the Polish public
space as a topic in its own right. On the one hand, it was covered by topics related to the COVID
pandemic. On the other hand, most of the communication concerning it was at the same time
about other European funds and the growing threat of the EU institutions' application of the
conditionality mechanism to Poland based on an assessment of the rule of law. Thus, although
the government tried to present the adopted shape of the Fund as a success, this communication
did not find much public resonance, as it was counterbalanced by the fact that it was generally
unclear what the real possibilities for Poland to use these funds would look like. Because the
mechanism of conditionality essentially blocked the possibility of obtaining money from the
Reconstruction Fund, today, one can point to the hopes associated with this program as a
symbol of the failure and helplessness of the Law and Justice government in its clash with

European institutions.
6.5 Rule of Law Conditionality

Shortly after they won the elections, in the early autumn of 2015, the new ruling party,
Law and Justice, initiated a series of amendments to laws aimed at changing the system of the
Polish judiciary. The reforms affected key institutions of the legal system and were introduced
gradually, and the process has not been completed to this day. From the perspective of the years,
it can be assessed that they were not well prepared, and the procedures for their enactment were
often questionable due to haste or unwillingness to engage in a substantive discussion with
opponents. In the face of objections from opposition parties and social and European Union
institutions, their authors used a confrontational strategy of accomplished facts, which triggered

a string of political conflicts that continues to this day.

They presented the judicial model they were changing as uncooperative and corrupt. At
the same time, they pointed out the existence of political connections between the judicial elite
and the elites of the previous ruling team. They argued that the judicial elite, particularly the
composition of the Constitutional Court that existed in 2015, was geared in advance to block
the reform program announced by the new majority. They appeared as a political ally of the
outgoing ruling team and, at the same time, as a defender of the oligarchic and unchangeable
system formed in Poland after 1989.

The issue of judicial reforms introduced by the government has become a flagship

subject of contestation from the opposition. Its stance in this conflict was no less
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confrontational. It accused the ruling groups that their legislative measures went beyond the
existing constitutional order. They argued that the judicial institutions in their old form were
institutions of the rule of law and that their dismantling by the new majority was a way of
dismantling the limitations of the tri-partite government. They, therefore, presented the ruling
right as a force reaching for dictatorial power, which will not countenance any legal and

institutional constraints in the future.

The events surrounding the reform of the judiciary in Poland, and the violent public
protests associated with it, quickly became the focus of the EU institutions. Just three months
after the Constitutional Court Act was first amended, the European Commission decided that
the situation in Poland required a sharp EU response. On its recommendation, in January 2016,
the Polish political conflict became the subject of proceedings under Article 7 of the Treaty on
European Union, an action without precedent in the Union's history. In the months and years
that followed, the conflict progressed and deepened. The Polish government continued its
reforms, which was the subject of disagreement on the part of the Polish opposition. In doing
so, it also disobeyed recommendations issued by the European institutions (Parliament and the
Commission). Finally, in 2020, in view of the de facto ineffectiveness of proceeding under
Acrticle 7 of the Treaty on European Union, the Commission decided to propose a mechanism
according to which a positive assessment by the EU institutions of the correct resolution of the
rule of law issue would become a condition for obtaining EU funds. The subject of this study
is the frames developed on this issue by Polish politicians in the second half of 2020 when this

issue was most strongly discussed.
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6.5.1 Government (Law and Justice) frame: We defend the empowerment of

Union member states

Who tallss about the
problem and how
they define it?

What  causes/culprits

they identify?

How do they evaluate
the problem, culprits, in

ethical terms?

What solutions

they

suggest?

Law and Tustice - we

defend the
empowerment of EU
member states

EU institutions are trving
to interfere in Poland's
internal politics.

The accusations leveled
against Polish legislation
have no  substantive
justification. They are a
manifestation of the
political struggle directed
against right-wing parties

Poland must defend its
autonomy  within  the
Union.

The struggle it 1z waging
1z a defense of the model
of the FEurope of
Homelands against the
centralist model
advocated by the Union's
strongest states.

The government must pursue
an assertive and unyielding
policy on an issue that is
crucial to the Union.

and an expression of the
EU institutions' desire for
centralization.

Table 27: "We defend the empowerment of Union member states" frame in Rule of Law

The subject of the frame we are discussing here (“We defend the empowerment of
Union member states” frame) was not the specific regulations themselves, introduced by the
Polish government and parliament. It was the question of the legitimacy of subjecting them to
external scrutiny by EU institutions. In general, the Polish government camp took the position
that, as a legally elected parliamentary majority, whose rule was confirmed by re-election in
2019, it had full authority to introduce, including significant changes to Polish legislation. In
turn, it argued that objections and protests to them beyond the parliamentary route were not
legitimate. In particular, this applied to control or disciplinary proceedings initiated by

European Union institutions.

As early as 2016, when the issues of reform of the Polish judiciary began to stand up in
the forums of EU institutions, politicians of the Polish ruling camp used two main arguments.
First, they took the position that, according to the EU treaties, these institutions have no legal
authority to pronounce on the judicial system of member states.

The system of the judiciary is an area not covered by EU law, and
involving the EP or EC in this matter violates the basic principles of the EU
treaty. We are implementing the judicial reform that is needed and expected
by Poles (TVP INFO 2020).

Beata Szydto, former prime minister, Law and Justice government
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Secondly, they argued that the legislation introduced by the Polish government is the
fruit of the application of ordinary parliamentary procedure, and in its content, it does not differ
from the solutions used in other European countries. A frequent practice of argumentation on
the part of the ruling camp, was to point out that the solutions criticized in Poland find their
analogues in the legislation in force in other European countries, where their legitimacy is not
questioned. For example, one can quote the tweets of Deputy Foreign Minister Pawel Jablonski,

who found such a situation in Spanish legislation:

And in Spain: the government is changing the rules for the selection
of the NCJ there. Still (as in Poland), judges will be elected by parliament.
But instead of a 3/5 majority (as in Poland), it should be 50%+1. [...] |
wonder if @VeraJourova will intervene (wPolityce.pl 2020b)

Pawet Jabtonski, vice minister of foreign affairs, Law and Justice government

Another argument used by politicians of the government camp was to point to the fact
that many other countries of the Union, could also be accused of irregularities in the judicial
system, in their view, much more serious than those alleged against the Polish system. This is
well illustrated by the words uttered by Law and Justice MEP Zdzistaw Krasnodg¢bski at the

European Parliament:

[...] take, for example, a country that is regarded as a model of liberal
democracy. | am referring to Germany. For decades, judicial circles in
Germany have been calling for reforms that fully realize the principle of
democracy, the separation of powers, and judicial independence in the
German judiciary. [...] [here are 3 examples of calls by judicial circles to
limit the influence of political parties on the courts]. I could multiply these
examples. The same is true in many other countries where judges can be
political party members. Everywhere there is political influence on the

selection of judges. (Krasnodebski 2018)
Zdzistaw Krasnodgbski, member of European parliament, Law and Justice

In turn, citing similar examples served to indicate that the EU institutions, in their
criticism of the Polish legal system, allow double standards, according to which the same
solutions are fully approved in some countries, while in some, such as Poland, they are pointed
out as unacceptable. Such an attitude, it is argued, is something that should not happen in the

European Union.

147



The judicial system is an internal matter of member states, and every
EU country must be treated the same; double standards are a violation of the
European rule of law (wPolityce.pl 2020b).

Pawel Jabtonski, vice minister of foreign affairs, Law and Justice government

Such unequal treatment, however, according to representatives of Poland's ruling party,
has several sources related to certain more general trends present in the European Union.
According to right-wing politicians, one of them is the condescending treatment of smaller
countries by the strongest EU states. This is particularly true of the "new EU countries”, which,
having had the experience of the communist system, are poorer and carry the burden of
institutional and cultural remnants of communism.According to those politicians, the EU
opposition to the Polish judicial reforms is further motivated by worldview differences: the
aversion of European mainstream groups to attitudes of political conservatism. They argued
that the numerous disputes dividing the Polish government with the EU institutions today are
political in nature and stem from the fact that, dominant in the European establishment today,
leftist and liberal elites actively fight groupings with a right-wing profile, presenting them as
populist, backward and authoritarian. Therefore, when it turns out that in Poland, as in parts of
Central and Eastern Europe, conservative values remain well entrenched, many mainstream
politicians consider this phenomenon a threat and believe that conservative groupings should

be excluded from the democratic community.

Europe, or rather Western civilization as a whole, is now governed
by a conglomerate of parties that call themselves - and are called by others -
the political mainstream. [...]. Poland is one of the few countries where there
is still a division between left and right: we didn't have our May 1968, and
the conservative movement had a huge part in the nation's survival under
communist rule and the abolition of communism. So, the conservative side is
still quite strong. And this is something that, in the eyes of the European
mainstream (American, Australian, etc.), is an anomaly. According to this
mainstream, Conservatives should no longer exist, have been wiped out by
the wave of progress, or should align themselves with leftist ideology (like

the German Christian Democrats or other similar parties) (rlegutko.pl 2019).

Ryszard Legutko, member of European parliament, Law and Justice
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Therefore, the dispute between the European Union and Poland has an ideological
dimension. At the same time, it does not stem from Polish conservatives not respecting the
values enshrined in the EU treaties. Instead, it stems from the fact that "mainstream" politicians
interpret these treaties differently than when they were signed. The ideological disputes that the
EU institutions are having with Poland today stem from the fact that these institutions are trying
to force on Poland new, more progressive interpretations of those values that are alien to Poles
and that differ from those they espoused when they joined the Union.

The next problem is, in the eyes of Polish right-wing politicians, the tendency toward
centralization and federalization of the Union. As they reiterate, Poland is not ready for the
federative option and favours the model of the Europe of Homelands (Bienczyk-Missala 2020).
Meanwhile, in the view of Polish politicians, the European institutions, in particular the
Commission and the Parliament, are increasingly using a federalist logic in their actions. At the
same time, these tendencies are subliminal and do not find expression in open debate. They are
carried out in the form of modifications to existing procedures, which change the practice of
the Union's operations without any discussion of how they relate to the content enshrined in the
Treaties. Germany and France in particular are proponents of such solutions. This is because
they are not interested in partnership relations with the smaller and weaker states of the Union

but seek to centralize the Union under their leadership (Piechocki and Wyszynski 2021).

And, if we take this aspect into account at face value, in the view of Polish right-wing
politicians, the issue of pushing through mechanisms that allow EU institutions to discipline
member states has significance beyond the dispute over judicial reforms in Poland itself. This
is because the attempt to introduce a conditionality mechanism involves introducing a federalist
logic into EU procedures, weakening the position of individual states in favour of the
dominance of central institutions. This is an attempt that goes beyond the logic of the Union's
constitutive treaties, which, to make matters worse, is being introduced "through the side door,"

without the fundamental political discussion that should take place in such a situation.

