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2023 Report Summary

Published in 2023, the report ‘Who Do Poles See When They See a
Jew?’ was developed as part of the research program of the POLIN
Museum of the History of Polish Jews. The research project behind
the report was intended to help develop a deeper understanding of
the cultural mechanisms that in uence the way Jews are perceived
in Poland. The research project was both diagnostic and educational:
on the one hand, it identi ed predominant cultural codes; on the
other, it provided concrete tools to counter stereotyping and hate
language in public life.

The main objective of the research project was to map the most
important cultural codes that shape representations of Jews in
contemporary Polish culture. These codes are considered to be
cognitive sca olding, or unconscious patterns through which we

Iter reality. Concerning the image of the Jew, the patterns may lead
to bias and xenophobia just as well as they may result in empathy
and understanding. The report attempts to capture which linguistic

gures, images and narratives dominate the collective imagination of
Poles and which emotional directions they are organised on.

The research project consisted of three
stages:

1. Semiotic analysis of cultural texts, media and mass product to
identify cultural codes and to assign them to larger semantic
blocks.

2. Workshops with experts, which helped to calibrate the identi ed
codes and interpret their communication potential.
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2025 Executive summary

The report we now provide to our readers is an update and a supplement to
the semiotic analysis of the image of the Jew in Polish popular culture that
was published in 2023 by the POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews.
The 2023 analysis included sources from 2019 to 2022. Sources from 2023-
2025 are included in this edition of the research project. This enabled us

to capture the persistence and reproduction of cultural perceptions of Jews
along with the directions in which those perceptions are being transformed in
a changing political, technological and social context.

Not unlike the 2022 research, this edition was based on a semiotic analysis

of widely understood cultural texts — Ims, television shows, exhibitions,
posters, comic books, online memes and media messages — along with an
analysis of modern antisemitic narratives present in the public and digital
domain. We focused particularly on the identi cation of cultural codes and
their cultural function to ascertain whether the codes reinforce stereotypes or
contribute to a more nuanced and empathetic image of the Jew.

The codes identi ed — both those from the rst edition of the survey and the new
ones — were categorised into four basic semantic areas: Su ering/Weakness,

E ectiveness/Power, Otherness/Mystery and Familiarity/Understanding. Each
semantic area tells the story of adi erent form of the relationship between the
majority and the symbolic ‘Jew’, a relationship constructed through language,
images, narrative patterns and cultural aesthetics.

In this edition of the research project, we found a signi cant variation in the
dynamics of these four semantic areas compared to the 2022 edition.

1 ‘Antisemitic narratives that prevail in popular culture in Poland’ — publication
of the research project report | POLIN Museum of the History
of Polish Jews in Warsaw (accessed: 20.06.2025).

2025 Executive summary 9



Report on the second edition of research carried out by the POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews

The Su ering/Weakness area remained quantitatively dominant, but least
innovative — established victim patterns prevail here, although there are also
attempts at individualisation and emotional deepening.

The E ectiveness/Power area has undergone the greatest transformation:
itis moving away from the old gures of nanciers and gangsters to more
modern representations of power, agency and technological precision.

The Otherness/Mystery area has not changed — patterns of strangeness,
ritualism and hermeticity have become entrenched, especially in digital
culture.

The Familiarity/Understanding, on the other hand, although still the least
exposed, has brought the most interesting qualitative novelties — such as

narratives about Jews as ordinary people ‘living in spite of’ or the growing
number of local initiatives to restore the memory of Jewish neighbours.

