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ABSTRACT 

Long before the post-truth concept became popular, the aftermath of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe in Poland, in which 95 high-ranking Polish officials died in a plane accident, saw 

the emergence of a conspiracy-narrative of the like promoted by the Law and Justice party. 

Then in opposition, now the incumbent party - Law and Justice - promotes a conspiracy-

narrative of the plane crash, by denying official accounts, whilst talking about revealing the 

“only truth”. In factual terms, it can be said that the Smolensk Catastrophe, was caused by the 

combination of pilot error and unfavourable weather conditions, as proved by a vast amount 

of evidence. Yet, half of the public opinion in Poland disbelieves the official findings of the 

investigation, and half of those citizens even believe it was a premeditated assassination. 

Since then, Law and Justice has consolidated a core group of followers, perhaps even 

“believers”, who have been taking to the streets to support the idea of revealing the 

“Smolensk Truth”, although with much less intensity since 2017, as the political salience on 

the issue has waned. On the opposing side, a great number of citizens still follow the accident 

narrative provided by the former government (Civic Platform), constructed upon the opinion 

of the official investigation’s experts. Thus, each side of the conflict has its own experts, and 

it’s the public’s perception of these experts combined with politicians that feeds further 

mistrust and alienates great swathes of Poland’s citizens, creating a place for post-truth play. 

The aim of this thesis is to analyse the frames’ construction of the political reality that 

surrounded the case of the Smolensk Catastrophe, the plane crash that turned into a deeply 

political issue in Poland. The study answers the following questions: How, and in what way, 

have Polish politicians instrumentalised a national tragedy (in this case, the crash) to mobilise 

electoral support, sway voters, and define their politics? What kinds of mechanisms have 

affected a frame’s strength, and what is the narrative of the post-truth politics of the 

Smolensk crash? The Smolensk Catastrophe debate did not trigger a governmental change in 

Poland, due to the fact that during the parliamentary campaign politicians abstained from 

commenting on conspiracy theories in order to show their moderate face; yet the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate has revealed something intriguing: how a shared belief in a particular 
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conspiracy theory can play a role previously reserved for religion or ideology, in serving as 

an indicator of political identity.  

The research questions are answered through frame analysis. The data comes from newspaper 

mix-method content analysis, which I conducted over a five-year period. The analyses reveal 

the existence of three main frames, of which one is a conspiracy frame supported by the now-

incumbent Law and Justice party, the second one is the accident frame supported by 

journalists, the former government (Civic Platform) together with public officials, and the 

third one is the political instrument frame promulgated mostly by journalists. The main 

political actors strategically introduced the Smolensk Catastrophe’s discourse into their 

narratives, polarising Polish society, with old conflicts gaining a new dimension.  

The study contains salient information not only with regards to the understanding of the 

creation of conspiracy theories narratives, but also for the field of framing research. Further 

research could be undertaken to identify other factors that influence the frame’s strength. 
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A NOTE ON POLISH ORTHOGRAPHY 

Throughout the present thesis, the Polish orthography has been adopted for introduced Polish 

terms in the text, including names of organisations and surnames. The system of writing the 

Polish language is based on the Latin alphabet, however with certain additional letters those 

include diacritics that represent distinct sounds. This orthography is more or less phonetic, 

and a guide to assist the reader is provided below. 

ą nasal ‘o’ (close to ‘wrong’) e.g. dąb (‘dowp’) oak 

c  pronounced ‘ts’ (as in ‘tsunami’), unless followed by ‘i’ e.g. co (‘tso’) what 

ć pronounced ‘ch’ (as in ‘cheese’), but softer e.g. spać to sleep 

ci pronounced ‘ch’ (as in ‘cheese’), but softer e.g. cię you 

cz pronounced ‘ch’ (as in ‘cheese’), but softer e.g. czarny black 

dz pronounced ‘dj’ (as in ‘judge’), but softer e.g. Dziękuję thank you 

ę nasal ‘e’ (similar to combined ‘i’ and ‘w’) e.g. tęcza rainbow 

j pronounced ‘y’ (as in ‘yes’)  e.g. lojalny loyal 

ł pronounced ‘w’ (as in ‘woolly’), common in first names 
e.g., Jarosław 

(‘Yaroswav’) 
 

ń 
paletenised ‘n’ (similar to ‘onion’), common in place and 

surnames 

e.g. Polański, 

Kaczyński, Katyń 
 

ó pronounced ‘oo’ (as in ‘moon’) e.g. król king 

rz pronounced ‘zh’ (as in the s in ‘measure’) e.g. Rzeczpospolita republic 

ś pronounced ‘sh’ (as in ‘sheep’) e.g. ślisko slippery 

sz pronounced ‘sh’ (as in ‘shot’), but softer  e.g. szopa cabin 

w pronounced ‘v’ (as in ‘vacuum’)  e.g. Wietnam Vietnam 

ź pronounced ‘zh’ (as in the s in ‘measure’) e.g. źrebię foal 
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PART I 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK, CONTEXTS AND METHODS
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INTRODUCTION 

On 10 April 2010, a plane was flying through the hazy sky close to Smoleńsk in Russia. 

Some local women were shopping in one of the town’s grocery shops. Their town is 

generally very quiet. The Smolensk airport is also quiet, receiving just a few aircraft each 

month, mostly senior officials from Moscow. Whenever a flight does approach, the children 

typically amuse themselves planespotting. This April morning, the local women were focused 

on their morning routine—collecting a few breakfast groceries and catching up on the latest 

gossip, and perhaps did not see the plane, even with its distinctive red–white livery. They 

certainly would have heard it though, as it made a second lap above the town. What they 

would hardly have foreseen was what was about to happen, and the way one neighbouring 

country was about to change forever. For this was no ordinary day and no ordinary flight. At 

exactly 08:41 CET the aircraft crashed. In all, some 95 passengers and crew perished—

including the President of Poland, Lech Kaczyński, his wife, a former president, Ryszard 

Kaczorowski (and his wife), the chiefs of the Polish army, air force and navy and many top 

presidential aides, journalists and political notables. No one survived. Those who arrived first 

on the scene came across a catastrophic wreckage—but this single plane crash was also a 

catastrophe for an entire nation. 

In a grim historical irony, President Kaczyński and the other passengers were making 

their way to Katyń, which lies nineteen kilometres west of Smoleńsk, to commemorate the 

70th anniversary of the Katyń Massacre. On 5 March 1940, the Soviet NKVD (the interior 

ministry of the Soviet Union)1 carried out a mass execution of virtually the entire Polish 

officer corps, whom the Soviets had captured during the invasion, which began in 1939—an 

estimated 22,000 men. Those murdered were mostly senior military and police officers but 

also represented the cream of the country’s establishment: the Polish aristocracy and 

intelligentsia. In time, Katyń came to symbolise two historical crimes: the original offence 

(the execution of the bulk of the leading cadres of the Polish ruling class in a wood near 

                                              

1 The NKVD was originally tasked with conducting regular police work and supervising the country’s prisons 

and labour camps. 
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Smoleńsk) and the cover-up (the longstanding effort to stifle the truth about the massacre 

during the remainder of the Second World War and the decades following). 

Attempts to obscure what really happened in Katyń in 1940 occurred in several 

stages. After the discovery of mass graves was announced in 1943, the USSR claimed that 

the Nazis had murdered the victims in 1941. The truth was covered up until 1990. Although 

Russian President Boris Yeltsin released the top-secret documents revealing how the 

massacre had been planned and executed in 1990, a propaganda campaign ensued in Russia, 

the aim of which was to relativise the Katyń Massacre by linking it with the high mortality 

among Soviet prisoners in Polish captivity during the war. In March 2005, Russia’s Chief 

Military Prosecutor concluded an investigation into the massacre confirming the deaths of 

only 1,803 out of 14,542 Polish citizens sentenced to death while in three Soviet camps, not 

addressing the victims of the prisoner-of-war camps. The Russian authorities did not want to 

release all the documents, claiming that the files contained unrelated state secrets. In 2005, 

the Polish parliament requested Russia classify the Katyń massacre as a crime of genocide. 

This request was denied. In May 2010, Russia handed Poland some 67 documents related to 

the Katyń Massacre, from the so-called “criminal case No. 159”, launched in 1990 to 

investigate the events. The acting Polish president, Bronisław Komorowski, said in May 2010 

that the two states should continue to try to reveal the truth about what really happened at 

Katyń in 1940. 

The context and the symbolism surrounding the downed aircraft—the bulk of 

Poland’s elite leadership perishing on Russian soil in a single day—thus conjured a grim 

historical parallel and almost instantly set the stage for the folding of the event into the corpus 

of Polish national myths. It also triggered discussions on the country’s politics and the future 

of the nation that would preoccupy—literally and metaphorically—the entire public sphere in 

subsequent years, with the politicised media being front and centre of the conversation. The 

role of the media in fuelling and sustaining the mythos—the amorphous complex of folklore, 

anecdotal reporting, and distorted facts—surrounding the Katyń Massacre of 1940, and in 

developing and elaborating the links between it and the tragic Smolensk crash of 2010, point 

to the impact of framing. Even in the days immediately following the Smolensk crash, the 

Polish newspapers were beginning to draw parallels. Headlines such as “Two Katyńs” and 

“The Bells Ring as if it is “W Hour”” appeared. “W Hour” was the codename for Operation 



 

4 

 

Tempest (i.e. the plan for the Warsaw Uprising) in Nazi-occupied Warsaw, which 

commenced on 1 August 1944. Every year in Warsaw on 1 August at 17:00, sirens sound to 

commemorate “W Hour”. Buses, cars and pedestrians stop to mark a few minutes of silence, 

and the anniversary commemorations begin. Some newspapers brought up the “W Hour” 

because the term is also used as a metonym for other national events important enough to 

demand public commemoration in Poland. The Polish newspaper headlines also described the 

situation during the days after the catastrophe, omitting any direct parallels to the Katyń 

Massacre but still underlining the emotional aspect of the crash: “Orphaned Nation”, “May 

This Fatality Unite Us”. 

A few weeks later, the media were speculating about the various hypothesised causes, 

with multiple theories advanced. Headlines included: “Who is to Blame?” “The Catastrophe 

Will Likely Remain a Mystery for Quite a While”. A month following the crash, the 

newspapers had begun to adopt the language and the narratives advanced by Polish 

politicians. As the debate about the causes of and culpability for the crash became more 

heated, two political protagonists began to take centre stage in the public conversation on 

what by then was being generally referred to as the “katastrofa smoleńska”.2 These two men 

were by no means new to the scene, both having been at the forefront of Polish politics for 

some time. The first protagonist was Donald Tusk (at the time of the crash, Poland’s prime 

minister and the leader of the Civic Platform (PO), today the President of the European 

Council). The other was Jarosław Kaczyński (the leader of Law and Justice (PiS), the 

governing party in Poland since 2015, and the twin brother of the deceased president). By the 

end of 2010, each of these men had begun to define his politics in terms of the unfolding of 

the consequences of the Smolensk disaster. As this was happening, a new political discourse 

started to take shape, with the “Smolensk Catastrophe” emerging as the discursive basis on 

which many issues were defined. The media quoted these two politicians at great length. 

Kaczyński: “it seems that at this moment the only theory that explains it all is the theory of a 

deliberate detonation”; Tusk: “I would choose to never have been born than build a political 

career on the graves of the dead”. The media unsurprisingly also referred to the Polish–

                                              

2 The term literally means the Smolensk Catastrophe. As will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 3 on 

Methodology, this is the term I adopt throughout to describe the crash and its political consequences. This is 

simply because it was the most frequent and dominant phrase used in the media by political actors in discussing 

(and debating) the issue. 
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Russian relationship: “The unveiling of the monument in Smoleńsk is being delayed. The 

Ministry of Culture blames the Russians”. 

 Although Jarosław Kaczyński (hereinafter, J. Kaczyński to distinguish him from his 

twin brother) holds no official role in Poland’s current government, he is Poland’s most 

powerful politician. He led his party to its first parliamentary majority in Polish history, 

selected Beata Szydło as the Law and Justice candidate for prime minister and mentored the 

current president, Andrzej Duda. J. Kaczyński has sown uncertainty about the motives of the 

opposition and has at times directly accused his political opponents (Civic Platform) of 

conspiring to assassinate his brother, although he has not always pushed this “assassination” 

angle straightforwardly. He possibly sees himself as carrying on the legacy of those who 

stood up to communist lies about the Katyń Massacre, those who accused the Soviet NKVD 

of a series of mass executions at Katyń, and those who were officially (and publicly) opposed 

to the communist regime. However, the opening of the Soviet archives in the 1990s and the 

regime changes occurring at the time brought the truth to light. The NKVD did, in fact, 

execute the entire Polish establishment: 8,000 captive members of the Polish officer corps, 

6,000 police officers, and 8,000 members of the Polish intelligentsia—the judiciary, 

landowners, public officials, and the clergy, whom the Soviets deemed to be agents and 

saboteurs (Semukhina and Reynolds, 2013). 

However, there is no credible evidence to support PiS’s claims that what occurred in 

Smoleńsk was an assassination of the contemporary leadership, organised by the Russians 

and abetted by PO and other authorities. Yet, according to surveys, about 28 percent of Poles 

believed that the crash might have been the cause of an attack on Poland’s head of state, with 

59 percent having the opposite opinion. Public opinion on this question has not changed over 

time. In 2010, most Poles rejected Kaczyński’s version of events. In 2015, almost the same 

number of people rejected the assassination hypothesis as well. The steady public opinion on 

the causes of the Smolensk crash is an extremely interesting issue to investigate. 

Polish citizens are divided between those who believe in the assassination hypothesis 

and a cover-up by the government in power at the time, and those who think that the plane 

crash was simply a tragic—if a somewhat historically resonant—accident. A Russian 

investigative report declared the crash an accident caused by pilot error, among other 

confounding issues attributed to the Polish side. A Polish official report also claimed that the 
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crash was caused by pilot error, among other things, but pointed as well to control tower 

errors on the Russian side. However, some people, including PiS, believe that the entire thing 

was a conspiracy orchestrated by the Russians and covered up by PO. PiS’s fight for the so-

called truth of the Smolensk crash and the glorification of the legacy of the surviving 

Kaczyński’s deceased twin brother have been at the centre of the party’s political strategy for 

the past five years. PiS has organised 96 marches on the tenth day of every month to 

commemorate the crash victims, and subsequently mobilising support for the party until April 

2018. It seems that belief in the Smolensk assassination-cum-cover-up narrative may be a 

strong predictor of whether one supports Kaczyński. 

THE QUESTION OF POST-TRUTH POLITICS 

This thesis is concerned with a generalised and central theme in the very local Polish story I 

have outlined here—the question of post-truth politics. Symbols speak to feelings, and post-

truth narratives influence voters’ behaviour by appealing to their emotions. Post-truth is an 

instrumental approach to politics, where voters are treated as objects to be manipulated, 

rather than persuaded. It is a space where multiple “truths” exist, ready to be selected from, as 

a method of shaping what is to be considered true or false (Sismondo, 2017). Using terms 

such as “truth” and “facts” in post-truth narratives is a result of the strategic choice to 

legitimise power of those narratives. 

PiS has promoted a conspiracy narrative of the plane crash, by denying all the facts of 

the accident, and has talked at length about revealing the “genuine truth”. Its politicians 

harbour an “us vs. them” attitude, with those who believe the crash to have been an 

assassination of the political elite termed “us”, and everyone else “them”. In the Smolensk 

catastrophe case, each side of the conflict has its own experts, and it is the public’s perception 

of these experts which feeds further mistrust and alienates great swathes of Poland’s citizens, 

creating a place for post-truth play. Whenever voters are manipulated, and politicians try to 

mislead public opinion, people shall turn to facts. But it seems that facts have become the 

main rhetorical weapons of political argument, as political debates became more adversarial. 

It is crucial to study the Smolensk Catastrophe’s frames in the light of increasing post-truth 

politics. I assume that the Smolensk Catastrophe debate fits in the post-truth model; the 
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narratives regarding the plane crash in Smolensk have contributed to the polarisation of 

Polish society. Moreover, the debate that has been taking place for the past seven years will 

not lead to the reaching of a broad consensus. 

More concretely, we can draw on the tragedy of the Smolensk crash to pose the 

following key questions about post-truth politics in Poland (and potentially, by extension, 

elsewhere). How, and in what way, have Polish politicians instrumentalised a national 

tragedy (in this case, the crash) to mobilise electoral support, sway voters, and define their 

politics? How—that is to say, with which claims, ideas and references—were the various 

competing narratives surrounding the tragedy crafted and then widely propagated through the 

society? Which of these narratives has “won” this contest, and why? These questions are 

useful in so far as they provide a clear ground to begin to make sense of the way in which the 

debate around the catastrophe has been framed and the kinds of arguments that have been 

deployed by the main political players in a much broader Polish national–cultural “battle for 

the political future”.3 

The thesis will investigate the puzzle of how a national tragedy—the Smolensk 

Catastrophe—was constructed via frames by key political actors in Poland, despite the fact 

that is does not help them garner more votes. The aim of this study is to investigate the post-

truth politics surrounding the crash, the way the discursive framing that structured it emerged, 

and the mechanisms behind the strength of the various frames advanced over the course of 

the public debate. In short, how the Smolensk Catastrophe as a national–political discourse 

was framed. 