In Article 7, we have explicitly enshrined the equality of all states and
the element of unanimity in deciding whether the rule of law has been
violated. In this regulation - which regulates a similar or the same matter,
that is, compliance with the rule of law - these elements of equality and
unanimity are not preserved. We do not have unanimity preserved, only a
qualified majority.
The regulation negotiated by the German presidency [Autumn 2020],
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circumvents the provisions of Article 7. For any lawyer, this is a normatively
unacceptable thing because, glaringly, this regulation would constitute an
act of radically illegitimate law within the EU institutions. In defence of the
rule of law in the EU, Poland's position is such and will remain such that this
regulation cannot be accepted because it would be an act of incredible

hypocrisy (Businessinsider 2020).
Zbigniew Rau, minister of foreign affairs, Law and Justice government

The assessment of the rule of law can only take place according to the
treaties based solely on Article 7. And the mechanism for assessing the so-
called rule of law is an extra-treaty mechanism, illegal and changes the
system. Penalization of a member country is no longer an organization of
sovereign states, it is a federal state. This is also at the systemic-symbolic

level crossing the Rubicon (wPolityce.pl 2020a).
Jacek Saryusz-Wolski, member of European parliament, Law and Justice

The position of the Polish right-wing government, as politicians associated with it
explain, is therefore not an anti-EU or Eurosceptic position. It is a full-fledged voice on the
shape of the Union, in which Poland wants to remain, and considers its presence very beneficial
to itself. It is a statement in favour of the Union retaining its current shape - a union of closely
cooperating but fully autonomous nation-states, which agree on their cooperation based on

consensus without creating central institutions that would force them to do something.

We say a resounding yes to the European Union and a resounding no
to punitive mechanisms. We are in favour of abiding by European treaties.
But it must be made clear that no one will force us to implement someone

else's visions (Polska Agencja Prasowa SA 2020).
Mateusz Morawiecki, prime minister, Law and Justice government

In the context described above, the behaviour of the opposition appeared to politicians
of the Polish right as particularly reprehensible. On the one hand, they criticized the opposition
as those who cannot accept their defeat in the elections and by all means, including outside
Poland, are trying to bring about a weakening or change of the government. In particular, as the
Polish government media argued, the possibility of blocking the flow of European funds to
Poland raised the opposition's hopes of lowering support for the ruling right-wing parties
(Piechocki and Wyszynski 2021).
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On the other hand, they pointed out that the pro-German foreign policy orientation of
governments led by Civic Platform politicians. EU officials from Poland, appointed under the
Civic Platform government, were also pointed to as accomplices in EU decisions that were
unfavourable to the Polish government (Pankowska 2019). A person portrayed in a particularly
unfavourable light was also the former prime minister and leader of the Civic Platform, Donald
Tusk, who was elected president of the European Council against the strong objections of the
Polish government. This, in turn, was used to make even stronger accusations, portraying the
opposition, speaking at the EU forum against the Polish government, as an entity subordinate

to foreign interests, in fact, speaking against Poland.

As negotiations began at the European Council, crucial to the subsequent introduction
of the conditionality mechanism, fundamental questions of the political architecture of the
European Union largely receded into the background. Government representatives spoke
primarily of possible gains: in the form of significant funds from the 2021 - 2027 budget and
threats in the form of conditioning their receipt on the procedures for control of the rule of law.
This involved oscillating, almost schizophrenic narratives, as once the government's complete
success was announced, the other time radical moves were threatened, announcing a veto of the
EU budget and further escalation of the conflict. In the final calculus, however, the triumphalist
narrative prevailed. Thus, the July and December European Council summits were presented
as negotiating successes for the prime minister, in which threats were circumvented and money
from EU funds was saved. Thus, after the December summit, Prime Minister Morawiecki

proclaimed a "double victory."

Key negotiations are behind us. At stake was 770 billion zlotys, thanks
to which we will be able to develop faster and reduce the gap with the richest
countries in Europe. We did not give up any provision negotiated a few days
ago jointly with Hungary and the German presidency[...] The conditionality
mechanism was limited by very precise criteria. The adopted conclusions
block the possibility of changing these rules against Poland in the future
(Kancelaria Prezesa Rady Ministrow 2020b).

Mateusz Morawiecki, prime minister, Law and Justice government

However, the Minister of Justice, who is in conflict with the Prime Minister over the

rule of law issues, among other issues, took a different view:
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The decision to adopt the regulation in the budget package without
legally binding safeguards is a mistake. The regulation conditioning the use
of the European Union budget due to Poland on the arbitrary, political, and
ideological assessment of the European Commission will, unfortunately,
come into force (Wolska 2020).

Zbigniew Ziobro, minister of justice, Law and Justice government
As it later turned out, the latter interpretation was accurate.

6.5.2 Opposition (Civic Platform) frame: Government leads to

policy
degradation of Poland's role in Europe

Who talks about the
problem and how

they define it?

What  causes/culprits

they identify?

How do they evaluate
the problem, culprits, in

ethical terms?

What

suggest?

solutions

they

Civic  Platform -
government  policy
leads to degradation of
Poland's position in
Europe

The Law and Justice
government is distancing
itzelf from important
European Union projects.

The Law and Justice
government 15
introducing reforms that
are dangerous to the
democratic system.

It 15 necessary to support
the activities of the EU
nstitutions, which foster
democracy  and  the
development of EU
countries.

Deepening integration is
the natural direction of
the Union's development.

The Law
government
disciplined.

and
should

Tustice
be

The European Union is
concerned about
democracy mm member
countries and is locking
for tools to influence
them.

The policies of Law and
Justice are cawvsing the
country not to benefit
from Union membership,
as 1t should.

Table 28: "Government policy leads to degradation of Poland's role in Europe" frame in Rule of Law

The frame of opposition politicians (“Government policy leads to degradation of
Poland's role in Europe” frame) was not as elaborate as that of the government camp
conducting real state policy. Two main vectors can be distinguished in it: radical and
comprehensive criticism of the ruling camp and affirmation of the European Union's actions.
Given that the opposition consisted of several parties, it should also be noted that their rhetoric
was diverse and not necessarily consistent. The opposition groups generally presented
themselves as pro-European. Nevertheless, in public discourse, they did not seriously explore
the ramifications for the country should the EU funds become conditional on rule of law

principles.
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In general, opposition groups criticized the government's foreign policy and European
relations. They argued that Law and Justice's policies are lowering Poland's authority and

weakening it in international relations.

Opposition alleged that the government camp did not articulate any intelligible vision
for the European Union. In their view, its actions in theirs boiled down to nothing more than a

search for opportunities to obtain additional money from the EU budget.

[...] I look with disbelief at how less and less the Polish voice matters
in the European Union. Poland has voluntarily excluded itself from the
conversation about the EU, and this discussion is a discussion about what
kind of Europe we want. Do we want a Europe in which two countries say,
"give us money, open our economic borders, and otherwise leave us
alone?"(RMF FM 2018).

Elzbieta Bienskowska, European commissioner for industry and entrepreneurship,

Civic Platform

Moreover, the opposition expressed, the belief that the policies pursued by the Polish
government, including its cooperation with - also negatively assessed in Europe - Hungary have
negative consequences for the entire region of Central and Eastern Europe. Reluctance to join
the mainstream of EU policy, refusal to participate in important EU projects, such as the
common currency, in the long run were to lead to successive withdrawal from the Union.

Analogous to the term Brexit, the term post-Brexit was used.

Law and Justice rule is an undeclared Polexit. The symbolic
expression of this is the withdrawal of the EU flag from Prime Minister
Szydlo's office, while the real manifestation is the very exclusion of Poland
from the centre of EU decision-making and the violation of rules enshrined
in European treaties. The Weimar Triangle is practically non-existent,
Poland has ceased to set the tone for community initiatives such as the
Eastern Partnership and the Energy Union, we are absent from the creation
of the seeds of European defence, and we do not exist in the debate on the
future of the eurozone. All of Poland's significant personnel assets on the
European stage date from before 2015. Formally we are in the EU, but in

reality, it is increasingly as if we are not in it (Rzeczpospolita 2019b).

Janusz Lewandowski, member of European parliament, Law and Justice
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Opposition groups have generally affirmed the critical voices coming from the Union
toward the Polish government. Nevertheless, the official position of the main opposition party,
Civic Platform was against introducing the conditionality mechanism. In turn, the rationale for
this stance was the belief that if such a mechanism is introduced, Poland will lose real budget
revenues. According to the cited chairman of the Civic Platform in 2018, the representatives of
the opposition, despite even a highly critical attitude towards the government, should not agree
to this:

I am a representative of the largest opposition party, but I want to
make it very clear here that we will not agree to tie these things together.
Governments, even the toughest or most difficult ones, change. Parliaments
change, governments change, and the budget stays (INTERIA.PL 2018).

Grzegorz Schetyna, chief of Civic Platform

Nevertheless, when, in 2020, the Polish and Hungarian governments began to
announce that they would oppose the conditionality mechanism by vetoing the EU
budget, such an attitude was commented on with anger. As Member of the European

Parliament Andrzej Halicki from Civic Platform explained:

No one who is guided by the law doubts that the rule of law
mechanism is treaty-based and should serve all states. Besides, the power
that does not steal has nothing to fear. [...] We are glad that Prime Minister
Morawiecki has come to his senses and decided not to deprive Polish
students, farmers, miners, or entrepreneurs of huge resources. We hope that
the same attention to the interests of our country will also translate into the
implementation of EU climate goals.”(Devavry 2020).

Andrzej Halicki, member of European parliament, Law and Justice

In conclusion, opposition politicians generally presented a pro-EU narrative and
advocated a model of deeper integration. Some politicians expressed the belief that such a
model would be more beneficial for Poland, also because smaller countries, in their view, would
benefit more from a centralized Union than from the model in place so far, which is precisely
dominated by the strongest players (Rzeczpospolita 2019b). Nevertheless, concerning the
issues of interest here of introducing a conditionality mechanism, they did not articulate any
well-defined concept of how to proceed. They affirmed the position of the EU institutions,
which, being critical of their political competitors at home, they saw as beneficial to themselves.
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However, they did not generate their own specific solutions that could provide a separate or

mediating voice in the Polish government's dispute with the EU.
6.5.3 Summary

The conflict that was triggered by the reforms of the Polish justice system introduced
by the Law and Justice government has developed into the most serious political dispute the
Polish government has had with EU institutions. The Polish government probably did not
expect such a strong stance from the EU. However, when the EU institutions were taking further
steps to roll back the changes in legislation, the issue became a space of important ideological
confrontation for it. In doing so, Polish government stance was consistent and in line with the
conservative views of Polish right-wing groups and the everyday expectations of its electorate
regarding the European Union as an organization of independent states rather than a federation.
However, it undoubtedly diverged from the expectations of the leading political forces in the

European Union.