The analysis of cultural codes was complemented by an in-depth diagnosis
of the most common antisemitic narratives operating in Polish public

THE SEMANTIC FIELD OF THE IMAGE OF A JEW

Representations of su ering Representations of the uniqueness
and humiliation. The sancti cation and extraordinariness of the
of su ering and its dramatisation. Jews Jews. A rmation
as ghosts of the past. of genius, in uence, power and wealth.
SUFFERING VS EFFECTIVENES
enslavement, weakness glory, power, dominion
OTHERNESS FAMILIARITY
strangeness, mystery joy, intimacy
Representations of cultural di erence The representation of Jews as familiar
and mismatch. Highlighting and friendly, living in social harmony with
peculiar practices, unfamiliar a given culture

rituals. Jews as strangers.

discourse between 2023 and 2025. This part of the project analysed press,
social media, online comments and audiovisual content. Eleven narratives
were identi ed - both continuations of well-known topoi (such as ‘Jewish
greed’ or Jewish Communists’) and new forms of communication (e.g. ironic
praise such as ‘| respect Jews, but’ or accusations of ‘memory appropriation’).

10 2025 Executive summary
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Contemporary antisemitic narratives increasingly abandon the use of

an openly hateful language — more often than not, they take the form of
undertones, insinuations and apparent concern, aligning into the rhetoric of
critique of elites, defence of freedom of speech or geopolitical realism. As a
result, antisemitism is becoming a universal language of social frustration

and exclusion, not just towards the Jews, but also other groups deemed to be
‘alien’ or ‘privileged’. Although diverse, these narratives create a common grid
of meanings that reinforces divisions, reproduces resentment and hinders real
social dialogue.

2025 Executive summary 11






Raport z drugiej edycji badan realizowanych przez Muzeum Historii Zydéw Polskich POLIN

Introduction

Looking at online comments, analysing memes and newspaper headlines or
observing the emotions triggered by international con icts, it is easy to see
that images of Jews still feature strongly in the Polish collective imagination.
Often not directly and not necessarily with the intention to hate, but

through familiar linguistic, aesthetic and narrative formulas that perpetuate
stereotypes. It is these repetitive patterns, or cultural codes, that make certain
representations ‘obvious’, although not at all neutral.

Cultural codes act as automatic recognition mechanisms: they help us to
assign meaning and to recognise ‘who is who’ without the need for deeper
re ection. When they concern Jews, the codes are very often hereditary,
seemingly familiar, but not aligned with today’s context. Their strength lies in
that they seem ‘natural’ and therefore do not require a rationale. Meanwhile,
it is these codes that can play a key role in perpetuating distance, fears or
feelings of exclusion, even if no one utters the word ‘Jew’ with hatred.

Cultural codes — as unconscious cognitive tools — shape our reactions,
perceptions and emotions. An analysis of the codes helps us to better recognise
the mechanisms of stereotyping while looking for points of breakthrough: new
languages, new images, new ways of talking about the Jewish presence in
Poland, not only as a thing of the past, but also as a real, complex and dynamic
coexistence here and now.

This report is an update and expansion of the research project conducted in
2022 by the POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews. The new edition

of the project includes an analysis of material from 2023 to 2025 intended

to test the persistence of previously identi ed codes and capturing their
transformation and the disappearance or emergence of new semantic gures.
The research work featured two main components: a semiotic analysis of
popular culture texts ( Ims, television series, exhibitions, and digital media)

Introduction 13
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2025 Code Map

Today'’s information culture, in which images, narratives and messages
circulateina ash, still relies on deeply ingrained semantic structures. One
of them is the gure of the Jew, present in the collective imagination of Poles
not only as a historical character, but also as a vessel for emaotions, fears,
admiration or suspicion.

As in the previous edition, we used semiotic tools (see Appendix 1 at the end of
this report) to analyse a wide range of cultural texts —from Ims and TV shows,
memes, posters or art installations, to online comments and o cial media
statements. We analysed what images of the Jews are present and how they
undergo changes, what emotions they trigger, and the way they are repeated,
concealed, and transformed. We treat the identi ed codes as structures of the
collective imagination which help to understand how Jewishness is recognised
in the Polish cultural context.