Moreover, it will also contextualise the research on the role of various actors and their 

impact on frame strength within the broader literature. Framing has emerged as one of the 

most important concepts in the study of public opinion. Over the past several years, scholars 

have dedicated enormous time to identify frames in order to recognise how issues are 

defined, to compare media coverage, how attitudes toward particular issues are developed 

and to identify trends in political discourse. However, there is little research devoted to the 

                                              

3 Tomasz Lis, a Polish journalist, used this term to imply that political elites in Poland push forward different 

narratives of the crash, despite the ongoing investigations, in order to achieve political goals – having 

foundations to claim power and mobilise support. http://www.wprost.pl/ar/202435/Wojna- -smolenska/. 

Accessed: 20.10.2017. 
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elements shared to persuasive frames indicators, in other words, what lies beyond a frame’s 

strength. The catastrophe is a real-life event, and the study represents an excellent real-world 

experiment on the strength of frames. Research holds important information not only for the 

understanding of Polish politics but for the field of framing research. 

The Smolensk Catastrophe debate did not trigger government turnover in Poland, as 

during the parliamentary campaign politicians focused on more “bread and butter issues” and 

abstained from commenting on conspiracy theories in order to show a moderate face to the 

Polish electorate. Nevertheless, the Smolensk Catastrophe debate has revealed something 

intriguing about national politics in Poland: how a shared belief in a particular conspiracy 

theory can play a role previously reserved for religion or ideology serving as an indicator of 

political identity. This is the larger puzzle I seek to investigate through framing analysis. 

STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

The present thesis is divided into three parts: a theoretical section (including methodological 

discussion), the empirical analyses, and conclusions. The first section is manly theoretical 

and covers framing theory, the concepts of Conspiracy Theory and Post-Truth (Chapter 1), as 

well as a brief historical background on the empirical case study (Chapter 2), and a discussion 

on the methodology adopted in the research (Chapter 3). The second section of the thesis 

contains the empirical analysis and discussion. In Chapter 4 I will look at actors involved in 

framing, how they craft their narratives and how frames develop over time. I will analyse 

every important event of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate for the entire period covered and 

observe how frames advance. In Chapter 5, the three master frames with their sub-frames will 

be introduced and exhaustively scrutinised. Moreover, in these two chapters (Chapter 4 and 

Chapter 5) I will analyse the strength of frames by looking at the frames’ salience, actors’ 

counter-framing reactions, competition and time. Chapter 6 will be devoted to mobilisation 

and the behaviour of public opinion. I will analyse each protest action concerning the 

Smolensk Catastrophe, taking into consideration the magnitude and scope of the action, the 

time-period, and actors involved. I will also analyse the protest actions regarding the strength 

of frames: that is, I will consider if protest actions influence the strength of the frame. Finally, 

I will analyse how frames resonate with public opinion. I will look at public opinion as the 
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source of the strong frame. The last part of the thesis is dedicated to conclusions. The last 

chapter (Chapter 8) will, apart from summarising the thesis’ results, focus on the post-truth 

narrative in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. I will describe the features of the post-truth 

narrative and the main actors pursuing such an account. 
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CHAPTER 1  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis analyses the way the Smolensk Catastrophe has been framed by political and 

media actors with a focus on understanding the meanings of narrative used in the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate. The chapter therefore begins with a detailing of framing theory, 

discussing the key steps of framing process with the concept of strength of frames being 

especially stressed. Framing theory allows me to analyse different themes within news stories 

(i.e., the frames) that exist in the public debate in Poland. As Gamson expresses “a frame 

attracts attention to certain aspects of an issue, and directs it away from other aspects” 

(Gamson, 2004: 245). By selectively emphasising certain aspects of a perceived reality and 

by making these aspects salient in a communicating text, frames also “promote a particular 

problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation 

for the item described” (Entman, 1993: 52). In sum, framing theory allows me to answer the 

central research question that animates the present thesis: “how have Polish politicians 

framed the crash to sway voters and promote their own narratives?” 

Some frames are more influential than others—frames that convince the general 

public opinion of one specific interpretation or solution for a given issue. We refer to such 

frames as “strong frames”. Conversely, weak frames are those that the public either ignores 

or heavily discounts. I will discuss the concept of frame strength, which is necessary to 

answer the research question about the possible factors that explain the strength of the frames 

deployed in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The existing research is lacking in terms of the 

exploration of mechanisms that make a frame strong in real-world cases. Therefore, I will 

analyse the frames that Polish political actors deployed during the Smolensk Catastrophe 

debate, focusing specifically on saliency, capacity to sway public opinion, and the extent to 

which the frames provoked reaction from opponents. In the empirical chapters of the thesis 

(Chapters 4–6), I test the outlined theory and investigate the circumstances under which the 
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general public supported the media frames concerning the Smolensk crash deployed during 

the debate. 

This chapter is devoted to outlining the framing process, as well as two other key 

theoretical concepts of the thesis, which pertain to the meaning of the Smolensk Catastrophe 

frames and support of the general public—namely the concepts of Conspiracy Theory and 

Post-Truth. The prime conspiracy theory of the Smolensk Catastrophe was the one claiming 

that Russia, with the tacit acceptance of the PO-PSL government, plotted against president 

Kaczyński and was responsible for taking down the plane. Conspiracy theories, according to 

Uscinski (2016) appeal strongly to groups on the losing side of political contests, and may 

disappear when these groups win. In this chapter, I will discuss the conspiracy theory concept 

in regards to public support as a new path in framing theory, and test the theory in the 

Smolensk Catastrophe case in the empirical section. 

Post-truth is the last concept discussed in the theoretical chapter of the thesis. Post-

truth is an instrumental approach to politics, where voters are treated as objects to be 

manipulated, rather than persuaded. It is a space where multiple “truths” exist, ready to be 

selected from, as a method of shaping what is to be considered true or false (Sismondo, 

2017). I will argue that the concept of post-truth is nothing new, and post-truth politics—a 

political culture in which debate is based entirely on emotional appeals—did not materialise 

in the recent past. Indeed, I show how demagogues deploying new information technologies, 

citizens disregarding arguments and evidence, and politicians manipulating emotions have 

been present for many decades. The post-truth and conspiracy theory concepts are closely 

connected within the Smolensk Catastrophe case. The narratives, included in the conspiracy 

theory, constructed a political reality that surrounded the case of the Smolensk Catastrophe 

also by deploying the instruments of post-truth politics. 

1. 1 FRAMING THEORY 

“Framing” is an anthropological term devised by Erving Goffman (1974). The idea was first 

introduced by Gregory Bateson in 1972 in the field of communication and psychology as a 

“spatial and temporary bounding of a set of interactive messages” (Bateson, 1972: 197), and a 

short while later developed within the field of sociology by Erving Goffman, who has now 
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become widely recognised as the leading protagonist of the concept in the social sciences 

more broadly. Observing interactions among monkeys, Bateson (1972) noticed that only by a 

reference to the metacommunicative message of the monkey’s play, was one monkey able to 

interpret a move from another as a part of the play and not a genuinely intended hostile move 

as would otherwise be denoted. Goffman (1974) established the most important and 

comprehensive approach to framing within sociology discipline. He provided a complex and 

nuanced system of terms and concept of framing, understanding framing with its multiple 

layers pertaining to everyday interactions. In Goffman’s view, it is an explanation of a certain 

situation that is reinforced by a combination of events and how they are understood by 

participants and those observing the events. Framing is inevitable and universal, as 

communication itself is always shaped within a framework. It is important to stress that 

information itself holds no intrinsic value, until it is inserted in a meaningful context, which 

organises and provides its coherence. A frame includes a message, a messenger, an audience, 

a medium, images, and context shapes the meta-meaning of communication. Language 

necessarily evokes frames. 

In a political debate, politicians constantly frame their ideas by packaging them in 

“ideational disguise” (Kangas, Niemelä, Varjonen, 2013: 77). In other words, political actors 

use frames to make their arguments persuasive, to present their view as the only truth, the one 

solution. Nowadays, public debates are carried out through mass media. Frames are important 

especially in the news, because they steer public attention toward certain interpretations of 

events and issues (Norris 1995; Iyengar and Kinder 1987; Neumann et al., 1992). Frames are 

mental structures that determine the way people perceive reality. They “organize everyday 

reality” (Tuchman 1978: 193) by providing a “meaning to an unfolding strip of events” 

(Gamson and Modigliani 1987: 143). The key idea of framing is thus to bring certain views 

to public attention, and to garner popular support for certain positions. Therefore, the purpose 

of framing is to influence public opinion, particularly with respect to voting choices. Lakoff 

(2004) argues that in order to sway public opinion to one side of an issue, facts must be 

presented through a certain frame. Politicians use framing to present the facts of an issue in 

order to make their own solution to inevitability the most appropriate, putting on the 

opposition burden of arguing the frame of the issue first, and later the issue itself. We can 

argue that without a frame, arguments are less effective. 
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While the term is now a staple of social science and communication theory, the 

concept itself has become victim of its own success, partly because in suggesting so much 

(Entman et al., 2009) it actually risks signifying very little. Put simply, the social sciences are 

still quite far from a consensus on what a “frame” means. It has been deployed in the 

conceptual repertoire of an incredibly diverse range of sub-fields in social science and 

psychology—many of which do not overlap—including social movement theory (Gamson 

and Modigliani 1987), legislative politics (Kingdon, 1984; Riker, 1986), behavioural 

decision theory (Druckam, 2001; Kahneman and Tversky, 1984), mass media studies 

(Entman, 2004; Iyengar, 1991; Noelle-Neumann, 1973), psychology and sociology (Chong 

and Druckman, 2007; Pan and Koscicki, 1993), and political communication (Cappella and 

Jamieson, 1997; de Vreese, 2004; Hänggli, 2012; Iyengar, 1991). The most prevalent 

definition of framing is that of Entman (1993: 52), who notes: “to frame is to select some 

aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a 

way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, 

and/or treatment recommendation for the item described”. 

Frames are thus selective views of particular issues. These views construct reality in 

such a way as to lead the public to the formation of whatever conclusion is desired by the 

political actor deploying or promoting the frame. Framing is the active process of creating, 

selecting, and shaping of views. Political reality can never “speak for itself”—it involves, as 

Entman’s definition clearly implies—selection and the imputation of significance by actors 

(Matthes, 2012). It is thus related to the idea of agenda-setting. Elites, journalists and 

politicians are, naturally, socially and culturally embedded actors and frames are organising 

principles that meaningfully structure the social world (Reese, 2007). Thus, these actors draw 

on frames to “speak for” political realities, communicating the varying patterns of selections 

and interpretations of political issues and events over time. To investigate frame construction 

in a complete picture of the whole framing process, the frame definition, must be applied 

across all stages of the process. The process takes place from the level of political elites’ 

communication (the source of information for journalists), through to media, which shapes 

public discourse, to the stage of public opinion, the influence of which is the ultimate purpose 

of framing. 
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The four stages in a framing process are detailed as follows. First, frames are themes 

within news stories. All political issues are contested and open to interpretation. In order for 

views and interpretations to become frames, they must be communicated to the public—via 

the media—and carried by the frames’ attributes. Initially, frames are constructed on the level 

of political elites’ communication, e.g. in press releases, then disseminated to the public by 

the media. I apply an actor-centred political process approach for conceptualising the 

relationship between political actors and the media, closely following the example of 

Wolfsfeld (1997). I consider the political actors to be the first source of influence in the 

frame-building process, in contrast to Scheufele (1999, 2000), who adopts a more 

journalistic-centred view. The news media shall be treated in the framing process as part of a 

greater contest among political opponents for the control of the public agenda and therefore 

the public’s interpretation of political issues. 

Second, frames specify the matters of contention within a given controversy—what 

the essence of the issue is, and the means to solve or address it. Thus, frames generate 

multiple levels of reality. This concept is related to the second step of the framing process, 

namely frame selection and modification by all the actors involved in the process. These 

actors may select some frames over others or bring in their own frames. Journalists also exert 

a marked influence on frame construction. I will elaborate on journalists’ contributions to this 

process in the subsequent section. Presently, I wish to signify the considerable, yet not 

critical, role that journalists possess in the functioning of framing mechanisms. 

Third, framing evolves over time: from elites to journalists to the general public and 

back to the elites. Respectively, frames are communicated by political actors, picked up by 

journalists, presented in the media, and, finally, some of them are reflected back in public 

opinion, consequently shaping citizens’ political attitudes. Moreover, the process is 

continuous, due to the practice of counter-framing by those elites who are at odds with the 

initial frames. The aim of framing is to alter public opinion, garner support, or undermine the 

opposition. This means that framing is an attempt of political actors to shape cognitive and 

social behaviours. The shaped behaviours of the public interact with frames constantly. 

Fourth and finally, frames shape public discourse regarding political issues. This is 

not merely an act of persuasion. Frames refer to a pattern involving issue interpretation, 

attributions, and an evaluation (Entman et. al, 2009). These elements are conjoined in 
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logically consistent ways, suggesting a certain evaluation and a particular attribution. They 

afford citizens the chance to acknowledge, comprehend and enshrine in memory the 

association for future applications. In order to investigate frame construction at every level of 

the framing process, I have to track down substantive frames that are suggested by political 

elites, transmitted by journalists and incorporated into citizens’ thoughts and issue 

evaluations. This allows examined frames to be treated under one common definition. In this 

present dissertation, frames are understood in the sense presented by Entman (1993), namely 

as selective views of issues that construct reality in such a way that leads to differing 

evaluations. Therefore, a political actor’s communication is a frame when he or she selects 

some aspects of a perceived reality, defines and promotes particular problems of that reality, 

makes them salient (in the media), passes moral judgements and/or suggests solutions to that 

interpreted reality (Entman, 1993). Only by combining all these elements, can frames be 

identified. 

Framing can be manifested in thought (frames in thought) or interpersonal 

communication (frames in communication). Frames in thought consist of mental 

representations and interpretations. They focus on those aspects of the issue that an individual 

perceives as the most important (Entman, 1993, Druckman, 2001). Frames in communication 

consist of communication of frames between various actors. They are emphasised in elite 

discourse and public spheres. The strength of frames in communication (frame-building) is 

linked to the strength of frames in thought (frame-setting) (Chong and Druckman, 2007:116). 

Further, as Kinder and Sanders (1996: 164) explain: “frames lead a double life […they] are 

interpretative structures embedded in political discourse. In this use, frames are rhetorical 

weapons […]. At the same time, frames also live inside the mind; they are cognitive 

structures that help individual citizens make sense of the issues”. Thus, the framing process 

consists of frame-building, where frames, essentially, are constructed and communicated by 

the frames’ promoters (political and media actors) and frame-setting, where frames are 

mental representations, interpretations of reality. Consequently, we talk about frames in 

communication and frames in thought. 

A frame in thought consists of the dimensions in which the evaluation of an object is 

based. These dimensions involve either substantively distinct considerations (emphasis 

frames) or logically equivalent considerations (equivalency frames). In both cases, the frame 
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leads to alternative representations of the problem and can result in different evaluations and 

preferences (Druckman and Wild, 2009). I agree with Purkitt (2001, cited in Druckman and 

Wilde, 2009: 18), who claims that most political problems are “ill-structured”, which means 

that emphasis framing thus applies to a broader range of political decisions where political 

parties argue over which of many substantively different considerations should be prioritised 

(Schattschneider, 1960). 

The aftermath of imposing a frame in communication on an individual’s frame in 

thought is termed as the framing effect. Framing effects occur when frames in political 

communications affect frames in thought—namely, when changes in the presentation of an 

issue produce changes of opinion (Chong and Druckman, 2007). The meaning of an issue for 

any given respondent can shift significantly, depending on the particular phrasing used. This 

is in line with many studies that show that frames in communication influence citizen 

opinions on issues and voting behaviour (e.g. Bartels, 2003; Chong and Druckman, 2007). I 

will concentrate particularly on frames in communication in this thesis, as the research 

interest lies in the frame-building process, where media frames (selective views of an issue) 

are treated as dependent variables. I will investigate the way political and media actors 

framed the Smolensk Catastrophe and sought to convince the general public of their 

narratives. The concept of the frame will be operationalized with its boundaries in the third 

chapter. 

1.2. The strength of frames 

A political actor’s goal in framing is to achieve a specific framing effect, i.e. the production 

of a distinct frame in thought via a particular frame in communication (Druckman, 2001). 

The most common framing effects in the political context are emphasis framing effects (or 

issue framing effects) (Druckman, 2001). The second type is equivalency framing effects (or 

message framing effects). The emphasis framing effects occur when a political actor—

usually a speaker—alters the perceived strength of an accessible consideration about an issue 

(Zaller, 1992; Druckman, 2001) and influences citizens’ attitudes (Chong and Druckman 

2007c). The equivalency framing effect involves the use of different but logically equivalent 

frames in order to alter individuals’ preferences. These effects occur when the same 
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information is presented either in a positive or negative light (Druckman 2001:228). For this 

study, equivalency framing effects are irrelevant. Therefore, within the present thesis, I will 

use the term “framing effects” to refer exclusively to the issue framing type. 