In this context, it is difficult to understand both the position and the decisions that Prime
Minister Mateusz Morawiecki took at the European Council summit in December 2020. In
exchange for not very clear promises of concessions, he agreed to the introduction of the
conditionality mechanism against which his political camp had previously protested so long
and ardently. A possible explanation for the incident is that the prime minister and the Polish
delegation genuinely believed that the eventual application of the mechanism would be subject

to significant and government-controlled restrictions. However, this was a misconception.

However, this belief set a further frame developed by the government camp regarding
this issue. In fact, the government focused on the abuse and failure of trust of the Polish side by
the EU institutions. Both referring to the events of the end of 2020, as well as to the negotiations
to follow later on regarding the application of the conditionality mechanism (in which
politicians of the ruling camp agreed to adopt specific legal solutions expected by the European
Commission) for those in power declared that the EU side had not kept to the arrangements
made, not allowing the funds due to Poland to be released.

For the Polish opposition, the topic of conditionality was not a convenient one. On the
one hand, the Union's position provided support for the opposition's protests against the judicial
reforms, and the dispute the government entered into with the EU institutions allowed it to be
presented as an entity pursuing the wrong policy. On the other hand, however, it was difficult
for the opposition to unequivocally advocate cutting Poland off from EU funds. Similarly, at
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the level of the message directed to the average voter, it was difficult for the opposition to enter
into a clear argument about the prospects for the transformation of the European Union. In fact,
while interacting with countries and groupings favouring deeper integration, the opposition was
unlikely to be interested in an open national debate on the subject, as it would probably not
have received clear majority support on this issue either. Therefore, as in many other areas, its
approach focused on scoring the ruling camp's weaknesses rather than clearly presenting its

alternative development project.
6.6 General summary

The position presented on the issues discussed in the Polish part of the analysis by the
ruling camp was relatively consistent and in line with its general attitude toward the European
Union. It was derived from the vision of the Union as an organization that provides individual
countries with various benefits from cooperation but does not have the power to coerce them
into joint projects and does not impose central priorities and preferences on them. Poland's

participation in a Union understood in this way was subject to their strong affirmation.

Such an approach had consequences for the actually formulated expectations of the
Union as a space for free trade, facilitated cooperation, and a source of pro-development funds
resulting from, for example, the cohesion policy or the common agricultural policy.
Consequently, those in power were eager to expose all events related to the formation of the
EU budget, the creation of new funds, often overexposing their own merits in their creation, or
the benefits they were to bring to Poland. On the other hand, they resented initiatives in which
member countries were expected to submit to some centrally determined regulations. This was
particularly the case with the problems of the migration crisis and the climate crisis, which were
also not among their ideological priorities. Important drawbacks of these projects from their
point of view also included the fact that they did not carry with them any special opportunities

for gaining special advantages from the point of view of electoral support.

However, such an approach was not conducive to cooperation between the Polish
government and EU institutions, leading to a growing conflict that could legitimately be
presented as an ideological conflict. In accordance with the frames of the discourse it carried,
the Polish government did not enter into a conflictual relationship with the European Union but,
on the contrary, defended its specific shape, consistent with its own beliefs. The political

disputes it entered, were not so much conflicts with EU institutions as with specific ideological
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options and the politicians promoting them (e.g., Vera Jourova, Franz Timmermans), including

in particular the idea of the Union as a centralized federation of state-participants.

The discourse of the main opposition party (Civic Platform) was not characterized by a
similar consistency of frames. On the one hand, Civic Platform stood in alliance with smaller
parties on detailed issues generally much more radical than it. On the other hand, on many
issues (e.g., compulsory relocation of refugees or moving away from a coal-based economy),
Civic Platform was not ready to support radical demands knowing that the majority of voters
would not support them. In many cases, therefore, its discourse was unclear and inconsistent.
On the one hand, the party criticized the government's priorities. On the other hand, it suggested
to voters that its way of doing politics would allow the same priorities to be implemented more
effectively. Similar ambiguities characterized Civic Platform's position on the European Union.
On the one hand, the party tended to express pro-integration views, while on the other it did not

enter into a discussion with the popular idea of a "Europe of Homelands" professed by the ruling

party.
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7 Slovakia: Surprisingly consensual, or just confused?

The V4 countries have experienced democratic backsliding and a resurgence of
populism, leading to social fragmentation and a gradual erosion of the rule of law. The interest
in EU and its policies remains low, as the below average turnout in 2019 European Parliament
elections confirmed. The ReviveEU project seeks to understand the underlying mechanisms
behind societal polarization around vital issues, particularly in newer EU Member States. It
focuses on four main issues - climate, migration, rule of law, and Next Generation EU - that
have proven controversial in the region and have the potential to be discussed over the coming
years. This chapter focuses on the above-mentioned issues from the discourse analysis

perspective in Slovak politics.

The analysis aims to map the understanding of four issue areas in the four societies, and
to highlight how populism is being used to shape voters' attitudes and justify attacks on the rule
of law. A vast corpus of relevant texts in public archives, websites, media outlets, and social
media is used to analyse discourse and regional trends, moving research beyond single case

studies.
7.1 Introduction to Slovak politics between 2018-2020

For the discourse analysis, a general overview of the party system in Slovakia is merited,
providing the readers with insight into the existing power relations and introducing relevant

actors that formed the frames and discourses during the analysing period of 2018-2020.

There are currently 11 political parties that were, are, and will likely be relevant for the
future of Slovak society and the political regime: Smer-SD, HLAS, PS, SaS, Smer-Rodina,
Republika, KDH, OLaNO, Demokrati, SNS, Aliancia. Of these parties, only seven were
relevant during the analysed period of 2018-2020; while the other 4 did not exist. Among these
non-existant ones are HLAS - formed by the former prime minister Peter Pellegrini with other
members of his faction that split from Smer-SD, or Republika - a political party created on the

ground from one fraction of LSNS.

In respect to this chapter, all relevant political actors need to be defined and placed in
the overall political and party environment to gain a broader and more detailed view of the

frame analysis of relevant topics.

Direction - Social democracy (Smer-SD 2021) has held firm and pro-European
positions for many years. The party, which until recently positioned itself as a left-wing and

communist successor, now includes some essential (Skolkay 2021) conservative-national

158



elements, such as emphasizing Slovak folk traditions, mythicization of the nation's history,
openly and pragmatically supporting Catholic bishops, and rejecting the rights of non-
heterosexual minorities (Sekerak 2019). Before the parliamentary elections of September 2023,
Smer-SD has shifted itself towards more anti-establishment and pro-Russian supported power

that has undermined and questioned the current political regime.

Ordinary people and independent personalities (Obycajni l'udia a nezavislé
osobnosti - OLCaNO) are the epitome of an anti-establishment, anti-elite alternative. Even its
name conveys a clear message about its potential voters: it is a typical protest party that drew
voters disillusioned with established political parties. The concept of a party that refuses to
become one effectively responded to the anti-party sentiment shared by many voters, allowing
them to express their dissatisfaction with the representatives of the established party system.
OLaNO has worked hard to be seen as more than just an anti-party or quasi-party but as the
polar opposite of a political party. OLaNO has consistently refused to evolve into a political

party and establish its organizational structures or membership base (Gyarfasova 2018).

We Are Family—Boris Kollar (Sme rodina - Boris Kollar) movement led by a wealthy
businessman and tabloid fixture Boris Kollar. The movement is strongly identity-oriented,
conservative, Eurosceptic, anti-immigrant, advocating for “traditional” family-values. It shares
values with Salvini's Identity and Democracy political group but did not win any seats in the
2019 European elections.

The Slovak National Party (Slovenska narodna strana) is led by Andrej Danko, former
president of the National Council of the Slovak Republic. The party is nationalistic,

Eurosceptic, Christian-oriented, and conservative in its political ideology.

The Bridge (Most-Hid) is a liberal-conservative party which advocates for minority
issues. However, in terms of minority issues, the party is more moderate than the Party of the
Hungarian Community (SMK, formerly known as the Party of the Hungarian Coalition), which
is almost entirely focused on minority issues in most aspects of its program. Most-Hid strives
to bridge the ethnic divide rather than acting solely as a minority group (Skolkay 2021).

For the people (Za'udi) is a centrist party set up by the former Slovak president Andrej
Kiska meant to care for people and “give them what they deserve.” It has successfully recruited
regional politicians. Veronika RemiSova, a former member of the OLaNO movement, is

currently the party leader.
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Progressive Slovakia (PS) is a social liberal and progressive political party founded in
Slovakia on November 28, 2017. Ivan Stefunko founded the party to create a centrist and liberal
political movement representing people who desired a "modern, open, and European country."
In 2019, the party's Zuzana Caputova was elected President of Slovakia. However, after
populist parties swept the elections in 2020, the party could not gain entry into the National
Council even though it emerged as the winner of the 2019 European parliamentary elections
(Skolkay 2021).

Freedom and solidarity (Svoboda a solidarita, SaS) is a liberal central-right party, led

since its foundation in 2009 by the economist Richard Sulik.

The Christian Democratic Movement (Krest'ansko-demokratické hnutie - KDH) is
the largest Christian democratic party in Slovakia. It is based on Christian and national identity
principles. Even though it has the largest regional and local structures, it has not been part of
the government since 2016. The KDH's rhetoric toward the EU was decisive in Slovakia's
integration process. However, following the country's entry into the EU, the party quickly
opposed further European integration and Turkey's entry into the EU. The Christian Democratic
Movement ensures the national legislatures' sovereignty during European integration and

opposes any form of EU political centralization (Gyarfasova 2018).

People's Party Our Slovakia (Slovak: Cudova strana nase Slovensko, LSNS) is a
radical, far-right party representing an anti-system alternative: the party is geographically
separated from all other political parties in the parliament. Above all, regarding Slovakia's core
geopolitical orientation, CSNS demanded that the country left the EU and NATO and started a
petition to hold a referendum on the subject. The party also opposes basic human rights
principles: it rejects minority rights and regularly makes anti-Semitic and dehumanizing
statements about the Roma minority (Skolkay 2021).

During the analysed period of June 2018-December 2020, the government coalition first
consisted of SMER-SD led by Peter Pellegrini, where the coalition partners were the nationalist
Slovak National Party and the liberal conservative party Most-Hid. Following the parliamentary
elections in February 2020, Igor Matovic¢ of the Ordinary people and independent personalities
(OLaNO) took the Prime Minister seat, in coalition with We are family, For the people and the

right-wing Freedom and solidarity. This government was in office until the beginning of 2021.
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7.2 Migration in Slovak politics: frames and discourses

2018 has become one of the most groundbreaking years in the history of the Slovak republic.
In February, the investigative journalist Jan Kuciak and his fiancée Martina Kusnirova were
killed at their residence in southern Slovakia. It was the first time a journalist was murdered in
the history of modern Slovakia. Kuciak was working on a report that allegedly revealed
connections between Prime Minister Robert Fico's administration and the Italian mafia. The
murder horrified the nation and sparked the largest wave of protests since the downfall of
communism. Thousands of protesters rushed to the streets calling for the resignations of the
police commissioner, interior minister, and prime minister, demanding an impartial
investigation, and early elections. As a consequence, the Prime minister Robert Fico resigned
in March 2018, and a new administration was formed. Peter Pellegrini, a representative of Fico's
Direction-Social Democracy (Smer-SD) party, was chosen by President Andrej Kiska to lead
the next administration. Fico still led the parliamentary caucus of Smer-SD.