In this edition of our research, we used the semantic square developed in
the 2022 research project. Let us recall how it was developed. The rst stage
in its development was to identify the two dominant semiotic elds that

form the fundamental cultural opposition organising the image of the Jew in
contemporary Polish popular culture:;

SEMANTIC FIELD 1 SEMANTIC FIELD 2
su ering/weakness power/e ectiveness
su ering < > exaltation
hurt ya > control, authority
weakness 4 > power, strenght
exclusion < > centre

2025 Code Map 17
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Main areas of the image
of the Jew and changes
since 2022

In this section of the report we brie y present four main semantic areas that
organise the way Jews are represented, from victims and symbols of su ering
through gures of power and agency, to the picture of otherness or familiarity.
Each of these semantic areas reveals di erent mechanisms of cultural
encoding—and di erent challenges for the contemporary audience.

The Su ering/Weakness area appears to be the most deeply rooted way
of depicting Jews in Polish culture, one that is permanent, repetitive and
still very much present in texts of popular culture. These are images based
on the representation of su ering, humiliation and dehumanisation, often
in the context of the Holocaust. The Jew is presented as a naked victim of
history, faceless and voiceless, symbolic, collective, and often appearing
as a ghost of the past. Although impersonal images predominate, the
individualisation of su ering appeared in some codes, particularly in the
case of children or young women.

This semantic area is universal and timeless; it is deeply engrained in Polish
cultural memory. Despite the emergence of new epresentations, the basic
message of the Jew as a victim of historical violence remains intact.

From 2022 onwards, however, a clear strati cation is seen in the internal
structure of the semantic area. The most established and prevailing codes
of collective su ering remain, such as ‘nameless victims’ or ‘isolation and
fear’, which do not evolve in meaning, but expand into new media forms. The
message about the anonymous mass of Jewish victims devoid of identity is

Main areas of the image of the Jew and changes since 2022 21





















Analysed materials

Scope: January 1, 2023-March 27, 2025

L5 PRESS: 6,325
Positive: 788
Negative: 1,169
Selected: rst 1,000 negative comments with the highest reach

L www: 72,806
Positive: 9,520
Negative: 12,291
Selected: rst 1,000 negative with the highest reach

Iﬁ FACEBOOK AND BLOGS: 24,024
Positive: 3,907
Negative: 7,598
Selected: rst 1,000 negative with the highest reach

L 5 Tv:3511

Positive: 353
Negative: 455
Selected: 455



Report on the second edition of research carried out by the POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews

The most popular
antisemitic narratives in
2023-2025

Contemporary antisemitism rarely takes the form of open, violent hatred.
Much more often it works through language and images — seemingly
neutral phrases, ‘common sense’ comments, jokes, comparisons or
understatements that have their origins in culturally established clichés
and story patterns. Although the Jewish community in Poland is small,
antisemitic stereotypes remain surprisingly very much alive — and not only
in relation to Jews, but also as ready-made tools for excluding the ‘other’,
the ‘alien’ or the ‘inconvenient’. Antisemitism today often acts as a universal
language for expressing resentment and social frustration.

In 2021, Poland o cially adopted the International Holocaust
Remembrance Alliance’s (IHRA) working de nition of antisemitism,
according to which ‘Antisemitism is a certain perception of Jews, which
may be expressed as hatred toward Jews. Rhetorical and physical
manifestations of antisemitism are directed toward Jewish or non-Jewish
individuals and/or their property, toward Jewish community institutions and
religious facilities’?

In the spirit of IHRA’s de nition, and in line with the recommendations
of the European Commission’s Strategy on combating antisemitism
and fostering Jewish life in the EU, the POLIN Museum of the History of

2 Full text of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s working
de nition of antisemitism: https://holocaustremembrance.com/resources/
working-de nition-antisemitism (accessed: 20.06.2025).