 As mentioned, some frames are more influential than others. Scholars speak of 

“strong effects” and “weak effects” (e.g. Brewer et al., 2003; Chong and Druckman, 2007; 

Slothuus and de Vreese, 2010). More concretely, some frames are simply more convincing, 

while others are given less attention or even ignored, lacking the persuasive appeal to sway 

public opinion. Individuals can be affected by mediated messages, but this influence is 

moderated by predispositions, interpretive schemas and other characteristics (Cacciatore, 

Scheufele, Iyengar, 2016). Prior research on framing suggests that strength is either an 

integral property of the frame or a product of individual perception (Brewer, 2001; Chong 

and Druckman, 2007a). Therefore, it can be said that it is either created in the frame-building 

process and reflects in public opinion (polls) as framing effects, or it is an element of 

psychological mechanisms, nested in an individual’s mind. However, in contrast to Chong 

(2007), Gamson and Modigliani (1987) point out that strong frames must resonate with 

shared cultural values; thus, a strong frame cannot solely be a product of individual 

perception, since it shifts an aggregated group (public opinion), inherently possessed of a 

shared commonality, toward a favourable idea or viewpoint. Thus, a frame’s strength does 

not lie in its capacity to make one person change his or her mind—it is not a simple act of 

persuasion. It consists, rather, in the capacity of a frame to change a set of shared public 

views or opinions. 

Baumgartner et al. (2008) reveal that a frame is strong because actors, such as 

journalists, have focused their attention on an issue. By that token, the strength of a frame is 

related to a specific issue, which is located in the media as frames’ saliency; thus it emerges 

during the process of selection and by giving salience to the frames by the media. 

Baumgartner et al. (2008) discussed framing the death penalty debate in the United States. 

They proved that previously dominant in public discourse morality and constitutionality 

frames have not disappeared from the public debate but were put to the background in media 

discussion due to the rise of a different frame – the innocence frame. The attention was 

shifted from the previous frames to the innocence frame, which was caused by the discovery 

of innocence of prisoners with death penalty sentence. This attention shift prompted the 
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general public to consider the issue in new ways, which resulted in a decrease in public 

support for the death penalty, and consequently to the decline of death sentences in the 

United States. 

 Druckman et al. (2013) see the source of a strong frame in the way it reorients 

people’s thinking about an issue. The strength of frames can be defined as the frame’s 

capacity to influence citizens’ opinion (Aaroe, 2011). The authors put much emphasis on the 

people’s ability to develop a particular conceptualisation of an issue. I agree with Boukes, 

Boomgaarden, Moorman and de Vreese (2015), as well as Slothuus and de Vreese (2010) that 

although there is a vast number of studies about the effect of news frames on the attribution 

of responsibility, there are still not enough studies, which look at the effects on attitudes, 

which have consequences for vote decisions. Individuals, subjected to everyday political 

discussions, are not equally influenced by the choice of frames afforded to them by political 

actors. Citizens are either moved toward their own party’s issues because of the partisan cues 

in a given issue’s interpretation, or they are moved by frames (issue framing) and 

informational cues working in unison. The first circumstance, the influence of partisan cues, 

is stronger, because it is a safe shortcut for the formation of opinions for dissemination by 

citizens who are constantly subjected to political discussions, and who may not be possessed 

of a strong opinion on a given issue. Citizens take political cues from political elites while 

forming an opinion on a given issue (Petersen et al., 2013). Therefore, citizens are biased by 

partisanship and ignore arguments, or they deduce that a party endorsement is consistent with 

their interest. Then, they support the issue. By “deducing” I mean that they are able to 

understand (frames help/make them understand) that the issue is in line with their interests. In 

conclusion, a strong frame in communication (frames in media) is greatly connected to 

partisanship and salience and can be defined as a frame that resonates with the general public 

and is salient in the media. 

Strength is, of course, dependent on psychological mechanisms too—the applicability 

of frames (whether they are persuadable) relies on an individual’s considerations (frames in 

thought), that is one needs to be exposed to a frame, and the frame needs to be 

understandable. These are the basic condition for the frames in communication to resonate 

with the public. A strong frame, emerged from public discussion is nested in an individual’s 

mind. This fact has been explored by Druckman et al. (2013: 58), who claim that the “frame 
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strength is a relative construct that refers to individuals’ perception of what makes a 

compelling argument”. Individuals’ considerations must be accessible—their activation must 

exceed a certain threshold in order to be retrieved from long-term memory (Chong and 

Druckman, 2007:110). The applicability of frames occurs when individuals are motivated to 

consider competing considerations, which are either suggested by frames or come to mind 

spontaneously (Chong and Druckman, 2007). Additionally, Druckman (2004) asserts that in 

competitive political settings stronger frames win; a competitive context stimulates 

individuals to consider alternatives when settling on competing considerations. In this light, 

the strength of a frame is the product of individual perception. Hence, it can be said that a 

frame is strong because it has convinced the general public. A strong frame in thought 

(embedded in an individual’s mind) is defined as applicable. “Strong frames are those that 

emerge from public discussion as the best rationales for contending positions on the issue” 

(Chong and Druckman 2007c: 116). 

Hänggli and Kriesi (2012: 261) suggest that a strong frame is one that “provokes a 

defensive reaction by the opponents and/or that resonates in the media”. This 

conceptualisation of strength is based on Koopmans’ idea that resonant or provocative 

messages travel further (Koopmans, 2004: 3,740). The means that a strong frame is one that 

is discussed by opponents. The public debate among political elites pertains to the “key 

engine driving the citizens’ voting choices” (Kriesi, 2005: 202). Moreover, frames are in a 

constant competition in a highly contested political context with competing leaders. Framing 

strategies are contingent on the nature of respondents. Even if the first condition of the 

public’s support for a frame is partisanship, elites have to communicate and define the issues, 

even in order to strengthen partisan identity. Moreover, in the case of a party system 

dominated by many political parties, it is more possible to change public opinion by framing, 

even in a polarised environment. In conclusion, the present research thus defines a strong 

frame as a frame, which provokes a defensive reaction by the opponents, resonates with the 

general public, and is salient in the media (see Table 1.1). 

These three conditions—reaction, resonance, and media salience—will all be included 

in the analysis in the present study, as I believe including only one condition would not be 

adequate for examining the studied case in a dynamic, competitive and complex political and 

media settings. Following the words of Druckman et al. (2013: 645) “framing effects 
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depended more on the strength of the frame than on its frequency”, I will identify and 

investigate six factors influencing the strength of frames. Current studies have provided us 

with some knowledge regarding specific factors that affect the strength of a frame, which 

shall be extended. These factors include predisposition toward frames, deliberation, 

competition (Druckman, 2001:241), the source’s credibility (Chong and Druckman 2007b: 

100), a country’s journalistic environment and cultural congruence (Esser, Strömbäck and de 

Vreese, 2012), audio-visual stimuli (Slothuus and de Vreese, 2010), as well as time 

(Kuklinski et al., 2001; Slothuus and de Vreese, 2010). 

Table 1.1. The definition and the factors influencing frame strength 

Concept Frames in Communication Frames in Thought 

 

Strong frame 

Resonance in the general public 

Source: public opinion 

 

Salience in the media 

Source: media coverage 

 

Provoking defensive 

reactions by opponents 

Source: political actors, 

media coverage 

 

 

Applicability 

 

Factors influencing 

frame strength  

Credibility of the speaker 

Cultural congruence 

Time 

Introduction of new subject 

Accessibility (an individual 

is exposed to a frame) 

Availability (the frame is 

understandable) 

 

 Source: Compiled by the author 

The first listed factor, predisposition toward frames, is the “clearest limit on framing effects” 

(Chong and Druckman 2007c: 111). It pertains to the psychological mechanisms of framing 

effects understood as equivalency-specific and issue-specific predisposition (e.g. attitude). In 

the first understanding of the term, the equivalency-specific predisposition, individuals think 

about frames in terms of losses or gains by making the given object accessible in their 

memory (Druckman, 2004: 674). Equivalency framing (e.g. Jou, Shanteau, and Harris) does 
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not apply to the studied case and therefore will not be analysed. The issue-specific 

predisposition is linked to the substantive content of the given choice, for example racism or 

xenophobic in immigration issues, or anti-Russian sentiments in the Smolensk Catastrophe 

case. The most important predisposition toward frames is the partisan preference (Chaiken 

and Trop, 1999). Druckman et al. (2013) emphasise that citizens are not particularly 

susceptible to framing effects, for example elite polarisation radically changes the way in 

which citizens construct opinions. Framing does not have an impactful influence on forming 

opinions in the presence of partisan cues. I will test Druckman’s theory on the influence of 

partisanship on frames in a real study environment. Partisan predisposition will be control on 

the aggregate data level, as conducting surveys retrospectively would not give impartial 

results. 

Deliberation is the second factor affecting the strength of frames. Research shows that 

individuals who are motivated to become involved in a deliberation about a given issue are 

more likely to engage in conscious processing of frames (Druckman and Nelson, 2003). 

Frames’ deliberation will not be analysed empirically in the study as a factor influencing the 

strength of frame due to data limitations. The gathered data (mainly content analysis of news 

articles) does not allow for thorough testing such a factor as public deliberation. 

Kriesi (2005: 202) underlines that public debate among political elites it the “key 

engine driving the citizens’ voting choices”. For this reason, competition, which is the third 

listed factor, is an important factor influencing the strength of frames. Moreover, Sniderman 

and Theriault (2004) argue that people exposed to several frames are less prone to a framing 

effect (see also Chong and Druckman 2007). Most lab-based framing experiments expose 

individuals to a single frame, which is a different environment to a natural one, where there 

are both opposing and alternative frames for a topic. Laboratory studies often show 

significant framing effects. One could say that it overstates the ubiquity of framing effects, 

but not necessarily in real-world politics. Individuals can simple say “I don’t care”, or can be 

more sensitive to alternate means of argumentation, or other sources of information, and can 

be exposed to different “levels” of framing. Outside the experimental lab, frames clash and 

their effects blur. They can be re-born in public debate and subsequently may or may not be 

accepted by the public, depending on their preconceptions and predispositions. Druckman 

(2004) claims that if one frame is put against another in a competitive environment the 
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framing effect changes. The natural exposure to the media is varied, takes place gradually and 

over an extended period (Kinder, 2007). Competition will be analysed as the introduction of a 

new topic and argument to the debate. This factor derives from real-world politics, where 

frames compete with each other and are reframed by political actors, new topics and 

arguments are presented, which changes the dynamics of a debate. It especially concerns 

those debates, which are long lasting and event-driven, of which the Smolensk Catastrophe is 

one clear example. Experimental research on framing effects, though riveting and ground-

breaking, forces experimental participants to make decisions in isolation from social contact 

and context. The introduction of a new subject in a political debate can have a refreshing 

function, increase both public and media attention, and certainly reflects context of public 

debates in real-world politics. 

The fourth factor affecting the strength of frames is the credibility of the source of the 

transmitted message. The importance of experts and other actors involved in framing cannot 

be overstated. Moreover, a credible source of a frame increases its salience in the news media 

(Iyengar and McGrady, 2007), and therefore influences the strength of frames. Lupia (2000) 

underlines that for a speaker to possess credibility, it is required that they hold the possibility 

of revealing to the target audience a trusted source of information, which would lead them to 

believe that the speaker possesses a deeper knowledge and understanding of the issue at hand. 

Audience seeks guidance from sources they believe to be credible (Nelson, Clawson, and 

Oxley 1997), therefore the factor of source credibility is crucial for successful framing. 

Unfortunately, I do not have access to data that would allow me to test the influence of a 

credible source on a frame in real-world politics. However, I will take into consideration 

experts’ (people seen in the media and by the public as knowledgeable professional on the 

studied issue, e.g. airplane accident specialists) input in framing the Smolensk Catastrophe. 

A country’s journalistic environment and cultural congruence is a fifth factor affecting 

the strength of frames. Frames that invoke longstanding cultural values are more likely to 

alter peoples’ opinions (Gamson and Modigliani, 1987:169–70). Cultural references play an 

important role in strengthening frames’ capacity to influence the general public. The culture 

factor sets limits on which considerations are applicable; if frames collide with shared 

cultural principles it is likely the framing effects will be weak. Most people do not develop 

their attitudes toward political issues through personal experience, but rather by what others 
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say, write or do. Entman (2004: 14) argues that the most inherently powerful frames are those 

that are “fully congruent with schemas habitually used by most members of society”. 

Wolfsfeld (1997: 32) supports that claim in discussing the concept of “cultural resonance”. 

Frames that engage more culturally echoing terms have a greater potential for influence the 

general public. 

The last factor affecting the strength of frames is time. In real-world politics, people 

are exposed to different frames at different times. Political actors enter the public forum at 

different times with diverse frames and counter-frames. The timing of the exposition to 

framing is a factor influencing the strength of frames. The timing of counter-frames matters if 

prior attitudes toward a particular issue weaken over time (Chong and Druckman, 2012). 

Some scholars, indeed, suggest that framing effects vanish with time (e.g. Chong and 

Druckman, 2010). However, repetition of frames increases their accessibility (Slothuus and 

de Vreese, 2010), therefore promoting their effects. Chong and Druckam (2013) claim that 

the speed with which frame effects attenuate varies among recipients depending on how they 

process information. The authors conclude that the timing of the counter-frame makes a 

difference solely when it appears very quickly (within the span of no more than two days) for 

those individuals who evaluate an issue immediately and spontaneously (online processing, 

OL). This contrasts with those who reflect on an issue and formulate an opinion thereafter 

(memory-based processing, MB). This inclination may vary depending on the particular case 

at hand. Moreover, Kuklinski et al. (2001) underline that people engage in MB processing 

only under specific circumstances; certainly, when resources, time and motivation are in 

abundance. Therefore, it can be assumed that for certain sudden events—especially in the 

case of accidents or assassinations—timing plays a vital role as a factor of the strength of 

frame; of course, taking into account the effect that prior attitudes have on susceptibility to 

being influenced by the elites. 

In sum, due to the type of data involved (media frames) and the long period of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate—and considering previous research in the area of the strength 

of frames—the most important factors influencing the strength of frames to be analysed in 

this study are: partisan preference, introduction of new subject (competition), cultural 

congruence, and time. Other factors, which are not relevant for this thesis, will not be taken 

into consideration during the analysis. 
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As mentioned, this research is interested in the idea of frame strength. Although I 

include frame-setting—or, more generally, framing effect models—in the present study, I 

concentrate particularly on the frames in communication as the research interest lies in the 

frame-building process. Framing is also a collection of references, symbolism, and 

stereotypes—namely, of cultural influences. Successful framing is carried out in a particular 

social and cultural context, so individuals can connect frames to what they already perceive, 

and to make sense of the information they are being afforded. The context of framing will be 

elaborated upon in the coming chapters pertaining to the examined case study—the Smolensk 

Catastrophe. 

In this section I focus on three steps of frame-building, the part of the framing process 

on which I focus in this study, during this phase frames in communication are constructed. 

Subsequently, I will elaborate upon topics of Conspiracy Theory and Post-Truth, important 

concepts of this thesis. 

 Frame-building involves three steps: frame construction, frame promotion, and the 

contribution of journalists, particularly journalists’ mediation, First, political actors construct 

the message. Lazarsfeld (1955) found that opinion change was not prompted directly by mass 

media but was mediated by opinion leaders, who passed on messages on journalists and other 

actors of their social network. Second, they promote that message. Actors argue between 

themselves and compete to define a political issue by emphasising particular “subsets of 

potentially relevant considerations” (Druckman and Nelson, 2003: 739). Schoenbach et al. 

(2001: 519) found that politicians (political parties and candidates) account for between one-

half and two-thirds of all political actors present in television news during election 

campaigns. Third, journalists contribute through what is known as the “mediation process” 

process. This is the process in which communication between the political actors and the 

voters is not direct, but is mediated by journalists. Journalists mediate either at the content 

level, negotiation how the issue is framed, or at the process level, negotiating with political 

actors the time and place the frames are reported (Strömbäck and Nord, 2006). Frequent 

exposure of individuals to mediated messages shape their perception of issues (Noelle-

Neumann, 1984). I will elaborate on each of these processes in subsequent sections. 
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1.3. Frame construction 

Political actors construct a message for the general public strategically in order to garner 

public support, particularly during election campaigns. Political actors strategically search for 

the frame they believe to be the strongest—namely, the frame that has the most capacity to 

sway public opinion (Hänggli, 2012). The actors might also provide additional frames in case 

the core frame is not resonating well. However, Shoemaker and Reese (1996: 104) note that 

political actors might not wish to overload the media capacity processing and therefore they 

decide to do not introduce many frames to the public. In a competitive framing environment, 

political actors must decide whether they want to employ their opponents’ frames defensively 

or offensively and how much attention they want to pay to the opponents’ frames. 