As the double murder dramatically shocked the whole society and given it had a verified
connection to the ruling establishment, the whole political discourse thorough the year was
influenced by it. Notably, the municipal elections that took place in 2018 were marked by the
aftermath of the murders, as the candidates supported by coalition parties did not win in any of
the regional metropoles. Cities where candidates of these parties, mainly Smer-SD, have

previously served as mayors, lost their seats.

Another notable in 2018 event was that the presidential campaign was launched in 2018,
during which an unknown lawyer, Zuzana Caputova, announced her candidacy and was

gradually gaining popularity (Santora 2019).
7.2.1 Political-media landscape in Slovakia in 2018

The analysis was based on the collection of media visibility of political leaders and their
media appearances during the year 2018. The research was limited to the public political
discussion in the traditional media, as they provided leaders with the most space to present their
stances and ideological frames. The most visible speaker was the President of Parliament
(NRSR) Andrej Danko (SNS), followed by Robert Fico (Smer-SD), both from the governing
coalition parties. As for the opposition, Richard Sulik (SaS) appeared in public debates most
frequently.
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Overall appearance

Private or public

Top 3 most visible politicians

The most visible political
parties

Coalition  Opposition
(%) (%)
Richard Sulik - SAS SAS & Smer-SD (7 times)
Radio Private 60 40 Tgor Matovié - O132NO Most-Hid (6 times)
Béla Bugzr - Most-Hid QLaNO (5 times)
: : Peter Pellegrim - Smer-SD Smer-5D (20 times)
v (P;‘:’él;h;ép‘ﬂg' 5 06 L) A e e st SaS (10 tires)
EY Robert Fico - Smer-SD OLaNO0 (9 times)
- X Igor Matovié - OLaNO Smer-5D (17 times)
v fé*shc - PfT}fi 615 385 Andrej Danko - SNS SaS (16 times)
— Boris Kollar - Sme Rodina OLaND (15 times)
Andrej Danko - SNS Smer-5D (42 times)
v Private - TA3 60,9 39.1 Robert Fico - Smer-8D Sas & SNS (32 times)
Peter Pellesrini - Smer-5D OLaNO (18 times)
Richard Sulik - S5 g‘ﬁf&fj ;Lm“)
v Private - Markiza 66,7 333 Peter Pellegrini -Smer-5D I\;a i &3 OFaNO (2
Erik Tomas - Smer-8D timj; aNO (

Table 29: Overall appearance on political actors, political parties in major political discussion in Slovakia (year
2018); Source: (Newtonmedia 2019):

The analysis focused on the four central television political discussions on the public
media RTVS, and private media TV Markiza, TV JOJ, and TA3. The most popular radio

political discussion Brano Zavodsky live on a private Radio Express were also included.
7.2.2 Introduction to migration

Based on the observation, it can be claimed that migration has not been addressed as a
topic of major significance in Slovakia within the observed timeframe — a stark departure from
its significance during the 2015-2016 ‘migration crisis’ as well as the other countries within the
project. Most of the representatives avoided directly commenting on the subject and making
strong statements, being aware of the risk of possible loss of public support. Slovakia tried to
stay out of the centre of the debate, and its attitude toward the Global Migration Compact
discussed in Marrakesh and the European Pact on Migration and Asylum, being the most
relevant issues shaping the discourse, can be characterized as predominantly neutral, reserved,

and silently dismissive (Schierup et al. 2019).

Still, the common feature of all domestic actors is the assumption that the migration
issue should be resolved outside the European Union borders. This means that immediate and
preventive measures should be taken directly in the countries experiencing massive population
outflow. Nevertheless, despite this general agreement, several discursive approaches taken by

different officials of various ideological backgrounds have been identified:
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Neutral diplomatic rhetoric has been observed in the case of two of the three coalition
parties, Smer-SD and Most-Hid. The main protagonists in this instance were the parties' leaders,
Peter Pellegrini, and Béla Bugar. Unlike their coalition partners, Slovak National Party resorted
to a more direct rhetoric as the only coalition party making a solid statement on the issue. This
included a firm rejection of accepting migrants, and securitization of the topic, which could
often be marked as hate speech — par for the course given their populist pedigree. The party
representatives accused the EU of breaching the country's legislative sovereignty. In this case,

the party's MP Jaroslav Paska played a key role in inciting the discourse.

Lastly, an evasive approach was taken by the liberal opposition party SaS, which called
for minimizing the migration flow at the Schengen border, aiming to frame the issue as if it was
out of Slovakia's competence. Martin Klus and Richard Sulik, the party's leaders, primarily

represented this strategy.

Eventually, the whole debate on migration was reduced to a discussion on the Global
Migration Compact, which Slovakia refused to join along with the other V4 countries. Slovakia
also joined the rest of the Visegrad 4 countries when it came to rejecting quotas determining
the number of accepted migrants. Justifying these positions, the V4 countries emphasized the
otherness of Central Europe in its opposition to multiculturalism, defending their stance with
the argument of the protection of national sovereignty. However, compared to Poland and
Hungary, Slovakia took a more moderate stance in publicly expressing its views on the issue
within the EU member states (Kajanek 2022).
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Picture 4: Word cloud generator of the most used words in public speeches of Slovak politics about Migration

6.2.3. Discourse analysis of relevant actors in Slovak politics

In general, the analysed actors sought to push the topic of migration into the background
of the public debate. Changes in attitudes as such have been developed gradually over time.
Some actors have moved from a collective rejection of migration quotas to an eventual
admission that Slovakia would accept a limited number of migrants of a specific type. Others
have remained strictly opposed, describing the potential adoption of the pact as a serious
infringement on the country's sovereignty, resorting to the securitization of migration and

pointing out to the “dictate” coming from Brussels.

After the heated discussion on the quotas during the summer and early autumn of 2018,
the discourse was mostly limited to the UN Global Compact on Migration, becoming a highly
controversial issue among the European states, to which the political actors took different
stances. Slovakia's attitude towards the pacts ranged from neutral to openly dismissive, but there
were notable differences in how various political parties expressed their discontent. However,
the main Slovak political representatives avoided publicly making a solid statement in order to
keep a neutral position. A common concern of the political parties was the possible loss of
electoral support, as the majority of the population was not positively disposed toward the

arrival of migrants.
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6.2.3.1.  Migration Frames in Slovak politics

From a broader perspective, all the identified frames could be described as emphasizing
the otherness of the Central European region and pointing to cultural differences that imply
incompatibility between local and Western European values. After further narrowing of the

topic, three prevailing frames present throughout the political spectrum have been discovered:

1. Voluntary assistance: Slovak representatives approached the issue of migration
evasively. However, they collectively rejected the acceptance of migrants based on the
quota system while portraying the issue as a responsibility of the countries directly
affected by the migration flow. They put Slovakia in a position of a state helping the
European states most affected by the migration flow. Still, the European Union should
not see this as welcoming migrants into European territory but instead as volunteering

and a human act to help our European neighbours.

2. Cultural otherness: Some representatives, especially members of the Slovak National
Party, portrayed the Global Migration Compact as a threat to national sovereignty
regarding Slovakia's right to decide who can or cannot enter the country. They also
defended their position through the term of (cultural) otherness of Central Europe,
meaning that Central Europeans are different from people coming to Europe from other

continents, and different from the rest of the Western European populations.

Securitization as a frame for migration has also been identified from a broader
perspective (Futak-Campbell 2022). Generally, securitizing actors refers to the
protection of a nation's culture and borders. All the tools and forces at the European
level should be used to protect the Union but should not interfere within the national
borders of independent European states.

And lastly, securitization as a frame was strongly connected to the so-called
“Brussels (Western) dictate” to incorporate “their” values and ideology through the

Migration Pact. This frame dominated the (far) right of the political ideology spectrum.

3. Money can solve migration; help should be transferred directly to those countries
where migrants are coming. In turn, these first contact countries should stop and manage

migration at their borders.
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6.2.3.2.  Frame analysis: Who, How, and What.

To support a specific problem diagnosis or causal interpretation, the focus is placed on
specific frames as part of reality that formed the broader societal and political discourse. To
foster the analysis of the general understanding of how European policies are shaped and
perceived in Slovaks society, it is necessary to identify frames and try to understand how these

frames have developed over a particular topic, in this case, migration.
Who talks about a problem or an issue, and how do they define it?

During the discussion on the Migration Compact, various frames and discourses that
were interconnected, and overlapping were observed. The discussion did not occur largely
within the public media but on social networks. There, the actors resorted to more exacerbated
expressions of their attitudes regarding migration. Shifting the discussion to social media,
mainly Facebook enabled the parties to successfully target their audience while preventing

possible conflicts and disagreements within the coalition/opposition partners.

In general, two different styles of political speeches that targeted the topic of migration
and the discussion on the national and European political environment have been identified.
The first camp tried to switch the debate to a neutral tone based on the compromise between
the national states and the European Union. This approach was taken by the leading coalition
party, Smer-SD, and its leader, prime minister Peter Pellegrini. The second camp offensively
criticized the European Union, global elites, and high international representatives for stealing
Slovakia's sovereignty to decide what was best for its national interests. However, the open
rejection was rarely expressed publicly but on social media or parties' websites. The Slovak
National Party was the most active in targeting their electorate with the migration issue on social
media and their website, using a securitizing language that could be considered hate speech.

Within the political discourse and public speeches of political representatives, no
extreme division and difference between the statements of coalition and opposition parties have
been observed. Rather, the division between the far-right and right-nationalistic political parties
and the rest of the political spectrum was observed. The first two subjects were openly against
adopting the Migration Pact and accepting migrants, while the rest of the spectrum sought to

remain neutral.

The discourse also changed: during summer, the tone was neutral and diplomatic,
calling for a neutral position of Slovakia between countries pro and against the Global
Migration Compact discussed in Marrakesh. The high political elites were trying to display this
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document, just as a formal statement, without any legislative power over the sovereignty of
national countries. But as time passed, there was nobody with the capacity and willingness to
remain in this position. The opposition, too, avoided making a strong statement. The Slovak
Republic, via its representatives, shifted its political position towards this topic. The discussion
about migration was minimized to the Global Compact on Migration, and other problems and

issues stopped being targeted and discussed.

"In its structure and content of the document - the Global Pact on
Migration - which is a contradictory, non-comprehensive, one-sided document
that elevates the interests, rights, and needs of migrants above the freedoms and

rights of the indigenous population.” (1)
Jaroslav Paska, SNS, former MP NRSR, 10.11.2018
What causes/culprits do they identify?