The most popular antisemitic narratives in 2023-2025 29
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Summary of key narrative
tropes in 2023-2025

The analysis of antisemitic narratives from 2023-2025 reveals that many
classical motifs have not disappeared; instead, they are transformed and
updated, adapting to contemporary forms of communication and political
and social contexts. Some of the tropes, such as ‘Jewish Communism’, ‘world
conspiracy’ or ‘property claims’, no longer appear as closed and coherent
stories, but as scattered topoi that are present in di erent narratives and
taking the form of comments, allusions, comparisons, or memes. They are
not so much nished stories as sets of semantic gures that can be exibly
integrated into other stories.

Today, for example, the ‘Jewish Communism’ functions simultaneously as part
of a narrative of national betrayal, of an inability to integrate (‘a Jew will always
be a Jew’), and as a component of a broader critique of elites, combined with
theories of supranational Jewish domination. Similarly, ‘pedagogy of shame’
and ‘appropriation of memory’ are entwined with narratives of greed, claims
and critiques of history education to form a common core of stories about

the alleged symbolic and economic injustices that Poles are supposed to
experience.

These narratives no longer operate solely on the language of open hatred.
Today, they more often take the form of irony, apparent re ection, criticism
of the system or defence of freedom of expression. Antisemitic content is
embedded in the rhetoric of the ‘forbidden voice’, examples of which are ‘It’s
not allowed to speak ill of Jews’, ‘It's not antisemitism, it’s facts’, ‘We will not
apologise for ourselves forever’, which makes it di  cult to clearly identify and
promotes its normalisation in public debate.

Summary of key narrative tropes in 2023-2025 47
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Conclusions: How to act
against social stereotypes
and prejudices

In order to e ectively counteract societal perceptions of Jews that carry the
potential for exclusion or prejudice, communication activities are needed

that span di erent dimensions of perception: from the image of a victim to
representations of power to issues of otherness and familiarity. Each of these
areas poses di erent challenges — along with di erent opportunities to change
the narrative.

At the centre of the re ection is the question of how to shift the cultural
image of the Jew from the past to the present — from a historical

character that is abstract or characterised by suspicion, to a more complex,
contemporary and relational representation. It is about moving beyond mono-
dimensional gures (of a victim, enemy, or stranger) and restoring Jews to
subjectivity as real people who are present here and now, with their everyday
life, emotions, relationships and agency.

The discussion on how to act should not only be limited to educating about
the past, it needs to address how to build spaces of shared storytelling that
is multi-voiced, alive, and rooted in everyday experience. The starting point
can be local narratives, emotions, personal relationships, representations

in media, pop culture and art. The key question becomes not only how to
combat the stereotype, but also what to replace it with; what images, stories
and languages can support inclusivity, curiosity and understanding.

This kicko invites further conversation on how to create a culture of

resistance to antisemitism that is both a defensive measure and a positive
project of social and symbolic coexistence.

Conclusions: How to act against social stereotypes and prejudices 51
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Appendix.
Description of the
research methodology

Two domains of semiotic analysis

1. Update of the map of cultural codes identi ed in the original research
project of 2022. Not unlike in the original project, popular culture texts
depicting the image of the Jew were analysed. This time, however, the
focus was exclusively on material produced between 2023 and 2025. As
many diverse sources as possible were considered: from Ims, television
series and books, to advertisements and posters, to internet memes,
everyday products and gadgets with elements of Jewish iconography.
There was particular emphasis on visual materials as those that often
have the strongest impact and most quickly perpetuate stereotypes.

2. Ananalysis of contemporary antisemitic narratives, based on an
extensive corpus of texts from the print media, internet and television from
2023-2025. The material was collected by Instytut Monitorowania Mediow
(Media Monitoring Institute), which has been carrying out systematic
monitoring of media coverage for the POLIN Museum for years. The aim
was to capture not only content with explicitly antisemitic resonance, but
also more subtle narrative mechanisms that can lead to the perpetuation
of exclusionary or suspicious attitudes towards Jews.

Both of these domains were analysed in parallel by two independent research
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