Additionally, they must decide how much priority they want to give to their own frames. 

More concretely, political actors face three strategic choices at the frame construction 

stage of the frame-building process. According to Hänggli and Kriesi (2012: 261), 

additionally building on the theory of emphasis effects of framing (Druckman, 2001, 2004), 

these strategic choices are: “substantive emphasis choice,” “oppositional emphasis choice,” 

and “contest emphasis choice”. Substantive emphasis choice (Hänggli and Kriesi, 2012: 261) 

is related to the capacity of a frame to influence public opinion—in other words to its 

strength. Political actors, for example, in tailoring their frames choose their most credible 

message. Moreover, the more credible the source of a frame is, the more salient it will be in 

the news media (Iyengar & McGrady, 2007), thus influencing the strength of frames. They 

also choose such attributes of the frame that can correspond with central cultural themes 

(Chong and Druckman, 2007b: 100). 

The second strategy pertains to the opponents’ frames and is called “oppositional 

emphasis choice” (Hänggli and Kriesi, 2012:262). As I mentioned earlier, political actors 

react to their opponents’ framing, and they need to decide how they will react to those frames 

—defensively by adopting counter-framing or offensively by using the opponent’s issues or 

frames’ attributes and being perceived as a responsive actor in the public view. 

The third strategy is called “contest emphasis choice” (Hänggli and Kriesi, 2012:263). 

Political actors need to choose their strategy based on two classes of frames: substantive and 

contest frames (Entman, 2004: 5f). The former class presents frames as variable in capacities 
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that are issue-specific or surpass a certain issue (Matthes, 2009), in other words do not 

address directly the debated issue but focus on politics (actors involved). Substantive frames, 

in contrast, focus on the aspect of the problem, its substantive content, such as policy, 

whereas contest frames focus on the involvement of the actors or on the contest itself. 

Hänggli and Kriesi (2010) argue that politicians are confronted with at least four types of 

strategic framing in terms of contest frames, which are: “strategic frames” (analysing the 

candidate’s rhetoric and positions), “horse race frames” (framing the campaign as a race 

between two teams), “conflict frames” (emphasising conflict between groups) and 

“personalised frames” (attacking another person). Substantive frames, in contrast to contest 

frames, focus on the aspect of the problem definition (Entman, 2004). Moreover, De Vreese 

(2005) has distinguished between “issue-specific” and “generic” frames. However, this 

division does not differentiate contest frames from thematic frames. 

Moreover, Chong and Druckman (2007: 4) underline that politicians’ frames must be 

in line with the general ideological climate. According to their research, political actors 

should avoid presenting too many facts or approaching the issue from too many different 

perspectives. Instead, they should simplify the issue in order to appeal to people’s views on 

what is right and what is not. Furthermore, political actors should refer to more widely 

accepted cultural values, such as freedom or equality, instead of referring to a specific 

group’s interest. This stems from the fact that it is easier for the respondents to construct an 

opinion based more on moral sentiment than factual statement. Moral sentiments diminish 

uncertainty, and moral frames possess a wider valence (Stokes, 1992). Furthermore, in 

accordance with Lakoff (2004), I argue that moral and emotional frames are more powerful 

and compelling than those that appeal to self-interest or group-interest, because political 

thought originates from morality—the judgement of what is right and what is wrong. 

1.4 Frame promotion 

According to Habermas, in an ideal democratic society citizens engage in the political 

process not merely as “voters” but as active participants in public debates and deliberation 

(Habermas, 1984, 1987). The public debates foreshadow the democratic decision. Democratic 

societies are dependent upon debates and deliberations, which require political positions and 
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ideas with competitive perspectives. These perspectives can be perceived as frames 

“contesting in a public arena” (Pan and Kosicki, 2001). These frames are also a product of 

media effects: without media, frames simply would not exist, because information is 

portrayed through media channels. 

Citizens often lack informed opinions and they are said to be vulnerable to 

manipulation by political actors (Ingham, 2016: 1,079). According to Schumpeter (1942), 

elites manipulate voters’ myopia for electoral gain and this effort is at the core of electoral 

competition. If citizens’ policy preferences are manipulated by elites and the elites 

“manufacture popular will” (Schumpeter, 1942: 263), then the elites are those who rule in 

democracies, not the citizens. In such a reading, the popular will, when it exists, is itself a 

product of pure elite manipulation. Political elites use frames to influence and implement 

policy. Frames emphasised by journalists do not occur in a political vacuum; instead different 

social actors sponsor them (Beckett, 1996), and journalists define issues over time, because 

sponsors restructure their issue frames given changing political conditions (Pan and Kosicki, 

1993). The frames strategically compete in public debate to determine how a society 

perceives reality (Calhoun, 2002). 

The framing theory presented at the beginning of this chapter underlines that the way 

in which citizens receive information begins to structure how they view an issue (Entman, 

1993). Frames are strategies that orient individuals to certain aspects of an issue (Pan and 

Kosicki, 2001). Political elites try to lead the media to focus its attention on certain aspects of 

an issue and to ignore the other aspects when construing their opinions (Druckman, 

2001:230). Moreover, as it was already mentioned, political actors contest the frames of other 

actors (Hänggli and Kriesi, 2012; Pan and Kosicki, 2001). Pan and Kosicki call this “frame 

sponsorship”, and Hänggli and Kriesi “frame promotion”. Framing promotion is related to 

media channels, public relations skills, and the social position from which it is promoted. 

Therefore, framing promotion depends on an access to, and control of, media materials, 

strategic alliances and knowledge, combined with skills to promote frames (Gamson, 1988). 

 Political elites alter their choices depending on the channel through which they are 

communicating a given message (Hänggli and Kriesi, 2012). They can address their 

audiences using such means as their own newspapers, web pages, or newsletters. They can 

communicate their message to media outlets, which have to pass to journalists, or they 
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communicate the message to the public by organising media events—press conferences or 

assemblies. It is important to underline that broadcast media do not often broadcast press 

conferences in full, and the print media do not publish a transcript of such event. In both 

cases, the message is passed on to journalists. However, they often rely on political actors’ 

input (e.g. press releases) while writing a story. The media input where journalist based the 

story on political actor’s speeches and press releases can be taken as the political actors’ true 

framing intention. 

The political elites wanting to have access to the media and to have control of their 

message need to consider the economy of information and influence. This strategy includes 

running events and having influence over media outlets that is cost-effective for the media 

sources, such as journalists or news agencies. Therefore, the position of political actors is 

strategically more cost-beneficial for journalists through using their resources, skills, and 

connections. This means that political actors provide a newsworthy message (Shoemaker and 

Reese, 1996). According to news values theory, the news values determine how much 

prominence a frame is given by journalists, whose decisions depends on news factors (e.g. 

importance of the message, sensationalism, new information) and institutional rules (media 

culture and ties within the media institution). Political actors use media relations techniques 

to promote a frame, such as creating events then sending fact-sheets, using personal 

connection with a journalist and expanding the sphere of political activity due to advances in 

information and communication technologies. 

 The second strategy draws on the idea of power valence. This idea is based on studies 

that have shown that media attention is biased toward the more powerful actor (e.g. Entman, 

2007; Wolfsfeld, 1997). The frames of strong actors are more likely covered in the media 

than those of the weak actor. Hänggli (2012) points out that the power of an organisation 

responsible for a frame does not equal the power of prominent people. The frames of 

conspicuous people, such as leaders of main political parties or a prime minister, are more 

prone to ensure great attention, in comparison to frames of not powerful people. Media tends 

to cover frames of conspicuous people regardless the strength of that frames but due to the 

role that conspicuous people hold. Power valance has two origins. First, power derives from 

the office that an actor represents, such as president, prime minister, ministers, general 

prosecutor etc. The media usually awaits statements from such figures. The prestige of this 
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kind of actor increases the news value of a frame that the actor promotes (Price and 

Tewksbury, 1997). Secondly, power arises from the influence an actor possesses behind the 

scenes or/and in the foreground. In general, powerful organisations have a higher chance of 

accessing media outlets with their promoted frames (Hänggli, 2012). It is characteristic of the 

Polish media environment that some powerful organisations cannot access certain media 

outlets; indeed their power is arguably the most important determinant of their lack of ability 

in accessing those outlets.  

1.5. The contribution of journalists 

The media hold the key to the public sphere. The media have become the most important 

source of information to the extent that media coverage of politics is more dependent on 

media logic that political logic (Blumer, 2014:34). Journalists are in a position to choose or 

modify frames that are offered by political actors. News organisations negotiate the selections 

and meaning of the frames, which come from their work (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2019: 19). 

Therefore we can treat the journalists as “active actors” (de Vreese, 2014:139) of the framing 

process.  

 As Strömbäck and Nord (2006) note, journalists mediate either at the content or 

process level of framing. Consequently, journalists and political actors negotiate and struggle 

over the way in which the issue is framed, while at the process level of framing both types of 

actor bargain and debate over the time and place that the frames are reported. I concur with 

Wolfsfeld’s (1997: 13) definition of the relationship between political actors and journalists 

as that of a “competitive symbiosis”. He further explains that “each side of the relationship 

attempts to exploit the other while expending a minimum amount of costs”. I think that the 

most popular description of this unique relationship, and in line with this research, is one 

given by Gans (1979: 116): “the relationship between sources and journalists resembles a 

dance, for sources seek access to journalists, and journalists seek access to sources.” The 

dancers, though, do not have an equal role: “although it takes two to tango, either sources or 

journalists can lead, but more often than not, sources do the leading”. 

Frames are dependent on the range of media messages and they are subject to the 

relationship between dependency and power rooted in media systems. This relationship, 

which governs the production of media messages comes from Media System Dependency 



 

30 

 

theory (Ball-Rokeach, 1976), together with theories of framing, provides insights into how 

media constrains and enables the process of framing. Media—especially television news—

shape political attitudes and behaviour. Viewers’ interpretations of a presented issue depend 

upon the specific reference points that are built into the media’s presentations (Iyengar, 1991; 

Sahr, 1993). Those presentations are created by organising information in a particular way. It 

is important to stress that information itself holds no intrinsic value, until it is inserted into a 

meaningful context, which organises and provides it coherence. News is supplied with 

metaphors and catchphrases, and mainly symbolic references that suggest the underlying 

story, which is found behind the presented words. Although the media is often treated as 

transmitters of other players’ messages, and not as an originator of policy debates (Callaghan 

and Schnell, 2000; Kinder and Sanders, 1990), the media greatly influences issue framing  by 

shaping the news according to media logic. 

Generally, the media’s role has two facets; on the one hand it is an institutional player 

that (re)constructs and promotes frames on its own, and on the other hand it is a conduit for 

the propagation of other players’ frames. De Vreese (2014:140) notices that “the more elites 

control news framing, the less mediatisation dominates and vice versa”. Mediatisation should 

not be associated with media effects. Esser and Strömbäck (2014:6) state that the 

mediatisation of politics is “a long-term process through which the importance and influence 

of media in political processes and over political institutions and actors has increased”. 

Strömbäck and Esser (2014) introduce four dimensions of mediatisation of which the third 

one refers to “the degree to which media content and the coverage of politics and current 

affairs is guided by media logic or political logic (p. 6). These dimensions relate to the extent 

that the media is guided by its own standards of newsworthiness, rather than those of political 

actors. The media adapt elite framing more often when the issue at hand is rather new on the 

news agenda (Scheufele, 1999: 116). The degree of mediatisation is greater when news 

frames are more important for citizens’ evaluations of political issues. De Vreese (2014: 142) 

underlines that this is especially true for journalistic news frames, which results in 

domination of the coverage.  

It is relevant to underline that journalists’ frames translate to news frames under 

specific conditions, which are defined as a “frame repository” (Bruggemann, 2014). The 

journalists’ frame is one of the frames that contribute to the actual framing of an issue in the 

news (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2019: 22). It is a frame that originates through journalistic 
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practice and agency. One of the most frequent journalists’ frames is a strategic frame 

(Aalberg, Stromback & de Vreese, 2011). Lecheler & de Vreese (2019) notices that it is 

journalists who emphasise the game frame (the strategic frame) among all the actors involved 

in framing, especially when covering politics. As Patterson (2017:1) summarises: “Because 

journalists tend to see politics as a political fame, their reporting of policy leadership and 

problems is often framed in game-like terms”. The question arises: to what degree do 

journalists influence the frame-building process as active actors? Their influence depends on 

several factors.  

De Vreese (2005) lists such internal factors as editorial policies and news values, as 

well as the political orientation of the news organisation the journalist works for; beat bias 

and degree of autonomy; and finally individual-level factors, meaning journalists’ role 

conceptions and personal opinions (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2019: 23). The higher the degree 

of a journalist’s individual autonomy, the stronger the journalistic influence. The more 

actively the journalist engages in an interventionist role conception, the greater the display of 

journalistic agency in the framing process (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2019: 22). Therefore, 

journalists’ dominance in the frame-building process depends on the degree of journalistic 

agency displayed.  

Macro relations within media organisations also contribute to the framing process. 

These relations, such as those between national governments and the news media, influence 

the chain of dependency on media systems. Bennett (1990) offers the notion of “media 

indexing”, which refers to the norms used by media organisations to select news sources and 

frames. Bennett’s theory states that the debates appearing in the news are indexed to the 

range of debates present in mainstream government discourse. Consequently, official debates 

also set the boundaries of public debates. Moreover, the political conflict between elites 

increases media issue coverage, and the decline of the issue coverage results in the elites’ 

termination of a discussion, and not necessarily the resolution of a conflict. According to 

media indexing theory, journalists depend highly on official government sources instead of 

looking for more “critical” ones for two reasons. First, government sources have are treated 

preferentially due to their established newsworthiness (Gans, 1979), and second—due to the 

economy of information, which was mentioned earlier (Bennett, 1990). Moreover, Zaller and 

Chiu (1996) add further variations to the media indexing. Namely, they state that media 
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indexing also depends on the ideological context, stage of conflict1 and prior realisation of 

standing policies. The more the internal factors come to the fore – the high degree of 

journalistic agency - the more we can speak about media logic playing a role during the 

framing process (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2019: 21). The media can be more or less dependent 

on political institutions, and journalists can be more or less guided by media logic in contrast 

to political logic. 

The conflict and strategy frames display a high degree of journalistic agency (de 

Vreese, Peter and Semetko, 2001; Patterson, 2017). The conflict frames are the most 

commonly used frames in political news (de Vreese et al., 2001). Hänggli and Kriesi (2010) 

notice that frames promoted by political actors contain less political contestation than 

journalistic frames. Lecheler and de Vreese (2019) building on this finding, come to the 

conclusion that journalists shape political discourse into conflict frames rather than just 

reporting on the conflict (p. 29). The authors do not give the disseminator role to the media 

but on the contrary they say that journalists play an active role in the frame-building process. 

However, as it was stated earlier this role has its limits, and depends on the degree of 

journalistic agency. Journalists often shape political discourse into conflict frames by pitting 

against each other political actors who hold diametrically opposing views that do not 

originate with the journalists. Moreover, journalists tend to ‘personalise’ the news, sustaining 

an enduring focus on the conflict and drama that involves elite individuals (van Aelst et al., 

2012). Thus, the journalists’ focus on the strategic game provides them with the novelty and 

currency required for daily news, putting aside analysis of policies that may seem old and 

repetitive (Aalberg et al., 2011). Bennet (1997, xiii) formulates it thus: “the game consumes 

news space that could be used to report on issues”. Of course, it does not deprive the 

journalists of their role in the frame-building process, but it seems they intervene in the 

conflict frame building process by centering the focus onto the actors of that conflict, and not 

the issue of the conflicts. Studies indicate that issues shown in the news differ substantially 

from those emphasised by candidates (Semetko et al., 1991; Vavreck, 2009: 43). Journalists 

                                              

1 Conflict is a classic “news value”, one of the characteristics that make an event newsworthy. As Wolfsfeld 

(2004: 9) notes: “Conflict and violence are the mainstays of the news industry, whereas stories about peace are 

few and far between.” 
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tend to choose campaign controversies over substantive issues (Patterson, 2017), but studies 

also show that journalists’ conflict frames influence the choices of directionless voters in 

elections in the US (Lawrence and Rose, 2009). “They are in the news business, and their 

imperative is attracting and holding an audience’s attention” (Patterson, 2017: 11). 

1.6. CONSPIRACY THEORIES AND FRAMING 

Dissemination of conspiracy theories does not take place only through the most populist 

medium – the internet - but also takes place in the press or network television. By covering 

sensationalist claims of conspiracy-driven news sources, the mainstream media exposes the 

wider public to conspiratorial ideas, at the same time legitimising their presence in the public 

discourse. Various conspiracy theories have been investigated by mainstream news outlets; 

for example the conspiracy theory of President Obama faking his birth certificate to conceal 

his ‘true’ birthplace of Kenya. These conspiratorial claims were covered by mainstream news 

outlets, like CNN and Fox News (Byford, 2011). Reporting on conspiratorial claims by 

mainstream news outlets originates not only in the desire of profiting from sensationalism but 

also within the media’s bias towards fairness. Journalists tend to write stories with the idea 

that every story has two sides and both should be accepted and understood before one makes 

a claim or decides upon a viewpoint. In doing so, it is often the case that for one argument 

there needs to be a counter-argument, however insubstantial it may be. Therefore journalists, 

in their attempt to avoid bias, fall into the trap of bias towards fairness. Moreover, as 

discussed earlier, journalists form conflict frames by focusing on two opposing sides of an 

issue. 