The primary causes of the migration flow to Europe are seen as problems of the conflict
countries that need to be resolved directly inside them, not on the European soil. The prevalent
narrative stated that if the problems are stopped outside of Europe, no migrants and refugees
will come. This approach is defined as ethnocentric, shifting the attention towards the failure

of the functionality of the EU border security.

How do they evaluate the problem, the culprits (if any), and the stakes in ethical terms?
(e.g., any discussion on shared values, talk about who the good guys or the victims are, a listing

of moral stakes like “our way of life”’)

The main element characteristic for the public speeches of Slovak representatives was
that Western countries need to understand Central Europe and its otherness regarding certain
topics, including migration. Contrarily, common positions of the V4 countries on migration
were often highlighted and praised. The topic of migration was shifted towards the question of
sovereignty, national issues, and volunteering work outside of Europe and inside those countries

that face the migratory flow.

"We also have a similar position on issues of migration. | appreciate the
attitude of Mr. Prime Minister Andrej Babis, who visited all the countries that
are equally interested in this matter, to inform me about this matter. The abbot
pays us to protect the external borders. Of course, Slovakia must accept its role
within the Eurozone, but that has nothing to do with our common views on

migration or immigration. We refuse to see the V4 countries as enemies of the
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European project. I think that several leaders in the EU are happy to see the
views presented by Slovakia or the Czech Republic because they do not have to

say them very openly and differently. They silently agree with us."
Peter Pellegrini, former prime minister, Smer-SD, 21.09.2018
What solution(s) do they suggest?

The suggested solution was to focus on conflict resolution outside of Europe, being the
catalyst of the migration flow, instead of creating new legislative norms on dealing with the
migrants inside Europe. There was an argument that Frontex should focus on those spots, rather
than securing the Schengen area, given it is not a state authority. The national authorities should
be responsible for resolving problems inside Europe and at the borders (police forces and

ministries).

The best strategy to secure the Schengen border and minimize the migration flow to the
European countries lies in the capacity of the EU to build migration camps outside of Europe.

Both sides - opposition and coalition - supported this statement.

"Effective protection of the Schengen border, the establishment of
refugee camps outside the territory of the EU, and the reform of the asylum
process, which will prevent the abuse of the right to asylum, are a summary of
the real tools for solving the migration crisis. Suppose these instruments are
functional, and a strategy for the departure of migrants will also be part of them
unless they meet the conditions for granting asylum. In that case, the Slovak
Republic should provide adequate free capacities for temporarily

accommodating refugees from states whose capacities are no longer sufficient."
©)
Martin Klus, SaS, former MP NRSR, 29.06.2018

7.3 Climate neutrality in Slovak politics: frames and discourses

Numerous events and political and societal themes influenced Slovakia's political and
societal environment in 2019. To give a broad view of these issues, a list of those significantly

impacting Slovakia's societal and political climate is provided:

Zuzana Caputova was elected the first female president of the country in March 2019. A former
environmental lawyer, Caputova subsequently rose to prominence as the leading voice

advocating for climate and environment protection in Slovakia. Her surprising victory is largely
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attributed civil society protests and general activity, which were provoked by the murders of
Jan Kuciak and Martina Kusnirova the previous year. In 2019, the secret mobile communication
between Marian Koc¢ner, who allegedly ordered the murders, and various public and state
figures in policy forces, justice, and prosecutors’ community was discovered, further

heightening disillusion with political elites in the country.

Discussions about climate were also incited by climate protests worldwide, in which Slovak

students also took part.

Lastly, European Parliament election took place in May 2019, where the non-parliament party
Progressive Slovakia-Spolu coalition was victorious. This was crucial for the overall discourse
on the EU topics, including on migration, climate, rule of law, and events of the Next

Generation EU.
7.3.1 Political-media landscape in Slovakia in 2019

The analysis was based on the collection of media visibility of political leaders and their
media appearances during the year 2019. The research was limited to the public political
discussion in the traditional media, since particular politicians presented the general and official

political stands and potential ideological frames there.

Peter Pellegrini
(Smer-SD)

Andrej Danko (SNS)
Richard Sulik (SaS)
Igor Matovic (372)

Bela Bugar (313)

Erik Tomas (Smer-
SD)

Zuzana Caputova

Miroslav Beblavy
(Spolu)

Boris Kollar (Smer-
rodina)

Veronika Remisova
(Za Ludi)

0 250 500 750 1000

Picture 5: Overall appearance of politicians in political debate (minutes), Source.: (Mikusovi¢ 2019)
Unsurprisingly, the most visible political figure during these debates was the then prime
minister Peter Pellegrini Smer-SD, followed by the President of Parliament (NRSR) Andrej

Danko. The focus was placed on the four central television political discussions on the public
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media RTVS, and on a trio of private media: TV Markiza, TV JOJ, and TA3. The analysis also
included the two most popular radio political discussions - public Slovak radio and private
Radio Express.

Overall appearance
Private or The most visible
political parties

Media Top 3 most visible politicians

public Coalition  Opposition

(%)

(%)

Andrej Danko - 3N8

Smer-SD (17 times)

Fadic  Private 66,70 33,30 Peter Pellegrini - Smer-3D 2as (11 times)
Andrea Kalavska - Smer-5D Most-Hid (10 times)
Peter Pellegrini - Smer-3D Smer-SD (23 times)
Fadic  Private 72,20 27,80 Bela Bugar - Most-Hid OLalNO (11 times)
Juraj Blanar - Smer-5D SNS (7 times)
Andrej Danko - SNS Smer-SD (22 times)
vV Public 60,00 40,00 Richard Sulik - 8a8 Sa8 (21 times)
Fichard Fasi - Smer-8D NS (20 times)
Private Peter Pellegrini - Smer-3D Smer-SD (39 times)
vV TA3 ) 70,30 29.70 Andrej Danko - SN§ 8NS (25 times)
Izor Matovic - OLaNO 3aSs (21 times)
Private Izor Matovic - OLaNQ Smer-SD (17 times)
TV I\.-Ia.rk_iza- 62,50 37,30 Peter Pellegrini - Smer-3D Sas (2 times)
Erik Tomas - Smer-8D QOLaNQ (6 times)
Smer-SD (4 times)
Private - Boris Kollar - Sme-rodina Most-Hid (3 times)
TV JoT 50,00 50,00 Peter Pellegrini - Smer-3D Sme-rodina (3 times)

Bela Bugar - Most Hid SNS (2 times)

OLalNO (2 timeg)
Table 30: Overall appearance on political actors, political parties in major political discussion in Slovakia (year
2019); Source: (Mikusovi¢ 2019)
The most visible pattern repeating throughout the whole format of the political
discussion in the press was the exclusive position of coalition politicians and their high level of
visibility in every significant political debate, regardless of the media being private or public.

Overall, government politicians talked 60-70 percent more often than opposition
politicians. The TV program On the Edge broadcasted on a private television JOJ, which

debuted in September and featured a more straight-up oppositional deal, is an exception in 2019.
7.3.2 Introduction to climate

Slovakia's interest groups and decision-makers have historically prioritized economic
growth over environmental conservation. Consequently, environmental concerns have
frequently been approached part by part, rather than holistically, while environmental laws and
regulations require better implementation. However, as citizens' awareness of environmental

and climate challenges has grown, so has the calibre of environmental policy (Ciot 2022).
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National climate policies in Slovakia are centered on lowering greenhouse gas
emissions, safeguarding and reviving ecosystems, and lowering and managing the danger of
flooding and soil erosion. The current task is to avoid or minimize the effects of drought and

other unwelcome climate change effects. (Koralova-Nozharova 2021).

Shortly before the analysed period, the government had launched a review of the nation's
sustainable development plan to implement the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development and
participated in the 2018 voluntary national review of the United Nations High-Level Political
Conference on Sustainable Development. The Slovak government accepted the Greener
Slovakia initiative in February 2019. This paper establishes measurable objectives that should
be accomplished by 2030. Moreover, the document lists Slovakia's top environmental concerns
and the environmental policy areas that should be given priority. These concerns include waste
management, air quality, and the preservation of habitat and species, particularly in forest,

meadow, and wetland ecosystems (Kneuer, Malova, and Bonker 2020).

Key ministries and members of NGOs, academia, the commercial sector, and
associations of cities and regions have been brought together on the special Government
Council for Agenda 2030 to achieve these ambitious objectives. In her inauguration speech,
Zuzana Caputova, the freshly elected president of Slovakia, emphasized her focus on

environmental issues.
7.3.3 Discourse analysis of relevant actors in Slovak politics

Generally, all the political parties and relevant actors agree that it is essential for
Slovakia and the European Union to become carbon neutral and to act on behalf of climate
change. On the practical level, there are various approaches. One of them focuses on positive
results these actions can bring; the other one on possible negative impacts, mainly financial.
There is also a discussion about whether Slovakia can reach this goal by 2050. During the
European Council's meetings were climate neutrality was agreed on, the priorities and speeches
of Slovak politicians from both camps - coalition and opposition — focused mostly on economic

challenges arising from this commitment.

Quialitative analysis of direct speeches of relevant political actors uncovers interesting

dimensions and frames when it comes to climate as a political topic.

Firstly, climate was not a priority in general, and this encouraged the former prime
minister Peter Pellegrini to place himself in the centre and lead the evolving dynamic discussion

on climate change, new legislative appeals focusing on it, and technological challenges that will
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emerge within the promise to adopt climate neutrality. The second most visible and influential
public figure framing the discussion was the newly elected president of the Slovak republic
Zuzana Caputova. With her climate-activist background, she approached the issue differently

than the former prime minister Peter Pellegrini.

climate challenge

global challenge

Picture 6: Word cloud generator of the most used words in public speeches of Slovak politics about the Climate

Secondly, the most visible frame during the analysed period concerning climate change
and neutrality was technological neutrality as an answer to the environmental and climate
challenges addressed by the European Council and the European parliament. All Slovak
politicians framed the topic of climate as a challenge for Europe as a whole, and positively
promoted the position of the Slovak republic as one of those countries that accepted the

challenge of becoming climate neutral by 2050.
7.3.3.1 Climate Frames in Slovak politics

Two dominant and visible frames have been discovered throughout the political

spectrum:

1. New EU reforms = Economic impact: an old narrative that has been present for decades
in Slovak politics to prioritize economic growth over discussion on the climate.
Nevertheless, there has been a noticeable shift and increased sensitivity regarding the words
used to defend this national position. The Slovak politicians - especially represented by the
former prime minister Peter Pellegrini - tried to place the Slovak republic in a group of
states that have no problem to cope with this common global challenge. Still, they prioritize
economic growth and security before the challenge of climate change.
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2. Technological neutrality as a tool to fight climate change: The frame identified and
used mostly by the former prime minister Peter Pellegrini, but in some respects was also
noticeable in the rhetoric of the EU MPs from Progressive Slovakia. They have agreed that
the climate is a challenge, and we need to achieve climate neutrality by 2050. However,
there is a condition of being independent when it comes to choosing what kinds of
technologies will be used to minimize the emissions, and cope with the EU priorities on

climate neutrality.
7.3.3.2 Frame analysis: Who, How, and What.