One of the main sources for news journalists - political actors - spread conspiratorial 

claims by themselves. Gray (2010: 288) suggests that the political elite use conspiracy 

theories pragmatically in the Middle East. Turkish governmental officials, including the 

prime minister of Turkey made accusations of an active conspiracy when they explained the 

reasons behind the Gezi Park protests in 2013 (Nefes, 2017:2). President Trump gave a one-

day press pass to the most well known conspiracy theory and fake news website InfoWars in 

the United States, owned by Alex Jones. This can echo the premise that political actors use 

conspiracy theories in line with their interests and values; furthermore, while also being 
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involved in the dissemination of conspiracy theories. 

This perspective provides a bridge between framing theory and a certain conspiracy 

theory. Some conspiracy theories can be viewed as a specific type of a frame, establishing a 

new pathway in media framing. Byford (2011) implies that conspiracy theories are narratives 

that circulate in culture – as stories in mass media. Not all conspiracy theories may become a 

frame. I have studied in previous sections of this chapter the concept of framing as the 

process of creating, selecting and shaping of views in such a way as to lead the public to the 

formation of the desired conclusion by the political actor promoting the frame. Some of the 

conspiracy theories constitute means of making sense of complex events by assigning them a 

clear cause, and focusing blame on a target. These conspiracy theories may be used by 

political actors as a frame, in order to mobilise collective action against the conspiratorial 

agent (Franks, Bangerter and Bauer, 2013: 2) 

This study tries to reach beyond the understanding of conspiratorial thinking as an 

alternative explanation of unusual, disturbing events as a marginal idea, instead proposing the 

conceptualization of conspiracy theories as a type of a media frame. The next section will pay 

particular attention to a specific type of frame – conspiracy theory. It is important to 

understand the causes of belief in a conspiracy theory, as well as any potential moderators.  

Conspiracy theories are common, and a great number of scholars agree upon this 

claim (e.g. Berinsky, 2013; Hofstadter, 1964; Lewandowsky et al. 2012; Miller et al., 2016; 

Moore, 2015). Scholars have been examining how conspiracy theories have affected 

particular episodes of history (Hofstadter, 1964; Davis, 1972; Olmsted, 2009), what motivate 

people to believe in them (Moore, 2015), what the social consequences of such beliefs are 

(Uscinski and Parent, 2014), as well as the political implications of beliefs in conspiracy 

theories (Jolley and Douglas, 2014). They have come to the conclusion that believing in 

conspiracy theories has negative political, social, and public health implications, such us 

lower levels of trust in government (Einstein and Glick, 2015) and decreased rates of child 

vaccination (Jolley and Douglas, 2014). In other words, conspiracy theories, as well as 

misinformation are politically and socially significant (Uscinski and Parent, 2014).  

Karl Popper (2011 [1952]: 306) introduced the term conspiracy theory in 1952, underlining 

that the individuals or groups who are interested in an explanation for a certain social 

phenomenon as being grounded in conspiracy, consider powerful entities as responsible for 
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the suffering in the world, indicating among others: the economic monopolists, capitalists, the 

Freemasonry, or the Learned Elders of Zion, for example. Hofstadter (1964) made a similar 

claim. Although he did not use the term conspiracy theory, he calls beliefs in conspiracy 

theory the “paranoid style” of politics. He concludes that paranoid see the enemy as a mighty 

power that intends to manufacture history. Delusion and paranoia have been studied as a 

specific problem of popular belief in conspiracy theories (Sunstein and Vermeule, 2009). 

Conspiracy theories are not just any explanation of events or phenomena, but an explanation 

formed in a way that is implausible, unwarranted, dangerous, and as Moore (2016: 3) asserts: 

they “invoke ever broader and deeper conspiracies and discount all contradictory evidence.” 

Conspiracy theories then, are a particular explanation of events with an accusatory perception 

and which the main causal factor is some supposedly powerful group of people, who acts in 

secret for their own benefit, against other people and the common order (Keeley, 1999). 

These are narratives that reduce the complexity presented by various events and translate 

unspecified anxiety into negative views of others, and sometimes motivate collective action 

(Franks, Bangerter and Bauer, 2013). 

 The most noticeable examples of conspiracy theories come from politics, such as the 

Illuminati and the Freemasons plotting against all religions and governments, the supposed 

advance knowledge of the 9/11 attack among high-level officials in the US government, 

George Soros’ influence on mass media (and therefore governments), or the various 

conspiracy theories pertaining to Malaysia Airlines flight MH370. Conspiracy theories have 

been increasingly linked to a general crisis of trust in government and political polarisation 

(Barlett and Miller, 2010). Heins (2007) even claims that conspiracy theories undermine 

liberal democracies, since they focus on a single authoritarian enemy and promote paranoid 

delusion, threating to a liberal order by raising totalitarian forms of rule (Heins, 2007: 789). 

Conspiracy theories might be seen with a positive approach or a critical approach 

(Moore, 2016). In the latter, research questions concern what the people think about 

conspiracy theories. The focus lies on the cultural construction of the concept. In the positive 

approach—which is of interest to this study—the focus is on the causes and consequences of 

people’s beliefs in conspiracy theories. In particular, this study shall focus on the 

understanding of how informational cues affect belief in conspiracy theory and under what 
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conditions information advocating a conspiracy theory can influence people’s belief in that 

conspiracy theory. 

Zaller (1992), in his classic study of mass opinion, argues that citizens seem to take 

cues from political elites; citizens learn about the political party’s stance on an issue and they 

are most likely to adopt the exact position of the political party (Zaller, 1992:8). A vast body 

of research supports Zaller’s argument that citizens follow partisan cues, especially while 

forming their policy opinions (e.g. Bullock, 2011; Lupia and McCubbins, 1998; Slothuus and 

de Vreese, 2010; Uscinski et al., 2016). This link is stronger when partisan elites take 

polarised positions (Kriesi, 2005; Zaller, 1992). Scholars turned to experimental research in 

order to test the impact of party position-taking on policy opinion (e.g. Bullock, 2001; Cohen, 

2003; Slothuus and de Vreese, 2010). The experiments demonstrate that citizen’s opinions 

are motivated by information about which party supports a policy. Bisgaard and Slothuus 

(2018) tested this evidence in the real-world settings, where politicians change their policy 

positions, even if it is not by demand of the general public (Bardi, Bartolini and Trechsel, 

2014; Bisgaard and Slothuus, 2018). They found that citizens’ policy opinions change 

substantially when their political party changes its policy position, even though their 

previously held views go against the new policy position. Their results prove that there is a 

strong tendency of partisans to follow their party when it switches policy positions. 

Zaller (1992: 6) asserts that “every opinion is a marriage of information and 

predisposition: information to form a mental picture of the given issue, and predisposition to 

motivate some conclusion about it.” Some scholars (Einstein and Glick, 2013: 17) advocate 

that exposure to informational cues suggesting a conspiracy highly affects people’s belief in a 

particular conspiracy theory. Informational cues are information that induces conspiratorial 

beliefs found in news reports, documentary films, and other forms of communication. Many 

scholars have argued that beliefs in certain conspiracy theories are the consequence of a 

predisposition toward viewing events through conspiratorial lenses. 

Scholars have shown that a belief in specific conspiracy theories is linked to partisan 

cues (Hofstadter, 1964; Lipset and Raab, 1978; Pasek et al., 2014; Uscinski et al., 2016). In 

the Cassino and Jenkins’ study (2013, in Uscinski, 2016) respondents tend to accuse 

opposing partisans of propagating conspiracy theories and resist those conspiracy theories 

that “diminish” their own leader. These propensities apply to two-party systems, like the 
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Polish system. As it will be explained in detail in later chapters, the Smolensk Catastrophe 

debate and the contest over framing played out between the two main oppositional Polish 

political parties. Slothuus and de Vreese (2010) strongly advocate that partisan cues are a 

conditioning factor when delivering information that directs the reasoning processes of the 

interested subjects. However, Cassino and Jenkins (2013) underline the fact that not all 

partisans subscribe equally to conspiratorial theories. 

In Uscinski et al.’s (2016) recent study, the authors examine, in their experimental 

analysis, how partisan and individual predispositions (the individuals’ predispositions to 

believe in conspiracy theories) influence the reception of an informational cue. Uscinski and 

colleagues build on Zaller’s theory (1992) that partisanship and individual predispositions 

determine how likely informational cues suggesting a conspiracy are to be accepted; in the 

same way the formation of opinion about a policy is conditional on partisan cues. The authors 

conclude that partisanship robustly affects the tendency to perceive a conspiracy when the 

conspiracy theory has a partisan component (Uscinski et al., 2016:11). The informational 

cues suggesting a conspiracy significantly affected only non-partisans in believing in the 

media conspiracy. Therefore, informational cues suggesting a conspiracy, garnered from the 

internet, social media etc. are likely to increase conspiratorial beliefs in those people, who 

have both conspiratorial predispositions to accepting conspiratorial logic and whose partisan 

predispositions are in line with a given conspiracy theory. 

The study shows that the likelihood of informational cues driving the conspiratorial 

beliefs being adopted, when political topics change, is conditional on partisan cues and 

conspiratorial predispositions, which are the individuals’ predispositions toward seeing the 

world in conspiratorial terms. It is not information alone that drives people’s belief in 

conspiracy theories but partisan and individual predispositions in combination with 

informational cues; these findings emphasise the importance of the elite-mass linkages in 

conspiracy theory beliefs. The study also sheds light on the concentration of conspiracy 

theories on one side or the other; thus, partisans are less prone to accept conspiracy theories 

that accuse their own political representation. Moreover, scholars underline the existence of 

strengths of conspiratorial predisposition, and their variance among “believers”. That 

assertion would also explain why people believe in contradictory conspiracy theories, and 

why some do not believe in them at all. Moreover, it must be added that psychological traits, 
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mainly anxiety, paranoia but also a sense of group belonging, highly influence one’s 

individual predispositions. 

Against this theory, we can deduce that citizens consider whether a conspiracy theory 

is in line with their political values and interest. Their belief in specific conspiracy theories is 

linked to partisan cues (with conspiratorial predispositions). Political actors can pragmatically 

use conspiracy theories as a frame among different rational frames to influence public 

opinion. The successful framing depends also on the credibility of those who frame 

communications, as it was stated in the previous sections. Frame resonance is mainly a 

function of its credibility and its salience. Credibility itself is a function of the consistency of 

the frame, its empirical credibility and the credibility of the promoter of the frame. If opinion 

leaders who use conspiratorial cues are credible, their conspiratorial framing as a normative 

dispute over important values may be a stimulus for “believers” to take action (Franks, 

Bangerter and Bauer, 2013: 9). Moreover, as de Vreese et al. (2011: 182) point out, framing 

not only alters the importance of peoples’ existing beliefs  - it also changes these beliefs, as 

people become aware of connections between beliefs and topics they had not thought about 

previously. A conspiracy theory presented by a credible political actor as a conspiracy frame 

might have a strong impact on citizens’ political mobilisation. 

Why do some conspiracy theories have such an impact while many others do not? The 

potential for mobilisation requires a consistent plan of action coupled with coherence 

(Franks, Bangerter and Bauer, 2013: 8). Framing theory has specified the constitution of such 

a plan. To frame is to identify a problem and attribute it to a cause, focus blame on a target, 

and articulate a proposed solution to the problem. Political actors frame public opinion with a 

rationale aimed at changing opinions and attitudes, as well as mobilising their supporters. The 

strategic use of conspiratorial frames and a post-truth narrative approach to politics might 

manufacture public opinions and attitudes, as well as mobilise supporters. 

1.7 Post-truth Concepts 

Three decades ago, James Ettema (1987) used the term “post-factual” in the journal Critical 

Studies in Mass Communication. Jeff Maplas, a philosopher, mentioned the term “post-truth” 

in his 1992 article (Malpas, 1992). More recently, Ralph Keyes published a book entitled The 
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Post-Truth Era: Dishonesty and Deception in Contemporary Life (2004). Years before, 

Walter Lippmann’s classic Public Opinion (1922) opened with Plato’s Allegory of the Cave; 

the mortals trapped in a cave who recognise reality as shadows flickering on the walls. 

Lippmann by this allegory meant that people dwell within a cave of media misrepresentations 

and distortions of reality. He introduced the term “pseudo-environment” (Lippmann, 1922), 

describing the social environment where people react not to the realties but to a subjective, 

biased mental image of the world. Political elites can create pseudo-environments with the 

media playing an important role in conveying narratives. Lippmann noticed that carefully 

selected facts are not superior to a subjective interpretation of an issue. 

The importance of the post-truth concept has grown in recent years due to the rise of 

populist movements in many European countries, such as during Donald Trump’s electoral 

campaign, or within certain elements of the pro-Brexit movement before the UK’s 

referendum on the matter. Academic and popular articles followed these issues exploring the 

concept of post-truth. The given definitions of post-truth, as relating to circumstances in 

which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotions 

and personal belief (Fuller, 2018: 1), are rather vague for purposes of framing analysis, and 

do not explicitly differentiate post-truth rhetoric from, for instance, populist or nationalist 

rhetoric. 

 The literature identifies various characteristics of post-truth narratives as emotions 

(Brader, 2011; McComiskey, 2017: 27; Lakoff, 2008), domination of personal belief and 

experience (e.g. d’Ancona 2017b), disregard for facts (Fuller, 2018), relativism of truth 

(Sismondo, 2017; Gilbert, 2016), disregard for facts (Jones, 2016), metaphors, irony and 

exaggeration (McComiskey, 2017; Pawełczyk and Jakubowski, 2017). None of these 

characteristics can be considered as a new phenomenon. The theoretical origins of post-truth 

mechanisms lie in the history of social and political theory. Machiavelli already proposed the 

idea of interplay between political elites, where playing by the rules is not important, only 

winning the debate by all necessary means, while at the same time controlling the rules of 

that debate. He proposed the employment of a combination of cunning and strength as a 

means of controlling the state (the public debate in the understanding of this thesis). He used 

a metaphor of lions and foxes. The ruler should be a lion and a fox—a lion maintains the 

status quo through its power (that is, his political legitimacy) and a fox distorts the facts and 
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appeals to emotions. Post-truth incorporates a number of listed characteristics, which pertains 

to truth, instead of depends on the exact attitude to truth. It is not the opposite of truth; it is a 

combination of different elements that confuses recipients. The lion communicates the status 

of what they have done, and foxes imply what they will do. Machiavellian strategy is very 

similar to what we know as post-truth strategy while compete for power and accuse each 

other of illegitimacy (Fuller, 2018). 

It is an instrumental approach to politics, where voters are treated as objects to be 

manipulated, rather than persuaded. It is a space where multiple “truths” exist, ready to be 

selected from, as a method of shaping what is to be considered true or false (Sismondo, 

2017). Facts are a fundamental tenet of democracy. Whenever voters are manipulated, and 

politicians try to mislead public opinion, the public turns to facts. Yet, facts have become the 

main rhetorical weapons of political argument, as political debates became more adversarial 

in nature. Populists are prone to encouraging people’s readiness to shape their own opinions 

and prejudices. Just as advertisers are able to create consumer demands, political 

campaigners—who are generally political elites—can manufacture public opinion, tailoring 

the will of the people (Schumpeter, 1942:263). Lippmann (1922) adds to this metaphor by 

saying that news consumption is like shopping: a person finds the source of information that 

most reflects his/her point of view and expresses that preference with loyalty. 

Post-truth is not just about being factually inaccurate. Lying is different than post-

truth. Post-truth statements are more harmful than simple lies; they are pursued by those who 

care only about their own narrative (Frankfurt, 2005: 33). A person who proposes a post-truth 

narrative says whatever helps him or her to obtain the outcome he or she desires but does not 

care whether it is the truth. As Lippmann (1922: Chapter IX) wrote: “while men are willing 

to admit there are two sides to every question, they do not believe that there are two sides to 

what they regard as “fact””. People’s image of the world is reflected through the prism of 

their emotions and prejudices. Therefore, facts are often a matter of belief and judgement, 

especially for a not well-informed citizen. It does not mean that person would not refer to 

truth. Lippmann’s point is that people’s opinions are based on “fictions” (in this thesis are 

called narratives) given to people by the media and political elites, not formed on knowledge. 

These fictions can have any degree of fidelity – be they less or more misleading. This is in 

line with the lion-fox strategy, where the fox is responsible for misleading and the distortion 
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of facts, and the lion appeals to the status quo. Against this theory, the post-truth concept is 

closer to propaganda. 

Propaganda, according to Laswell (2005) is the management of collective attitude by 

manipulation of the significant symbols. It is a deliberate and systematic effort to shape 

perception and manipulate public in order to obtain desired reactions of propagandists (Jowett 

and O’Donnell, 1992). Claude Miller recognised seven common propaganda devices: “name 

calling, glittering generalities, transfer, testimonial, plain folk, card stacking, and 

bandwagon” (Guyer, 2010: 370). For Miller, propaganda is the attempt to influence the 

public by appealing to their thoughts and feelings. Political elites search for the means to 

exploit citizens’ discontent and aspirations, so that they correspond with the elites’ policy 

objectives (Laswell, 2005). These means depend on narratives combined with prior 

predisposition pattern in the political arena. The patterns include such elements as value 

structures, myths, techniques to affect people’s behaviour, and culture resources. In general, 

propaganda propagators speak through stories, news, rumours and images. Propaganda is also 

the use of reasoning or facts in order to persuade public opinion. Laswell treated propaganda 

as a neutral means of influencing public opinion, which can influence deliberation in the 

public arena. 

If the broader definition of post-truth, not dependable on the precise attitude to truth 

but incorporating various characteristics mentioned above, such as intention to deceive, is 

applied, then post-truth appears to be closely connected to propaganda. Symbols speak to 

feelings, and post-truth narratives influence voters’ behaviour by alluring to their emotions. 

Propaganda is an effort to manufacture public opinions and attitudes and therefore control 

public behaviour. Post-truth is an instrument of propaganda. Post-truth is the deliberate 

production of those narratives that convince public opinion. It is not just the propagation of 

lies; it is a strategic usage of symbols, rhetorical weapons, relativism and emotions. Post-truth 

promoters do not care whether their narrative is true, as long as it convinces the public. They 

refer to real events and facts in order to build fictional, alternative worldviews. Promoters of 

conspiracy theories in the Smolensk case, despite remaining uninterested in the “truth”, 

frequently mentioned the word “truth.” When one wants to conceal facts, the assumption is 

made that the facts are determined and knowable. Using terms such as “truth” and “facts” in 

post-truth narratives is a result of the strategic choice to legitimise power of those narratives. 
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As Machiavelli suggested, the most successful manipulation technique is to combine skills of 

a lion and of a fox – to know when and how to use facts and pseudo-facts, true information 

and fake news. 

The motivations for spreading post-truth are numerous and varied. They can help 

bring electoral victories, mire opponents in nonsensical scandal (Ball, 2017:199), mobilise 

political support, or form a special bond between political elites and voters. Of course, the 

motivation for media companies is usually money. For some outlets, controversial or 

sensational stories boost traffic and readership, for others – cut newsroom expenditures. 

Moreover, news outlets may often confuse objectivity with balance. Instead of judging an 

untrue claim promoted by a politician, the media leave it for opponents to challenge. Thus, 

the media reports an argument, not facts. The opponent’s commenting on an untrue story may 

legitimise it. 

Voters are vulnerable to emotions (Brader, 2011; Polletta, Jasper, Goodwin, 2001); 

this is also caused by the politics of hot-button defining issues. Furthermore, this dependency 

on emotions and narratives results in impoverished public debates, for two reasons. Firstly, 

that issues are oriented around cultural wars (Hunter, 1992), not social or economical 

disputes, strongly stimulate emotions and often lead to a withdrawal of substantive 

arguments. Secondly, those debates are usually polarised, leaving no space for moderate 

viewpoints. Paradoxically, voters then turn to even stronger stimuli, since tenacious two-

sided debates deepen the apathy of those who are undecided in their political choices. This 

tendency causes voters’ behaviour to be very susceptible to emotional control. 

The underlying issue of the cultural wars in Poland is the attitude to Polish history. 

Take, for example, the case of Jedwabne.2 In 2001, the Polish-American historian, Jan Gross, 

published a book revealing for the first time to a mass audience, the role of Poles in the 

murder of Jewish civilians in the village of Jedwabne. For years prior to the publication of 

                                              

2 From 1939 to 1941, the Kresy (pre-war eastern Poland) was occupied by the Soviet Union as a result of the 

Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact. During this period, some 315,000 inhabitants of all ethnicities were deported to 

Siberia. Nazi Germany, which had been occupying western Poland since September 1939, subsequently reneged 

on the agreement and invaded Soviet-occupied eastern Poland in what was called Operation Barbarossa on 22 

June 1941. On 10 July 1941, Catholic Poles participated in the murder of at least 340 Polish Jews in the town of 

Jedwabne, some 300 of whom were locked inside a barn that was set on fire (Gudonis, 2018; Dmitrów, 2002: 

336). After the war, under Communist rule in the early 1960s, a monument was erected in Jedwabne which 

falsely attributed the deaths to “[the] Gestapo and Hitlerite gendarmes” (Fox, 2001: 90).  
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Gross’s book, the general public in Poland was educated to believe that the German Gestapo 

and SS paramilitary forces were solely responsible for the Jedwabne massacre. The Jedwabne 

controversy occupied the entire media for months in 2001, polarising the left and the centre–

right on one side, and nationalist Catholics and the radical anti-Communists right on the 

other. The denial of the Jedwabne controversy went through many stages, from negation to 

trivialisation. 

Other examples of the cultural wars in Poland, centred events in Polish history are as 

follows: the perspective on Lech Wałęsa’s past,3 the investigation of communist agents 

within pre-1990 Polish society, and the Russian influence on Polish politics. President 

Wałęsa was subjected for many years to allegations that in the 1970s he serves as an 

informant for the Communist Security Service (SB). Wałęsa denied all the allegations, and a 

court cleared him of the alleged collaboration in 2000. The controversy returned in 2008, 

after the publication of a book entitled: The Security Services and Lech Wałęsa—A 

Biographical Addendum, whose authors claimed Wałęsa had been an undercover operative 

with the codename “Bolek”, who had worked for the security service from 1970 to 1976. The 

issue came back to public life again in 2016, when the Institute of National Remembrance 

seized materials from a former Minister of the Interior, Czesław Kiszczak. The institute 

claimed that Wałęsa had indeed been a spy for the security services. Wałęsa said that the 

handwriting experts and officials making those claims had been pressured by the 

government-run institute and the Polish ruling party, PiS. This political party has been 

frequently accused by Wałęsa’s supporters of wanting to undermine his legacy. Many 

scholars stressed the complexity of the political context behind the documents. Nonetheless, 

public opinion remains polarised on this issue, with some believing in the allegations, and 

others supporting Wałęsa’s legacy. 

These are examples of Polish history indicating that the same mechanisms of the post-truth 

narrative and cultural wars will also be the case for the Smolensk Catastrophe. The situation 

of a disagreement between Right- and left-wing partisans over an interpretation of a generally 

shared narrative has changed into one where each side sees two opposing narratives, and 

                                              

3 Lech Wałęsa was a co-founder of Solidarność, the Soviet bloc's first independent trade union. He won the 

Nobel Peace Prize in 1983 and served as President of Poland from 1990 to 1995. 
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“each thinks the other is uniquely afflicted by “fake news”” (Ball, 2017:9). I will show that 

the Smolensk Catastrophe debate fits in this model; the narratives regarding the plane crash in 

Smolensk have been of this type and have contributed to the polarisation of Polish society. 

Moreover, the debate that has been taking place for the past eight years will not lead to the 

reaching of a broad consensus. 

CONCLUSION 

This thesis aims to analyse how the political reality of the Smolensk disaster was constructed 

by key political agents in Poland through the use of frames. I will argue that the plane 

accident was a highly politicised issue in the Polish public debate. The Smolensk Catastrophe 

debate did not trigger a government change in Poland—among other things due to the fact 

that during the parliamentary campaigns political actors abstained from commenting on 

conspiracy theories in order to show their moderate face—yet the case of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate has revealed something intriguing. Namely, the politicisation of the plane 

accident contributed to the strengthening of party identification among voters, taking into 

account other factors that might have contributed to that process too, such as discontent with 

the PO-PSL government, or increase of nationalistic identity. Moreover, the Smolensk 

Catastrophe revealed the key conflicts, the key oppositions and the creation of politics in 

Polish society from the day of the crash for at least the following six years. The main political 

actors had been pursuing their own narratives concerning the Smolensk crash in order to 

influence public opinion. The main actors of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate are the two 

main adversarial political parties in Poland—PiS and PO—as well as journalists. 

The catastrophe study will be a critical test for a significant theory. Besides, framing 

allows me to analyse different themes within news stories that exist in the public debate in 

Poland, which are frames. I am especially interested in the way the Polish politicians framed 

the crash to sway voters and promote their own narratives (RQ1). In order to answer this 

research question, I have embarked on a review of the framing theory literature in this 

chapter. I elaborated upon the key concepts and definitions in framing research. I will 

conduct content analysis of the media coverage of the Smolensk Catastrophe in order to elicit 

data on news media. I will carry out frame analysis of the newspaper articles. I will look at 
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the frames’ construction in the frame-building stage of framing process, especially 

concerning framing effects. I will identify the main frames of the Smolensk Catastrophe 

debate, the actors involved in the framing process, and the public opinion’s reactions to the 

frames. 

The key idea is that actors, journalists, and audiences do not just reflect or transport 

the political and social realities (Matthes, 2012). They are subject to patterns of selection and 

interpretation of political issues and events over time. I will apply in the thesis the framing 

concept of Entman (1993: 52). Framing is an active process of creating, selecting, and 

shaping views of the public, it can affect the change of  audiences’ attitudes. Frames are 

constructed on the level of political elites’ communication and journalists’ creation of stories. 

I consider the political actors to be the first source of influence in the frame-building process. 

In the theory chapter, I focus closely on the frame-building process, because this is the  

key process to further analysis. In order to explore the way the Smolensk crash was framed, I 

need to encompass the every step of frame-building process. The process involves three 

steps: frame construction, frame promotion, and journalistic contribution. Firstly, political 

actors construct the message. They face three strategic choices on the level of frames’ 

construction of the frame-building process: “substantive emphasis choice,” “oppositional 

emphasis choice,” and “contest emphasis choice” (Hänggli and Kriesi, 2012; Druckman, 

2001, 2004). Secondly, they promote that message in a competitive environment, in order to 

sway voters by emphasising particular “subsets of potentially relevant considerations” 

(Druckman and Nelson 2003: 739). Political elites try to lead the media to focus their 

attention on certain aspects of an issue and to ignore the other aspects when construing their 

opinions (Druckman, 2001:230). Journalists intervene in the frame-building process. Political 

actors not only strategically choose their frames and strategically use them but also contest 

the frames of other actors (Hänggli and Kriesi, 2012; Pan and Kosicki, 2001). Frames are 

dependent on the range of media messages and they are subject to the relationship between 

dependency and power rooted in media systems. Therefore, the third step of the framing 

process is the journalistic contribution to framing, this step is known as the mediation 

process. 

As briefly outlined in the theory section, the existing research is lacking in terms of 

the exploration of mechanisms that make a frame strong in a real-world case. I intend to 
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study this issue in the case of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate in Poland. I am interested in 

mechanisms that have affected a frame’s strength in the Smolensk Catastrophe case. What are 

the possible factors that explain the strength of the frame? (RQ2). There is power embedded 

in a frame in the way in which its effect becomes superior. That power is precisely the 

strength of a frame, and it was defined in this chapter as a function of its resonance within 

public opinion, provoking defensive reactions from opponents, and being salient in the media 

(Table 1.1). The strength of a frame can be ascertained by accounting for specific factors. In 

other words, there are specific factor that makes a frame strong. The most important factors 

influencing the strength of frame for the Smolensk Catastrophe case, which will be analysed 

in this study, are the credible source and cultural congruence, time, and introduction of new 

subject. I will assess a frame’s strength by analysing the media attention, the reactions of 

opponents on certain frames, and the content of the frames. 

In the first part of the empirical chapters, I will explore the substance that frames are 

made of. I will look at the content of those frames and their characteristics. I will also explore 

the context of the Smolensk Catastrophe, suggesting the importance of the social and cultural 

background, such as religion or historical references, when forming a successful frame. I will 

suggest that the power of a political actor and the salience of the frames in the media are key 

factors influencing the strength of the frames. I will argue that the main actors mobilised their 

supporters around their narratives of the Smolensk crash. I will further argue that the public 

support for the frames depends on political identification. In the analyses, I will study the 

complexity of factors in greater detail in relation to time, mobilisation and public opinion 

data. 

I will argue that one of the frames, the conspiracy theory frame, is a post-truth 

narrative pursued by the largest oppositional party in Poland and reinforced by the media. 

Further, I will argue that the frame is not only a narrative of the Smolensk Catastrophe, but 

also bonds the supporters of the party, and becomes an ideology, which voters can identify 

with. In the theory chapter, I elucidate the concepts of Conspiracy Theory and Post-Truth in 

order to scrutinise what the narrative of the post-truth politics of the Smolensk crash is 

(RQ3). I am especially focused on the drivers of these conspiratorial beliefs. The study shows 

that the likelihood of informational cues with the conspiratorial beliefs is conditional on 

partisan cues and conspiratorial predispositions, which are the individuals’ predispositions 
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toward seeing the world in conspiratorial terms. It is not information alone that drives 

people’s belief in conspiracy theories but partisan and individual predispositions in 

combination with informational cues. Post-truth is defined in this thesis in the broader sense, 

not simply as indifference to truth but it is characterised by such features as an intention to 

deceive, an instrumental approach to politics, the domination of personal belief and 

experience, relativism of truth, disregard for facts, and the wide usage of metaphors, irony 

and exaggeration. Post-truth is not being considered as a new phenomenon. The roots of post-

truth lie in the history of social and political theory, especially in public opinion studies 

(Lippmann, 1922) and propaganda studies. Finally, I will argue that the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate with its frames, highly polarised public opinion and introduced post-truth 

discourse into public discourse. 

To summarise, this thesis attempts to show first that the two opposite frame that found 

most resonance in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate were pursued by the two main political 

parties in Poland, Civic Platform and Law and Justice. The strategic framing of the two 

parties in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate is expected to be event-driven. The political 

parties use these frames to mobilise their supporters. Moreover, the political parties’ 

mobilisation in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate has a polarising effect. Second, the thesis 

attempts to show that the public’s support for the frames is polarised along the lines of 

political partisanship. Third, it attempts to show that it was the political opposition that 

mainly used the post-truth mechanisms, which are present in its narratives of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe and constitute the basis of its strategic framing. 

This is the first time, to my knowledge, that a framework for the Smolensk 

Catastrophe narratives has been outlined. The framework incorporates knowledge from 

research in political communication (e.g., Entman 2004, Bennett 1990), populism (e.g. 

Stanley, 2014), and framing (e.g. Chong and Druckman 2007c, Baumgartner et al. 2008, de 

Vreese, 2002, 2003). This research contributes theoretically to political communication 

studies in two ways. Firstly, it provides a contribution to the literature on post-truth concepts, 

defining central processes and key factors in frame-building. Secondly, it extends knowledge 

on mechanism of the strength of frames. 

The research empirically contributes to the field by presenting new, original data on 

the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. This contribution provides important insights both into the 
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literature on framing and politics in Poland, which to my knowledge is rather an atypical case 

in framing, as well as to the study of Polish party politics in general, and ultimately beyond 

the Polish case. This contribution informs scholars on framing and conspiracy theories by 

focusing on the studied case of the Smolensk Catastrophe. Another contribution, in the 

methodological frames, is combining two content analysis approaches together for the highly 

contextualised case study. Finally, it tests psychological experiments on the concept of the 

strength of frames in the real-world case study. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CONTEXTS 

The first chapter signalled that the context of the Smolensk crash in April 2010—the Katyń 

Massacre of 1940, the memorialisation of Soviet atrocities, historical conflicts between 

Poland and Russia, their perceived political and cultural differences, as well as internal 

political conflicts between key parties in Poland—saw a mythos build up almost instantly 

around the accident. The media sustained the symbolism of the Katyń Massacre and 

elaborated the links between it and the Smolensk tragedy. The Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

was also filled with discussions on Polish politics and the future of the nation, with the 

politicised media taking an active part in this discussion. 

Therefore, it is important to detail the political and media contexts of the Polish 

political stage and the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. Moreover, as stated in the previous 

chapter, the thesis is concerned with an issue of post-truth politics. Symbols, emotions, and 

feelings are crucial features of post-truth mechanisms. The contexts surrounding the 

Smolensk Catastrophe provide these features, which might have been used to influence 

voters’ behaviour. 