To support a specific problem diagnosis or causal interpretation, the focus is placed on
specific frames as part of reality that formed the broader societal and political discourse. To
foster the analysis of the general understanding of how European policies are shaped and
perceived in the Slovak society, it is necessary to identify frames and try to understand how

these frames have developed over a particular topic, in this case, climate.
Who talks about a problem or an issue, and how do they define it?

The whole topic during the analysis was occupied by the then coalition parties,
especially Smer-SD and Most-Hid. This was influenced firstly by the position of the prime
minister Peter Pellegrini who adopted this theme and was the leader of the agenda framing. The
second one was the former minister of the environment, Laszl6 S6lymos, due to a direct link to
his governmental position. Both defined climate neutrality as a "challenge for Europe"”. The
second predominant camp that formed the discourse was the EP MPs from the political party

PS, and the president of the Slovak Republic, Zuzana Caputova.
What causes/culprits do they identify?

The major challenge posed by the tasks and objectives of the new European Green Deal
was technological neutrality - a frame of state sovereignty on how countries should meet the
challenge of combating climate change and becoming climate neutral. The other visible causes
were connected to the economic condition of the country and to the risk that future directives
could pose a danger towards economic growth and economic stability.

"Slovakia will join most European countries because the European
Union must lead. One of the fundamentals is that technological neutrality is
declared; this means that each country can decide on its energy mix, which

technologies to use, that there are some foundations of economic transparency,
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or that we are not forced to invest in costly investments of renewable resources,

which extremely increased energy costs.” (1)

Peter Pellegrini, former prime minister, Smer-SD - EU Summit
12.12.2019

""We will support an earlier date for achieving neutrality if it does not

fundamentally threaten the stability of the country". (2)

Michal Truban, former party leader of PS

How do they evaluate the problem, the culprits (if any), and the stakes in ethical terms?
(e.g., any discussion on shared values, talk about who the good guys or the victims are, a listing

of moral stakes like “our way of life”’)

One of the key messages that were trying to be pushed on the top of the agenda-setting
was that not only the Slovak Republic, but also Europe as a whole needed to announce that all
of us are in a state of climate emergency. This opinion was held mostly by Slovak progressive
MEPs, who also likened climate transition to the biggest challenges Europe had faced in its

recent history.

"The climate crisis will require an effort from us comparable to the Il. World
War."

Martin Hojsik, PS, EP MP
What solution(s) do they suggest?

The governing parties, especially Smer-SD with the position of former Prime Minister
Peter Pellegrini, agreed to the transformation of industry towards climate neutrality, but with
one fundamental condition, the so-called "technological neutrality".

"With France, we are two nuclear powers over 50 and approaching 60

percent of their energy production from nuclear"

Peter Pellegrini, former prime minister, Smer-SD - EU Summit
12.12.2019
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"It is also hidden from us that Slovakia can continue in the field of

nuclear energy"

Peter Pellegrini, former prime minister, Smer-SD - EU Summit
12.12.2019

In general, the topic of climate was not so visible in the period analysed. This was not
because it was unattractive, but rather due to the pragmatism of all political actors, both from
opposition and coalition, who were willing to create a neutral diplomatic discourse. Thus, the
style of their public speeches can be described as "we are not against it, but neither do we

support it."
6.3. NGEU in Slovak politics: frames and discourses

Several events and happenings shaped Slovakia's societal and political environment during
2020, which also influenced local debates on the EU post-COVID economic recovery and the

Next Generation EU mechanism.

The most crucial event was the Slovak parliamentary election held on February 29. This was
seen as a big call for change from society and as the victory against the previously governing
party SMER-SD. The winning party OLCaNO had based its campaign on the fight against
corruption, the mafia state, and replacing the old, non-functioning, and corrupted structures
(Simons 2022).

Very shortly after that, like in the rest of the world, the COVID-19 pandemic hit Slovakia.
During the initial spring wave, Slovakia was one of the very few countries with no confirmed
cases of COVID-19, and it can be recognised as the job of the government and the leading party
managing the situation with all the precautions in place. In autumn, however, the situation
changed, and the cases increased, leading to several lockdowns, which in turn increased
pressure on the newly formed government. (Simons 2022). The different approaches and
visions regarding many topics in Slovakia, such as healthcare, education, taxes, and
infrastructure, had been visible immediately after the election as the new coalition was created.
Polarization only increased as the pandemic started to spread in Slovakia, causing many rushed
announcements and decisions from the Slovak prime minister, which were not always met with

agreement from the rest of the coalition or even within his own party.
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7.3.4 Discourse analysis of relevant actors in Slovak politics

Most Slovak politicians viewed NGEU as an opportunity to create a modern and
economically progressive country and achieve economic parity with the Western European
states. NGEU was painted as a chance to gain finances necessary to invest into modernization
of local economy. Most comments were also linked to the COVID-19 pandemic and the
forthcoming economic crisis that mirrored the devastating impact of the pandemic on the state

economy.

When comparing the intensity of visibility of political actors covering NGEU as a topic,
two names stood out as the most visible. The first one was the then prime minister Igor Matovié¢
from the political movement Ordinary people and independent candidates (OLaNO). The
second most visible political figure was Veronika Remisova from the political party of former
president Andrej Kiska, For People (Za Ludi), the Minister of Investments, Regional
Development and Informatization of the Slovak Republic. Both differ in their communication

styles and the frames they use to address the topic.

crisis covid Money

achievement

ngeu

Picture 7: Word cloud generator of the most used words in public speeches of Slovak politics about the NGEU

7.3.5 NGEU Frames in Slovak politics

To draw attention and reinforce the reasoning of the position of Slovak representatives
during the discussion on the NGEU, they employed keywords and symbolic expressions related
to the West-East divide, poor-wealthy, and responsible-irresponsible countries divisions (frame
prioritizing the rich before the poor). The words including cooperation, solidarity, and equality
stood out in public speeches. The most visible critiqgue came from the oppositional political

party Smer-SD, blaming the governmental movement OLaNO for their incompetence and lack
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of experience needed during the negotiations over the amount of MFF and NGEU finances

Slovakia would get.
7.3.5.1 Frame analysis: Who, How, and What.
Who talks about a problem or an issue, and how do they define it?

In the case of Slovakia, the actors targeted as the most visible figures that framed the
topic NGE in the country were Igor Matovi¢ - the prime minister - and Veronika RemiSova -
the Minister of Investments, Regional Development and Informatization. When preparing the
topic, they were using words, such as the most significant opportunity for Slovakia, the weapon
against COVID's devastating impact, or the chance for Slovakia to modernize. A vast majority
of these speeches were positive, celebrating success, or neutral, pointing to particular
procedures needed to eat all of the proverbial European cake.

"It is a brilliant information for Slovakia. "This is not a victory for me.
We need an educated workforce to move this country from welding, painting,
and assembling cars to an education economy. We need many more scientists,
researchers, and developers. | miss the government's slightly more ambitious
idea that within seven years, we should move our science, development, and

research elsewhere.”
Igor Matovi¢, former prime minister of Slovakia, 21. 6. 2020

“What we consider extremely important, i.e. to be a successful,
prosperous, and innovative country, to ensure better jobs and jobs with higher

added value, i.e. better salaries.”

Veronika RemiSova, Za Ludi, the Minister, 29. 10. 2020

What causes/culprits do they identify?

One of the problems that were communicated by relevant governmental actors identified
in adopting the NGEU was threat of Hungarian and Polish vetoes to the MFF and NGEU
package in November 2020. Slovak actors did not criticize their neighbours publicly, but

defined the possible veto as a barrier to spending.

The second issue, which governmental actors constantly mentioned, was the fight

against the COVID-19 pandemic, and its impact on the economy and development of the
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countries. Most financial experts agreed that the COVID accelerated the potential future
transformation of the Slovak republic into a more innovative technological-driven country but

define COVID-19 as a trigger, rather than a cause of this action.

The third frame detected during the first week of the discussion about the EU recovery
plan and the distribution of finance, was Igor Matovic's open critique towards the Western part

of Europe and those trying to get more money than countries with the same or lower GDP.

“I feel someone wanted the Spanish and Italians to get the best out of it

and Orban to get the upper finger.”
Igor Matovi¢, former prime minister of Slovakia, 19. 6. 2020

How do they evaluate the problem, the culprits (if any), and the stakes in ethical terms?
(e.g., any discussion on shared values, talk about who the good guys or the victims are, a listing

of moral stakes like “our way of life”’)

The discussion about the recovery plan and the NGEU in Slovakia can be divided into
separate parts. The first part covers the initial process of the EU discussion about the
redistribution of resources and the plan to finance the European economies. The position of the
Slovak republic was identified clearly and mirrored the overall approach of the Central
European countries, which criticized the key to the distribution of finances. The West-East
division points to those states trying to gain more money from the recovery plan than the rest,
especially from Central Europe. The traditional frame us versus the others was used,
accompanied by words including “those wealthier from the South-West” or “Europe needs to

show more solidarity with the Visegrad countries”.

This framing was present only during the first discussion and visible throughout the
official press conference with the political partners from Visegrad countries, with little effort to
put it on a European level. In this sense, this frame only targeted particular parts of the Slovak
population with populistic rhetoric to display Central European victims as those who will lose
finances because of the wealthy South-West. To understand this frame from a bigger
perspective, it is necessary to comprehend its broader background. This not only includes the
division between West-East and Poor-Wealthy states, but also the division between financially
“responsible” states and those allegedly “parasitizing” from the EU generosity. Slovak
authorities also often displayed Southern European countries as those who do not care about
their spendings (a suitable example in this framing is Greece, and their budgetary problems and
expenditures in the past).
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Another, more dominant frame that was visible most of the time, was related to a
historical opportunity of the Slovak republic to modernize itself and become the “European
Economic Tiger” (Eduard Heger, former finance minister) again. Words such as great

achievement, success, and future prosperity were used.
What solution(s) do they suggest?

Relevant political actors from Slovakia, especially from the leading governmental
parties, were honestly surprised by the generosity of the financial amount that should have been
dedicated to Slovakia. They would even openly and publicly claim it during the analyzed
period. They did not propose any particular solution, while presenting the recovery plan as a
solution to all problems Slovakia was facing, and reflected constantly emerging needs during
the COVID-19 crisis.