This chapter will outline three key contexts surrounding the Smolensk Catastrophe: 

the political context, the media context, and the discursive–empirical context. It begins by 

detailing the broad political context in Poland since 1989, including the development of the 

Polish party system and the national perspective on Europe. Second, it offers a sketch of the 

media context in Poland. Third, it details the discursive–empirical context with a thread 

covering the role of Russia as Poland’s principal national “Other”, and a second thread noting 

the role of the Church as the institutional gatekeeper of national values. The debate 

surrounding the Smolensk disaster centred on particular events. Therefore, the chapter will 

also provide a brief narrative of key events associated with the Smolensk Catastrophe. 
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2.1. THE POLITICAL CONTEXT 

As in other Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries after the transition to democracy in 

1989, Poland implemented a series of institutional reforms to its constitution and in the media 

and legal systems. The country adopted a semi-presidential system. This model has undergone 

a process of growth and extensions, and it is present in the constitutions of such European 

countries as Finland, France, Portugal, and Romania. The most noticeable aspect of this list is 

the disparities present between these political systems. These states have not all developed the 

semi-presidential model in the same way. The model is generally associated with France. 

France was searching for a model that would overcome the problems posed by the lack of a 

stable majority in Parliament (Anduiza and Hug, 1999 :23). Whereas Poland opted for a 

model in which all the power would not rest in the hands of a single individual. These 

different approaches resulted in differing, divergent semi-presidential models. The President 

of Poland has far more limited powers than the President of France; for instance he cannot 

appoint a prime minister to form a government, and a constructive vote of no confidence is 

the only way of dissolving the government in Poland (Article 158). Power is divided between 

a bicameral legislative body, composed of a lower chamber (the Polish Sejm) and an upper 

one (the Senate). There is a “dual executive” composed of the president and the prime 

minister and the Council of Ministers. Since 1989, Poland’s judiciary has also been an 

independent branch of government. As with other semi-presidential systems, the dual 

executive leads to distinct conflict dynamics in periods of “cohabitation”. 

The fact that Polish political parties have a strong and centralised leadership 

contributes to the concentration of power in the country’s party system. The formal 

competences assigned to office bearers are extensive (Tomczak, 2015: 16). The importance of 

presidential elections in the semi-presidential system also contributes to the concentration of 

votes within two camps and, eventually, leads to a system tending toward two dominant 

parties. 

Reducing Polish cleavages to the traditional left–right dimension oversimplifies party 

positions in the political space. Some scholars and political figures have argued that the terms 

left and right are irrelevant in Polish politics (Wasilewski, 1994:32). The general absence of a 

clear left–right dimension is mainly due to the attempted formation of the political scene in 

the early democratic years around the ideologically centrist, civil-society–political movement 
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known as Solidarność (Solidarity). While the left can be defined by the economic “winners-

losers” of the regime transition, secularism, and opposition to “de-communisation”, the right 

is distributed between liberal and conservative wings (Raciborski, 2007). The Liberal Right is 

defined by it commitment to supporting economic "winners", its moderate support for "de-

communisation" and a moderate position regarding the Catholic Church.7 The conservative 

right is characterised by religious fundamentalism, a commitment to radical “de-

communisation”, and by its support for economic “losers”. The distance between the left, the 

liberal right, and the conservative right differs according to the issue concerned (Wiatr 

1999:167).  

Two camps emerged after the Polish Round Table Talks8 between Solidarność and the 

authorities of the communist regime: the Solidarność coalition, and the forces of the old 

regime (more on the subject of post-communist cleavages to see in Appendix). In 2001, the 

party system underwent significant change with the entrance of PO and PiS, as well as two 

more radical parties—the populist Self-Defence (SO) and the religious–nationalist League of 

Polish Families (LPR). PiS was established by the twin brothers Lech and Jarosław 

Kaczyński. The party’s stated aim is to defend the traditional social order, a strong state, and 

the fight against corruption. Since its inception, PiS has been Poland’s main conservative 

party, either in government (2005–2007, 2015–) or the largest opposition party (2007–2015). 

PO stands for privatisation, flat taxation, decentralisation and the introduction of a majority 

electoral system for the Sejm. In 2007, PO—with Donald Tusk as its leader (until 2014)—

formed a coalition government, with PSL as the junior partner. It remained in power until 

2015. 

                                              

7 The Catholic Church has played an important religious, cultural and political role in Poland, and the vast 

majority of Polish citizens are Catholic. Therefore, the position of the Catholic Church is an important 

determinant of party identification. The importance of the position of the Catholic Church will be explained in 

the sub-section “the Church as institutional gatekeeper of national values”. 
8 Following a wave of strikes throughout 1988, a secret meeting was held in September between Lech Wałęsa, 

the leader of Solidarność and the communist Minister of Internal Affairs Czeslaw Kiszczak. The two agreed to 

launch the so-called “Roundtable talks” to plan a course of action for Poland’s transition away from 

authoritarianism. The talks began on 6 February 1989, during which negotiations were conducted between two 

blocs: the coalition government faction and the opposition faction centred on Solidarność, but also including the 

church groups (representatives of the Catholic Church and the Evangelical Church of Augsburg). The 

Roundtable Talks launched systemic changes in the political structure of the country, including partially free 

elections for the Sejm in June 1989. They also gave momentum to the fall of the communist bloc. A “Round 

Table Agreement” arising from the talks was signed on 4 April 1989. The most important demands pertained to 

the legalisation of independent trade unions, the introduction of the office of president and the formation of a 

Senate. 
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The 2005 election produced Poland’s first moment of true populism, with a coalition 

government (PiS, SO, and LPR) coming to power (Stanley, 2015). Since then, the conflict 

between PiS and PO has dominated Polish politics. The deep discord between the two 

introduced a divide between secularists and religious observers on the right of the political 

spectrum. The two parties, once so-called “POPiS  almost-coalition”9 represent two opposing 

visions of development: a modern Poland encouraged by PO, and a traditional Poland 

advocated by PiS (Cichosz 2011b: 157f.). Moreover, the two parties possess different visions 

regarding European integration. PiS presented itself initially as “Euro-realist” (but 

Eurosceptic since 2015), and PO became recognised as a fully “Euro-optimist” party. The 

populist coalition government that PiS headed survived for only two years (until 2007).  

The elections in 2007 reinforced this polarisation even further. PO (winner of the 

election) and PiS shared most of the voters between themselves. The 2007 election thus marks 

the beginning of the quasi-institutionalisation of the Polish party system and the decline of 

volatility, although it has remained relatively high nonetheless. For eight years (2007–2015) 

the main political conflict played out between PO and PiS, with stable but limited support for 

the left-wing parties (SLD). PSL has consistently obtained 7–9 percent of the vote, surviving 

by presenting itself as a centrist and pragmatic party, being pro-agricultural and well-rooted in 

regional politics and local government (Musial-Karg 2012: 331–332). 

Between 2011 and 2015, a series of new parties entered the Polish political scene and 

have been challenging the mainstream parties ever since. Some of them are offshoots from 

mainstream parties; others are new creations. The entrance of new parties (the progressive 

Your Movement, the left-wing Together party, the classic liberal Modern party, and the anti-

establishment, nationalistic Kukiz’15 party) has deepened this crucial division between the 

Polish right and left. These new entities are rooted neither in the old regime camp nor in the 

Solidarność camp, but have become a cultural alternative to PO and PiS. Today, competition 

within the ideological left, liberal right, and conservative right is based on the axis of values, 

with PiS forming the bedrock of the nationalist camp. PiS has thus been coalescing the 

conservative right-wing parties within the ethno-cultural dimension, while the typical left-

                                              

9 This “almost-coalition” was an attempt to form a coalition government between PO and PiS but coalition talks 

broke down after the presidential electoral campaign (won by Lech Kaczyński in October 2005) due to 

disagreements over power sharing. POPiS is the popular name used to describe the anticipated coalition between 

PO and PiS. In May 2006, Law and Justice instead successfully negotiated a coalition agreement with 

Samoobrona and the League of Polish Families. 
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wing parties have been attempting to regain political influence. PO attempts to be a “catch-

all” party placing itself in the centre. Because of these new entries, volatility in the party 

system has once again increased considerably. 

Ideological cleavages 

After the post-communist transition, some social groups profited from the economic shift, 

whereas others suffered. Differences in income became more pronounced, and unemployment 

rose. The younger, well-educated citizens, and those living in the regions of greater economic 

activity (“Poland A”, predominantly in the western part of the country) were better-off. In 

contrast, those who lost out during the economic changes were the older, less well-educated 

populations, living in economically depressed areas (“Poland B”, mostly eastern Poland), 

many of whom were farmers and agricultural labourers. Tworzecki (1996) speaks about that 

cleavage as a conflict between “agrarian populism” and “urban market liberalism”. The latter 

is represented by the urban elite who want to integrate more and more with the West. 

Polish citizens’ support for the left or right is based on individual ideologies and it is 

also performance-oriented. This means that during periods of economic gloom, voters turn 

against the ruling party (e.g. Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier, 2007). The inclination is then to 

simply blame the current governing party, whilst also selecting candidates based on 

expectations for the future (Duch & Stevenson, 2008). Since the left and the right do not take 

largely different positions on economic issues, there is a clear role for ideology in the voting 

behaviour of Polish citizens. However, the Polish political scene provides the conditions for 

liberal economic reforms. It is essential to point out that neither economic losers of the 

transformation, nor the lower income groups are adequately represented. The Polish economic 

cleavage actually refers to the rural-urban divide mentioned before. The divide between urban 

centres and the rural periphery is not only characteristic for Poland, but for other CEE 

countries as well (Von Beyme, 1985: 129). 

It is worth recalling that since the 2005 election, political campaigns have centred on 

the competition between PO and PiS. Although other parties have been able to win 

parliamentary seats, PO and PiS have dominated and set the tone of recent electoral 

campaigns. The EU issue was not prominent until the 2015 election, and then only in the 
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context of the European refugee crisis, as political parties were forced to take a position as 

either more pro-European or anti-European. 10 

2.2 THE MEDIA CONTEXT 

In this sub-section, we turn to discuss the media structure in Poland. As stated earlier, the 

media is a crucial actor in the framing process, and media organisations influence the framing 

process on a multitude of levels; therefore an overview of the media context is in order. A 

more general overview of the scholarly debates on media systems, focusing on the work of 

Hallin and Mancini and its application to the Polish media system will be described in the 

Appendix. I will provide a characteristic of the transition of the media system from 

communism to democracy. The main Polish newspapers were saying in 1992 that the media 

in Eastern Europe were “free at last” (as stated on one cover of the Polish edition of 

Newsweek in 1992). Yet as the sections will detail, this was definitely an overoptimistic 

slogan. In the section below, we will look at the relationship between the media and politics in 

Poland.  

 The most important elements of modern society are two of its subsystems: politics and 

the media. In a democratic society, both should be independent and autonomous. These are 

the two subsystems that have the most definite impact on all the others, and the two are highly 

interrelated. The importance of politics stems from the fact that this subsystem stands “above” 

all the others in its ability to impose its own ideas and values, as well as to construct 

procedural and institutional forms of function (Kaase, 2003). At the same time, the increasing 

importance of mass media is a sign of its power to influence the other political and social 

subsystems. The function of those two systems depends on their relations, which might be 

characterised as symbiotic dependence. This originates from the fact that the political system 

                                              

10 Political parties have also had to position themselves on political and economic issues within the EU context. 

Kitschelt (1994) noticed an international dimension to the libertarian–authoritarian divide soon after the fall of 

communism. Polish political parties diverge concerning the level of desired European integration. Although 

accession to the EU was perceived as strengthening Poland’s economic future, the European economic and 

migration crises have increased political competition, stimulating the divide on the issue of EU integration. PO, 

SLD and Modern are in favour of deeper European integration and a liberal-democratic transition, whereas the 

authoritarian parties— PiS and Kukiz’15—adhere to a nationalistic ideology, aiming for cultural autonomy, and 

PSL takes a centre position on this matter.  
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needs to gain its legitimation from public opinion. This, namely, is obtained through the mass 

media, which disseminates and explains political decisions (and their consequences), while 

also registering the public’s opinion and reactions. Moreover, the mass media informs the 

political elites about citizens’ expectations and needs. On the other side of this symbiotic 

relationship stands the media’s need to have an inexhaustible source of information, opinions 

and subjects that keenly interest citizens. 

Both systems are bound to each other, playing a sort of a game of mutual interest. 

Media domination is conditioned by three premises: structural, psychological and normative 

(Blumer and Gurevitch, 1995). In the structural sense, the mass media is the only means of 

communication that can reach an audience vast enough to be attractive to politicians, in terms 

of numbers but also diversity. The second premise, the psychological sense of mass media 

domination, reflects in its quite high level of trustworthiness and reliability among citizens. 

Consequently, these features increase the media’s prestige and importance. Finally, the 

normative sense of mass media translates into a need for legitimisation of its own independent 

position in a democratic country. In sum, on the above bases we can distinguish three main 

forms of relation between media and politics: (1) a symbiotic relationship as described above; 

(2) mediatisation of politics correlated with the domination of the media system in the public 

sphere, and; (3) politicisation of media, resulting from a need to use mass media for the 

political system’s purposes. 

The term mediatisation was briefly explained in the first chapter in regards to 

journalistic frames. This is also an important term in the understanding of the relationship 

between the political and media spheres. This appellation determines a universal social 

process induced by the increasing importance of mass media in the functioning of various 

fields of any contemporary society. It in essence, it means the adaptation of actors’ actions 

from the realm of politics, economy, culture, science and other social subsystems to the 

conditions indicated by the specificity of the media (Brown, 2010). This adaptation 

constitutes the guarantee of media interest and publicity, which are the prerequisites for 

political success in the social dimension. As Meyer (2002) notes, mediatisation does not mean 

that politics is “taken over” by the media. Political institutions retain their ability to function 

according to the rules that are imposed on them. Furthermore, in the long run, mediatisation 

may change values and norms occurring in a particular society, while in the short run, it 

shapes the public agenda, giving salience to certain issues. Nevertheless, it is difficult to say 
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the extent to which dependence on the media and its logic of reporting affects the institutional 

structure of politics (Brown 2010). 

The Polish Media Context 

It has been accepted in the Polish research on the local media system (Voltmer, 2006; Wyka, 

2008) that Hallin and Mancini’s model11 can travel beyond the established democratic 

countries, and can be applied to the Polish media system. The Polish media is characterised 

by “Italianization”—namely, a “combination of extensive commercialization of the press and 

a high degree of state interference in public service broadcasting” Voltmer (2006: 25). 

Splichal (2001) and Wyka (2008) also argue that the Polish media system can be grouped 

with Mediterranean countries, being similar to the Italian media system. First, Polish  

policymakers are engaged in reorganising the electoral or legal system, as well as the media 

system. Second, the media industry is dominated by a few international corporations. 

Moreover, the media is highly tabloid in its approach. Finally, there are external 

organisations, such as the EU, that urge media reforms. 

 As Hallin and Mancini (2004: 11) underline, the shape of the relationship between the 

media and politics is the result of specific cultural, political, and historical developments in 

each country. Even institutions adopted from elsewhere do not work as they do in the origin 

country because their meaning and implications are adapted to the implant culture. The media 

in Poland remained an instrument of the new regime, also due to the inefficiency of the new 

regulations.12 There are formal licensing procedures for commercial broadcasting. However, 

the competition among broadcasters ends in a mainstream orientation and less diversity 

concerning media contents. The economic calculation—profits and losses—is a more 

important factor for the media owners than contacts with political actors and their suggestions 

or guidelines (Dobek-Ostrowska, 2011). 

The largest media conglomerates presently operating in Poland did not grow and 

flourish over a period of many decades, nor did they come from abroad. The Polish media 

                                              

11 The description of the model is to be find in Appendix 

12 The broadcasting council consists of four persons appointed by the Sejm, two by the Senate, and four by the 

president. The council has also a duty to grant or revoke media licences. Although, the role of the state is strong, 

which speaks for the Polarised Pluralist, is not as strong as in countries of the model (e.g. Italy). 
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system, as in most post-communist countries, adopted institutional models from Western 

Europe, which meant wide-ranging privatisation and commercialisation of both printed press 

and broadcasting. The Polish media in regard to media market fits rather into the Polarised 

Pluralist model due to its elitist media market addressed to the more educated citizens and low 

readership of daily press. There is one exception to the model. Namely, in Poland tabloids 

have a rather strong market position.  

 Polish media culture is characterised as based on clientelism and personalized 

relations, including “the idea of colonizing posts in the public media” (Bajomi-Lázár, 

2015:74). The concept of party colonisation of media means that the state tries to hold 

political control over the media, and that includes the exploitation of media resources (e.g. 

airtime), funding allocated for programme production and advertising, and appointment 

practices that exert pressure on media pluralism. Media policy is dependent upon the political 

situation in Poland, even more since 201813. Therefore, we can say that the concept of party 

colonisation of media occurs in practice in Poland.  

The Polish media system is also characterised by political parallelism but not to the 

extent of a typical Polarised Pluralist Model, for instance such as in the case of the Italian 

media system. As Voltmer (2006) stresses, the concept of press-party parallelism has been put 

forward by Seymour-Ure (1974) to describe the relationship between political parties and the 

press in Western Europe that still endures to shape the content of reporting messages. 

However, this concept does not entirely capture the nature of the political conflicts in Poland, 

because political parties are not the central organising forces in established democracies. 