7.4 The Rule of law in Slovak politics: frames and discourses

The year 2020 will be one of the most memorable years not only in Slovakia, but
also worldwide, as it is associated mainly with the COVID-19 pandemic, which has affected
our lives in an unprecedented way. While the initial spring COVID wave proved to be rather
mild in Slovakia, the autumn iteration proved harsher, leading to lockdowns, economic
turndown and societal polarization. This proved to be especially challenging to the newly
elected government of Igor Matovi¢ of OLaNO, where numerous conflictse contributed to
delaying and undermining a number of proposed reforms in other areas, such as taxation,
pensions, health or education. Matovi¢'s unpredictable actions have widened the coalition's
divisions.

Since conservative forces (including several Christian churches) were mostly
unchallenged in the Slovak parliament post February 2020 elections, new initiatives aiming
at limiting the rights of women and LGBTQ+ community while promoting “traditional
family values" and rejecting "gender ideology”, were tabled. Several lawmakers from
OLaNO, the dominant party in the ruling coalition, and Sme-Rodina, one of the parties in
the current centre-right government, have supported these efforts. For instance, a group of
OLaNO lawmakers led by a conservative legislator Anna Zaborska introduced a measure

on restricting abortions in September 2020.
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7.4.1 Introduction to the Rule of law

Following the revelations that the Slovak judiciary had been influenced by Slovak
oligarchs prior to Jan Kuciak’s murder, the reform of constitutional court had become a

prominent topic prior the February 2020 parliamentary elections.

A significant constitutional amendment was adopted at the end of 2020 (Constitutional
Act No. 422/2020 Coll.), which was relevant for the rule of law question in Slovakia. The
Constitutional Court, the Judicial Council, basic norms governing judges and the justice system,
and the creation of the new Supreme Administrative Court are all addressed within this
amendment. It was released as the first stage of the judiciary reform started by the new minister
of justice, who took office on March 21, 2020. Changes to the Slovak Republic's Constitutional
Court's membership were also authorized as part of this reform. These modifications include

e Revised requirements for appointing Constitutional Court judges (integrity, moral

credit, legal practice).

e A 3/5 majority of all deputies will be required to elect a Constitutional Court judge,
increasing the quorum for such an election. An absolute majority of all members will

be sufficient if this majority is insufficient to elect the required number of candidates.
e Open voting on candidates for judges of the Constitutional Court.
7.4.2 Discourse analysis of relevant actors in Slovak politics

Generally, all political parties and relevant actors agree that it is essential for Slovakia
to protect rule of law principles on the European level. Qualitative analysis of direct speeches
of relevant political actors uncovers interesting dimensions and frames when it comes to the
rule of law as a political topic. This was in many cases linked also to the Next Generation EU
Recovery Plan, especially by the then prime minister Igor Matovi¢, OCaNO. Most politicians
framed the need to protect the rule of law as a key agenda of the European Union and Slovakia,
trying to shift the attention from the Slovak position to the problem between the EU and

Hungary - Poland coalition.
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Picture 8: Word cloud generator of the most used words in public speeches of Slovak politics about the Rule of Law

7.4.2.1 Rule of Law Frames in Slovak politics

To attract attention and strengthen the argumentation of the position of Slovak
representatives during the debate on the conditionality of the use of EU funds by the rule of
law, key words, symbolic expression and the character of the former Robert Fico led SMER-
SD government, were employed. The new government of Igor Matovi¢ was trying to depict
itself firmly as standing against corruption, and highlighted that rule of law issues no longer
concern Slovakia. More fundamental problems of Slovakia, such as economic development
and climate change, were pointed out. The words, as cooperation, Europe must be tougher
on the rule of law, or the rule of law as a critical political issue also at the domestic level

stood out.

To a lesser extent, cynical statements could also be found with regard to the search
for a solution in terms of MFF and NGEU blocking coming from Hungary and Poland. The
most visible anti-establishment frame was propagated through the former prime minister
and the leader of Smer-SD, Robert Fico. He mirrored the rhetoric of Viktor Orban about
Soros's involvement, bringing migration and other themes into the discussion on the rule of
law. The aim was to create a narrative that the European Union is blackmailing the member
states to adopt the rule of law if they want to receive EU funds. Within Fico's strategy, the
rule of law was displayed as a cultural concept of progressiveness and western values,

incompatible with Central European societies.
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Two dominant frames visible throughout the political spectrum have been

discovered:

1. Responsible Ally: The rule of law is not a Slovak problem, it is their (EU)
problem, and they should deal with it alone, not force us to have a direct

statement or a political position on it.

1. Cultural doctrine of the West: Rule of law, as the cultural doctrine of the West
within the EU, blackmails those opposed to their values.

7.4.2.2 Frame analysis: Who, How, and What.
Who talks about a problem or an issue, and how do they define it?

In general, there was a collective voice coming from Slovak politics on the mechanism
of conditionality, with a minor exception from the opposition side, especially from the former
prime minister Robert Fico (Smer-SD). Most stakeholders agreed that adherence to the rule of
law within the European Union belongs to Slovakia's top priorities. Hence the agreement to
condition the use of EU funds on guarantees that the country respects the principles of the rule
of law. The most visible actors in connection with this topic were the foreign affairs minister,
Ivan Koréok (SaS), and the leader of the opposition party Smer-SD, Robert Fico.

Koréok embodied the majority agreement on the principle of conditionality, arguing as

follows:

"The rule of law is a key agenda of the current Slovak government, and
therefore we feel bound by the observance of the principles of the rule of law
within the European Union. At the moment, it is about reaching a preliminary
compromise between the Council and the European Parliament. Of course,
both institutions have to approve in the end.”

Ivan Korcok, Minister of Foreign Affairs, 5. 11. 2020

Slovak members of the European Parliament have also taken a common approach in
favour of conditionality. According to them, Slovakia had yet to follow the attitude of Hungary
and Poland, the two countries standing against the mechanism, emphasizing the need to join

the majority of EU countries that have agreed with the principle.

"We cannot afford a situation where, for example, the regime of Viktor
Orban is living off the EU funds it allocates to its oligarchs, while at the same

time, the same government is undermining the EU, destabilizing the entire

182



continent with its behavior and dismantling the rule of law, and at the expense

of all European taxpayers. This is unsustainable.”

Michal Simecka, EU MP for Progresivne Slovensko, 7. 10. 2020

Unlike that, Robert Fico, representing the minor sample of the opposition, categorically
refused the principle of rule of law conditionality. Using Poland and Hungary as examples, Fico
claimed that the agreement would interfere in the state's sovereignty. Moreover, he added other
elements into the discussion, such as migration or the Hungarian-American businessman and
philanthropist George Soros, whose name often appears in his discourse as a scapegoat. Thus,
he has continued to copy the strategy of Viktor Orban, the Hungarian Prime Minister, who often
refers to Soros in his public statements.

"The veto of Hungary and Poland had its meaning. These countries
have rightly argued that such a regulation could be abused, for example,
against countries that do not agree to the mandatory quotas for migrants. The
scheme would be straightforward. Do you disagree with something that the big
countries want? Then we will find something for you, as you violate the rule of
law, and we will not pay you the EU funds. So think about whether or not you
want mandatory quotas. And when Soros interfered in this dispute between
Poland, Hungary, and the rest of the EU, | do not doubt that it was also about
migration because Soros would have brought all the world's migrants to the
EU."

Robert Fico, leader of opposition party Smer-SD, 13. 12. 2020
What causes/culprits do they identify?

The identification of culprits varies depending on whether actors agreed or disagreed
with the mechanism of conditionality. Those who agreed accused Hungary, Poland, and the
Slovak opposition on Robert Fico's side of undermining democratic principles domestically, as
well as within the EU. On the other hand, Fico and his supporters blamed the EU for interfering

in the country's sovereignty, and the coalition for allowing the action to happen.

How do they evaluate the problem, the culprits (if any), and the stakes in ethical terms?
(e.g., any discussion on shared values, talk about who the good guys or the victims are, a listing

of moral stakes like “our way of life”)

183



From the coalition's stance, the conditionality regulation was perceived as a key sign of
respect for the rule of law on the state level. It simultaneously represented the basic principle
of EU identity and cooperation. The countries which disrespected the shared EU values - the
rule of law included - Hungary and Poland, were thus identified as the culprits, harming the
unity of the union. In contrast, the opposition, represented by Robert Fico and others, defended
the approach of both countries and branded the EU and those advocating for the principle of

conditionality as culprits threatening the national sovereignty of the Member States.
What solution(s) do they suggest?

In general, all relevant political actors commenting on the rule of law stated that in
Slovak society, coping with the rule of law recommendations and remarks from the European
Union is not a major problem. Instead, they shifted the discussion toward the economic impact
of the debates on rule of law, which were closely tied with the debates on NGEU and MFF. The
specific position of Poland and Hungary could also affect the economic investments in
Slovakia's development. The solution they presented was pragmatic and cynical
simultaneously, claiming that the issues should be resolved between the European Union,

Hungary, and Poland.

"If Hungary and Poland do not change their position, the European
Union (EU) may go into a provisional budget and pay it from the previous
period. It is legitimate and in the interest of the Slovak Republic for the rule of
law to function in other countries. If this were not the case and we did not
recognize each other's court decisions, the free common market would
disintegrate. For Slovakia, it is super important™ for the open economy of
Slovakia that the expected market works."

Tomas Valasek, Za LCudi, Chairman of Parliament Committee,

19.11.2020

"Greetings from Brussels, from the summit, where we will make a final
decision on the finances from the EU for Slovakia for the next 7 years, the
particular Recovery Fund, which will provide Slovakia with extraordinary
billions of euros due to the corona crisis and a significantly higher effort in the

fight against Climate Change. Fingers crossed."

Igor Matovi¢, OLaNO, former prime minister of Slovak republic,
10.12.2020
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There was no immediate solution on how to deal with the blocking voices coming from
Poland and Hungary. Instead, a critique was addressed, namely by the EP MPs and the
representatives from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, appealing to stand in line with the Western
European countries and to push on the position of these states. Based on the observation, vague

political statements prevailed over rational arguments on how to deal with the problem.

7.5 Conclusion

7.5.1 Comparative analysis of frames and discourses

Outline

Working
frame for analysis

Bigger political
discourse

Cultural
otherness.

Identity discourse
East-West

Othering is defined as "understanding and
interacting with the other to differentiate and distance
oneself from that other, with the other being an
individual or a group about whom the self has ideas
and possibly a relationship.” (Cultural) identity
appears as an answer to the other, implying the
difference vis-a-vis the other. It is impossible to
define ourselves unless we differentiate ourselves
from what is not "us", and vice versa.

Cultural
doctrine of the West

Unforced
voluntary assistance

Responsible
ally

Second-class EU
citizens

Embedded within the long-standing western
othering of the east, these colonial-like processes
have supported accession practices that have
incorporated CEE nationals as “second-class” EU
citizens. Distinctions between the “more” and “less”
Europeanized states have become integral to what
Milica Baki¢-Hayden (Baki¢-Hayden 1995) has
imaginatively nicknamed nesting Orientalism. Baki-
Hayden's key insight is that orientalising practices
can take the form of "exclusionary self-inclusion in
the West," which can be encoded in relations
between immediate neighbours in a chain (as in the
symbolic distancing of Germans from Poles, Poles
from Ukrainians, Ukrainians from Russians, etc.).

Prioritize the
rich before the poor
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New EU Battle of This means that monetary policy reform on

reforms = Economic (economic) interests - the European level is not primarily evaluated in terms
impact economic nationalism of economic goals of individual or national well-
(Varga 2021) being, but rather by the political interest and survival.

It demands control and promises protection to the
individual interest of members of the society. It also
calls for greater protection of these interests and sees
new reforms at European level as a perceived threat
to national interests.

Technological
neutrality

Money can
solve migration.

Table 31: Frame analysis in Slovaks politics and political discourse as bigger picture

Within the frame analysis, eight frames were observed under four topics; the greatest
variability was seen under the climate and migration issues. This was caused by various
speeches and the active involvement of broader politicians commenting on the issues. On the
contrary, the topics of NGEU and rule of law were predominantly occupied by the ruling
political movement OLaNO, which dominated the whole period marked by the broader
discourse related to the COVID-19 pandemic. The discussion dynamics regarding the issues

would differ in different conditions and political and societal environments.

All eight frames have been represented by a more general political discourse in Slovak
society already for decades and formed the overall view and attitudes towards European
integration, European identity, and democracy in general.

The first identified frame, ldentity discourse (East-West) is a political discourse
constantly present within Slovak society. With many variations, it has a crucial impact on the
internal dynamics and perception of individuals in Slovak society. The need to distinguish
themselves from others is a crucial characteristic of Slovak identity and their identification as a
culturally homogenous community - nation. It is the most primordial way to recognize

themselves among others and understand external developments and transformations.

Secondly, the discourse primarily visible at the beginning of Europe's integration of
CEE countries, was the discourse of Second-class EU citizens. This was predominantly shifted
towards the area of the economic environment and discussion on who is prioritized within the
redistribution of European funds, post-COVID recovery plan, or finances for development.
Slovak politicians attempted to shift the discussion on economic issues (redistribution of

migrants, recovery plan) rather than open any other issues such as climate, or rule of law. Plus,
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they portrayed themselves as responsible Europeans calling for European unity and common
goals. Still, according to this frame, the European Union, mainly the west, constantly prioritizes
itself even though they need to be accountable, for example, excessive spending.

Thirdly, the last broader discourse identified during the frame analysis was the Battle of
interest (economic nationalism). This can be seen as a slight link to the second political
discourse, but the perception differs. The second discourse focuses more on blaming the West
for being prioritized, even if they are not correct or responsible, for example, when it comes to
spending. The third discourse is more connected to the defense of national interest before a
common European approach, prioritizing our resources, financial progress, and

competitiveness towards others.

Taking a further step back from the analysis, it was evident that all frames were used to
place Slovak national interest above all others, invoking cultural otherness and economic
nationalism. Slovak politicians define Slovak society as the most responsible among others,
promote European unity, and are willing to cope with new global challenges affecting our

world.

Historical analogies were also visible inside the frame analysis; they refer to a particular
narrative that reflects the constant confirmation of one's cultural and national identity. Under
this strategy, Slovak politicians use the narrative to display how the West sees Slovak society
as second-class citizens portraying Slovaks as poor, uneducated, and uncivilized. This invokes
a historical trauma from the Hungarian oppressions, and the country's unequal position within
the Czechoslovak state. The villains change over time, but the narrative that somebody seeks to
define Slovakia negatively remains. The solution was to mobilize the pride and uniqueness
among the population to legitimize the way they make political decisions. This was achieved,

for instance, by prioritizing the national goal over economic values, or European unity.
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8 Afterword

In the almost 200 pages of this publication, experts from four V4 think tanks offered
their analysis of political discourse in their respective countries, regarding contentious issues
that drive EU wide discussions today: migration, climate neutrality, rule of law and post-
pandemic economic recovery. Importantly, the analysis shows that despite the V4 countries
being often put into one basket, there are significant differences between local political contexts

and discourses.

Hungary has been dominated for a long time by the discourse of its long-term PM
Viktor Orban, who offers his audience a consistent framing tying together virtually all problems
his country, Central Europe and the EU encounter: The West is morally and economically
declining, and Hungary is here to provide an illiberal alternative that caters to the genuine needs
of the ordinary people who value traditional values. In this frame, migration and the threat of
“great replacement” of European peoples play a pivotal role, while the ongoing rule of law
disputes between the EU and Hungary are painted as an attack of the EU on the traditional

conservative values, that are very dear to Central European voters.

The Polish Law and Justice government has been adopting a similar, though arguably a
slightly more pragmatic, discourse to Viktor Orban. In Poland nevertheless, this conservative
nationalist vision of the governing party is still contested by liberal pro-European opponents,
represented chiefly by the Civic Platform. Should Poland strive to adopt the Western European
way of life, implicitly accepting its own backwardness in development, or should it strive to
paint itself as a more assertive middle power, that is nevertheless rooted in “conservative
values” that encroach on the rights of women, LGBT and politicizes its own judiciary? That is
the struggle present in contemporary Poland, crucial also during the October 2023

parliamentary election campaign and, likely, during the 2024 European Parliament election.

The discourse analysis for the Czech Republic, meanwhile, suggests that the country
could be best described as a cynical know-it-all: Most of the relevant politicians, both in the
coalition and opposition, are firmly opposing migration from non-European states, and paint
the European Green Deal primarily as a threat to local and European industry. Economizing
view of the EU dominates, as the block is essentially painted as positive only as far as it is
beneficial for the local economy — which could destabilize the Czech support for the EU
especially if it becomes a net contributor to the EU budget. Thorough the Czech discourse, a
somewhat ambiguous view of the West is also present: while the politicians commonly paint

the EU and Western European countries as someone who doesn’t have experience with harmful
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idealistic “left wing experiments” and should therefore learn from Central Europe, the fear that

Czechia is nevertheless “not really Western” remains omnipresent in the discourse.

Finally, Slovakia, at least in the analyzed period, tried to depict itself as a consensual
partner to the EU, at least relative to its neighbors. Many issues, including crucially the climate
policy but also rule of law and post-pandemic recovery, have remained depoliticized in the
country. Amid the analyzed topics, only migration has managed to stir controversy over the
past years in Slovakia: The image of Europe as a fortress, with tight external borders and

restrictive migration and asylum policy, was popular here as much as in the other V4 countries.

Despite differences, there are also many common themes evident across the national
chapters. In fact, politicians across the V4 often take inspiration from each other. Especially the
Central European exceptionalism, which paints the V4 countries as fundamentally different to
their Western partners due to their different history and values, is a rather powerful theme
permeating nationalist discourses across all four countries. Particularly Viktor Orban’s
proposition of Central Europe as inherently more conservative, but also genuine, than the
morally and economically bankrupt West, is a strong frame that inspired Orban’s conservative
and nationalist allies across the V4. Strong repudiation of non-European migration and the
“migration quota”, the unanimous rejection of the UN Compact for Migration by the V4
because it allegedly “legalizes illegal migration”, or the claim that through the EU rule of law
conditionality, the EU is effectively blackmailing “naughty” conservative states — these are all
themes skillfully wrapped into Orban’s discourse, that have subsequently proliferated across

the V4.

In all the analyzed countries, progressive voices were nevertheless also pronounced,
which were more positive towards the EU climate policies, rule of law mechanism and even to
the possibility of further EU supranational integration. Across the topics, Central European
progressives were often reproaching their opponents for ruining the potential of their countries
due to their negative position vis-a-vis the EU and its policies. In the eyes of progressives, the
EU and Western European values and lifestyle are still seen as something their societies should
aspire to, or imitate, as they had done since the 1989 revolution.

In relation to Western Europe and the EU, therefore, two main themes can be observed:
progressive CEE politicians implicitly contend that their societies are backwards in
development vis-a-vis the rest of the continent, while conservative nationalists highlight Central
European unique identity, which is nevertheless conservative and nationalist. This conservative

central European project has been gaining steam in particular since the beginning of the war in
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Ukraine, which allowed Poland to finally realize its potential as the Central European middle
power. At the same time, the neutral role of Viktor Orban is striving to keep vis-a-Vvis the Russia
aggression has made him a certain pariah, arguably also reducing his discursive power within
the V4.

The present discourse analysis is only one puzzle piece of the ambitious RevivEU
project, which had analyzed, over the past two years, also the opinions of the V4 citizens and
local policies relevant for migration, climate neutrality, post-pandemic recovery and rule of
law. Because powerful political actors shape local perceptions of political reality through
discourse, and use it to justify particular political action, this report can in fact serve as (at least
a partial) explanation for citizen attitudes in the public poll, and policies taken. Together, the
RevivEU reports provide a robust analysis of political situation and attitudes in the V4. They
advise the EU policy makers how to approach the CEE so that the lack of understanding, or
outright disenchantment with the EU and its elites is not further weaponized by the CEE
nationalist actors.

The forthcoming comparative analyses will provide an even deeper dive into both
commonalities and differences in the V4 discourse and policies on migration, climate neutrality,

post-pandemic recovery and the rule of law.
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About the project

“Bruised but not broken: reviving the appeal of the EU in the minds of
V4 citizens.”

This project reacts to the upcoming 2024 European Parliament
elections and focuses on researching and addressing the most
contentious topics within the European Union, mainly focusing on its
newer member states — V4 countries. These countries have been
experiencing some forms of democratic backsliding, such as low
participation in elections, tendencies towards Euroscepticism, high
levels of distrust in authorities, or a resurgence of populism. Overall,
these signals suggest a detachment from the European project.

Therefore, understanding the needs, concerns, and fears of V4 citizens
is essential. It is also timely — Europe now stands on the verge of
numerous transitions — chief among which is the green transformation
intended to combat climate change.

The goal of the project is to gauge citizens’ attitudes and preferences
towards four broad policy domains that played a pivotal role in the
European Union’s quest to adapt to a new policy environment in the
recent past: decarbonisation policies, migration, the COVID-19
pandemic, and debates over the rule of law.

During the project’s first phase, we have conducted qualitative and
quantitative research into citizens ‘attitudes to the four core topics of
the project. Furthermore, we have looked into the V4 governments’
approaches to the topics via analyses of policy and discourse in the V4
countries. The project’'s second phase will build on the realised
research and engage with various stakeholders and policy-makers to
share the findings and prepare communication- and engagement
strategies before the 2024 European Parliament elections. Finally, we
will disseminate the results and knowledge via public discussions,
workshops, podcasts, and media outputs to the public.

The project is carried out by leading think-tank and research
institutions in each of the V4 countries: EUROPEUM Institute for
European Policy in Czechia; Bratislava Policy Institute in Slovakia; 21
Research Center in Hungary; The Projekt: Polska Foundation in Poland;
and is supported by the European Union.
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