Instead there are other ties, such as partisanship, ideology, interest groups, clienteles, or 

religion (Voltmer, 2006) that shape the political contest. Polish media provides support to 

parties on opportunistic conditions. The commercial media changes its political support 

regarding who is in power, the public media is tied with the public media law and therefore 

politicians, who make the law, and there are some extremely ideological media (e.g. Rydzyk’s 

or Gazeta Polska). Generally, the Polish media is politicised along partisan lines. Outlets do 

no only advocate for a particular political cause, but are also engaged in slandering political 

                                              

13 On 20th July 2018, the Sejm accepted an amendment to the Radio and Television Act (The Bill 1992). As part 

of the changes, Polish Public Television, Polish Public Radio, and Polish Press Agency were transformed into 

national media institutions. The directors of these media authorities are chosen by the National Media Council, 

which is itself to be appointed jointly by the Sejm, the Senate and the president for a 6-year term. 

Source: http://orka.sejm.gov.pl/proc8.nsf/ustawy/2501_u.htm. Accessed: 20.12.2018. 
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actors. 

 In the theoretical chapter I analysed journalistic practices in regard to the framing 

process. Professionalisation is an important factor of the media system that greatly impacts 

the method and tone of reporting on various issues. Although journalistic role perception and 

practice vary (Patterson and Donsbach, 1996), we can assume that professionalisation simply 

stands for independence from outside influences and for objectivity. In theory, the Polish 

journalists’ code of ethics was approved in early 1916 (indeed, the oldest in Europe), but in 

practice it had never been implemented. The coexistence of old norms and practices together 

with new ones has caused confusion and conflicts among journalists after the transition 

(Hadamik, 2005). Indeed, a lack of professionalism—that is being away from partisan politics 

and producing neutral expertise—is the most serious impediment to the independence of the 

Polish media. Any attempt to act according to a professionalised concept of political 

journalism as a watchdog was thwarted. There are some notable exceptions among journalists, 

but in general there is a pronounced lack of a professional code in Poland, which results 

mostly in opinion-oriented reporting, the omitting of important data, a lack of criticism, and a 

tendency to publish stories that include the statements of one side set against those of the 

other partisan side. For journalists, such a protocol is what counts as “objective”, but  

information may lack analytical depth and details, which consequently means it does not 

provide sufficient knowledge to citizens, and so citizens cannot be fully engaged in public 

life. Polish political journalism also created a specific style of reporting, which can be labelled 

as “rap” journalism (Goban-Klass, 1997) that means a style of writing starting with a definite 

political standpoint and an aggressive stance. 

Goban-Klass (1997) and Wyka (2008) have argued that—with some exceptions—

there are strong features that can classify the Polish media system as a Polarised Pluralist 

Model. According to Voltmer (2006) and Dobek-Ostrowska (2011), the CEE media system 

cannot be easily classified into the three models proposed by Hallin and Mancini (2004). I 

agree, also after Zielonka (2015) that the CEE media system cannot be easily classified to the 

Hallin and Mancini’s model. Models are stable over time and durable in nature “if specific 

structures, procedures, and habits that constitute it, persist and overcome different temporary 

contingencies (Zielonka, 2015: 4). The CEE countries and therefore their media models vary 

among themselves, instead we can talk about features. However, as proved in the above 
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discussion, the Polish media system can be classified as the Polarised Pluralist model of 

Hallin and Mancini (2004) with some small exceptions (e.g. lack of press subsidies). 

The newspapers chosen for the framing analysis 

The newspaper Gazeta Wyborcza (in English this would translated roughly as “the 

Election Gazette”), is now the most widely read daily, apart from the tabloids, with a 

circulation of 143,000 (2016)14. It was one of the first independent newspapers, established at 

the time of the partially free elections of 1989. It was launched by Solidarność in advance of 

the first quasi-free election in June 1989 and became a symbol of the new era, taking the 

market by storm. The newspaper was owned by Agora (a limited liability company 

established by the film director Andrzej Wajda and two Solidarność leaders). Lech Wałęsa, 

the leader of Solidarność, and the first president after 1989, nominated Adam Michnik to be 

editor-in-chief. The newspaper is almost entirely Polish-owned (Agora is the publisher) apart 

from ten per cent of its shares that have been sold to Cox Communications (an American 

company). Today it is broadly centre–left in political position. 

The second most important Polish newspaper is the country’s leading serious-minded 

daily Rzeczpospolita, founded in 1920. Rzeczpospolita had close ties with the Christian 

national movement in the 1920s and ‘30s. Formerly it belonged to the government, but after 

its privatisation the newspaper changed from being a government organ and joined the French 

company Presse Participations Europennes in 1991. PW “Rzeczpospolita”, a state publishing 

company, held 51% of company shares, while the French party owned 49% until mid-1990. 

In October 2011, Gremi Media—owned by a Polish entrepreneur—acquired the full stock of 

shares, both the holdings of Mecom Poland (which had bought most of the shares in 2006) 

and the remaining share owned by the Polish state. The publishing house now trades under the 

name Gremi Media. Rzeczpospolita circulates nationwide, and is generally seen as the paper 

of choice among academics, politicians, businessmen and managers due to its reputation as a 

comprehensive and authoritative newspaper, as well as its highly regarded coverage of 

economic and legal issues. The newspaper has a conservative–liberal tone and a circulation of 

55,000 (2016),15 which makes it the fourth most circulated newspaper in Poland.16
 

                                              

14 https://www.eurotopics.net/en/148554/gazeta-wyborcza. Accessed: 15.10.2018. 
15 https://www.eurotopics.net/en/148554/gazeta-wyborcza. Accessed: 15.10.2018. 
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In summation, a direct comparison of the two— Gazeta Wyborcza and 

Rzeczpospolita—highlights their crucial distinctions. The former is the most widely read daily 

quality newspaper in Poland. The latter, in contrast, is the most frequently cited—the Polish 

“paper of record”, if you will—and has won accolades for its impact and influence on the 

nation and its politics. 

2.3. THE EMPIRICAL CONTEXT: THE DETAILS OF THE SMOLENSK 

CATASTROPHE 

The details surrounding the events of the Smolensk catastrophe and the subsequent social and 

political debate are complex and nuanced. In April 2010, the Tu-154 plane crash investigation 

had gotten rapidly underway, and it seemed that its results would be presented to the public 

equally as swiftly. The crash did not seem mysterious at that time. Yet, three years later, in 

2013, 24 per cent of Polish society reported believing that the crash’s cause was something of 

a mystery, and 16 per cent could not say whether they thought it was an accident or if it was a 

conspiracy carried out against President Kaczyński. Moreover, the narrative regarding an 

attack on the plane, in contrast to the accident account, has not disappeared from the public 

space, even though the official investigations had deemed the disaster to have been a 

terrible—if historically ironic—accident.  

This development certainly shows that there are some factors that stoke the flames of 

people’s distrust in official findings and reports and aspects that make it possible for political 

actors to pursue narratives of “mystery origins or causes”. This is the narrative that 

emphasises the lack of clarity around the cause of the crash, which I will call in this section 

the “mystery cause narrative”. Therefore, the context of the Smolensk Catastrophe does not 

solely relate to the circumstances of the crash but also to those specific factors, which make 

the politicians’ narratives recognised. 

 The last part of this chapter sheds light on the context of the Smolensk Catastrophe 

and tries to demonstrate the dynamic of the debate surrounding the crash, as well as all the 

                                                                                                                                                         

16 The three leading weeklies: Polityka, Wprost and Newsweek are the most influential political magazines (in 

sequence: 116,3K, 21K, 111,2K. Source: media2.pl Accessed: 10.01.2017. 
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factors that may influence people’s understanding and acceptance of the narratives around it. 

Firstly, I will demonstrate two main factors influencing people’s views on issue: what I call 

the “Russian context”, and the religious context. Secondly, I present in chronological order 

the events that took place during the Smolensk catastrophe debate from the day of the crash 

until the end of 2016. These are presented in a table (Table 2.2) with all the events placed at 

the end of the following part of the chapter.  

Russia and the Smolensk Catastrophe 

The Smolensk Catastrophe was always going to be refracted through this core lens of Russia 

as the principal “Other” for Polish people. The discussion of the Russian context of the 

Smolensk disaster is necessary for identifying and understanding the narratives used in the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate, and answering the research question—with which claims, ideas 

and references the various competing narratives were surrounding the tragedy crafted and 

then widely propagated through the society. 

For many Poles, the Russians were primarily invaders from whom the Poles should be 

liberated. Starting in the nineteenth century, then after 1919, the communists threatened 

Polish independence, and subsequently on 17 September 1939 the Soviets invaded Poland 

without any formal declaration of war, annexing large territories and capturing some 230,000 

Polish prisoners of war (Etkind, 2012). As introduced in the introductory chapter, on 26 

October 1940, in the Katyń Forest, a woodland area near Smolensk, the NKVD carried out a 

series of mass executions of all 8,000 captive members of the Polish officer corps, 6,000 

police officers, and 8,000 members of the Polish intelligentsia comprised of the judiciary, 

landowners, public officials, and the clergy, whom the Soviets deemed to be agents and 

saboteurs (Semukhina and Reynolds, 2013). The government of Nazi Germany discovered 

several mass graves in the Katyń Forest in 1943. The London-based Polish government-in-

exile requested that an investigation into these killings be carried out by the International 

Committee of the Red Cross, but Stalin severed diplomatic relations with the committee. For 

many years, the USSR claimed that the victims had been murdered by the Nazis. In 1990, the 

truth came to light and the responsibility of the NKVD for the killings by was officially 

acknowledged and condemned, as was the cover-up by the Soviet government. However, the 
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Russian Federation refused to classify these actions as a war crime or an act of genocide. In 

2010, President Kaczyński declared “Katyń” to have been an act of genocide and the Polish 

parliament has been urging Russia and other governments to do likewise ever since. 

These acknowledgements and memories of the suppression of national uprisings (the 

January Uprising and the November Uprising) and, in general, the recent history of Poland 

under Soviet control, including autocratic rule, pacifications, strikes, and the Polish 

Roundtable Agreement,17 which is still very much alive in the collective psyche. The 

Russians have thus taken on the role of the principal “Other” (Etkind, 2013) in Polish national 

culture since the beginning of modern nationalism in the nineteenth century. The Poles have 

seen Russia as an oppressor or, at the very least, a fabricator of truth (e.g. the Katyń 

Massacre). As a result, Poles have self-identified as victims usually in relation to Russia. 

Perceptions of the investigation into the Smolensk Catastrophe correspond with these 

memories, creating a “memory event”—a “revisiting of the past that creates a rupture with its 

accepted representation” (Etkind et al., 2012:10), as a result, Polish citizens tend to express 

scepticism toward Russian statements about it. 

On 19 May 2010, Russia’s Interstate Aviation Committee (MAK) published the 

preliminary report of its investigation (the list of the investigative committees is presented in 

Table 2.1 (below), which ascertained pilot error in bad weather to be the cause of the crash. 

Poland submitted its report to the MAK draft report on 16 December 2011. In this report, it 

asked for a re-wording of the causes and circumstances of the Tu-154 disaster. According to 

Polish experts, some of the causes of the accident presented by the Russian side were devoid 

of factual evidence. They also listed factors relating to the disaster that were not included in 

the Russian document, such as the fact that the Tu-154 crew were mistakenly given 

information by the Russian flight controllers about a flight path different to the one they were 

actually on, and that the Russian investigative committee did not want to share all the 

documents it had with their Polish counterparts. MAK took into account around 20 remarks 

from the Polish side but it did not find any fault with the Russian crew. The official report 

was published on 12 January 2011. 

                                              

17 The Roundtable Agreement has been seen by some Poles as a settlement with communists, rather than a 

framework that foreshadowed and facilitated the country’s transition to democracy.  
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The refusal to take into account the possible fault of the Russian ground-control crew 

was widely discussed in the Polish media. Consequently, the announcement of the Russian 

report took on the character of an “event memory”. Namely, it began to be referred to in terms 

of the hiding the Katyń massacre, what is spoken of by historians as “the Katyń Lie”18 

(Lysakowski, 2005: 85). The reference was also used by conspiracy theorists to point to 

Russia as the perpetrator of all Polish problems. 

As mentioned above, Polish popular opinion generally did not consider MAK as a 

reliable institution because it was established and operated by the Russian government. There 

were two official investigations with an aim to examine the causes of the crash; all of the 

committees are presented in Table 2.1 (below). 

First, there was the official civil aviation authority in Russia, the Interstate Aviation 

Committee or IAC (referred to in the thesis as MAK, the Polish translation), which was 

established by the Russian Minister of Defence and overseen by President Putin. This 

committee published its first conclusions regarding the causes of the plane crash. The second 

investigation was headed by the Committee for the Investigation of National Aviation 

Accidents, KBWLLP, (referred to in the thesis as the government investigative committee), 

which was established by the Polish Ministry of Defence. The committee was headed by 

Jerzy Miller (the former Minister of Interior Affairs). 

 Regardless of the proceedings conducted in Russia and on the Polish side (by the 

government committee), the Sejm created its own committee to coordinate activities to 

determine the causes of the disaster. This committee was the Smolensk Crash Parliamentary 

Team, and it was set up by the principal opposition party at the time, PiS, and led by party 

member Antoni Macierewicz, who later became Poland’s defence minister (November 2015–

January 2018). When the government changed in 2015, after the victory of the PiS, the unit 

was renamed as the official, government investigation committee. 

                                              

18 This notion captures a range of ideas, including the false accusation that it was the Nazis that conducted the 

Katyń Forest executions, hiding relevant documents proving the massacre occurred (and who was responsible), 

and giving recommendations for censors in communist Poland. 
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The Catholic Church and the Smolensk Catastrophe 

As it was mentioned in the first chapter, the thesis aims to analyse how the political reality of 

the Smolensk disaster was constructed by key political agents in Poland, therefore it is also 

necessary to look at the religious context of the Polish political reality, that is the Catholic 

Church in Poland. Although, its central task is to evangelise, so the public sphere is a natural 

space of the Church's activity and religious entities, evangelisation does not function only in a 

meta-political dimension, but apply to current policy too. In this light, the Church is seen as 

an interest group that seeks to influence democratic political process (Zeiger, 1992). 

The Catholic Church in Poland has been an active participant in the most important 

events in Polish politics since free political parties were allowed to form (also due to lack of a 

united Christian–Democratic party). It has thus been a “participant in the political process in 

matters of interest to Catholics” (Wesolowski, 2000: 74). The Church lobbies democratic 

governments through political parties, media and other means to have, among others, 

influence on the education system, impose its morality on the society by legislation or retain 

some tax privileges. As already mentioned, the Media Act contains provisions on respect for 

Christian values. The 1993 Concordat obliges the Polish state to subsidise religion and retreat 

lessons. Clergymen are present at state ceremonies. The religious context was also important 

in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. This sub-section focuses on the role of the Catholic 

Church in Poland in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. 

Religion plays into the complex context of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate in three 

key ways. First, and most obviously, Catholicism is a part of Polish cultural identity, and the 

vast majority of the population is Catholic. Religion binds the most conservative groups in 

Polish society. Second, the Catholic Church, or at least some part of it, is allied to the political 

setting, either directly by taking official stances on political issues and supporting certain 

political groups, or indirectly by expressing the religious segment of public opinion. Third, 

religion plays an important role in a conspiracy narrative structure by bringing believers 

together and creating the “Smolensk religion”—namely, “the secular religion of the Smolensk 

conspiracy theory, which draws some elements from the Catholic faith with the consent of the 

Church” (Mikolejko, 2017). 
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The Catholic Church in Poland is not merely a system of beliefs or symbolic acts, but 

it is intrinsically tied to Poland’s cultural values and traditions, thus enjoying the status of a 

national institution (Chemyshev 2008: 65). The Church, kept away from public life by Soviet 

domination, strengthened its informal influence on Polish traditionalists. In 1980, it became a 

real public space, the vox populi on fundamental social values, and defender of freedom and 

pro-democratic ideals. The Church participated in creation of a common social and political 

front, expressing ordinary Polish people’s interests in the struggle with the state for 

democracy and civil rights (Krzemisnki, 2017:85). In 1989, it influenced the nation’s laws by 

actively participating in the Round Table Agreements but importantly redefined its social 

functioning in the new Poland, wasting little time in building connections with political 

parties.  

The political activity of the clergy intensified in 2005–2007— when PiS, basing its 

program on family values and elements of the old Christian union (The Christian National 

Union, ZChN), was victorious in the parliamentary elections and led a right-wing coalition 

government (PiS-LPR-SO). In the public debate, there were opinions that the victory of the 

populist right-wing parties came with strong support from some of the Catholic clergy 

(Wegrzecki et al., 2013: 16). The support was mainly from the clergy working in the ultra-

conservative religious radio station Radio Maryja19 and its director, priest Father Tadeusz 

Rydzyk,20 who made strictly political subjects during radio broadcasts. Radio Maryja is a 

niche radio station, although it is widely known. A large majority of Poles—85 per cent 

(2011)—declare that they never listen,21 and Radio Maryja mobilises only its select listeners. 

                                              

19 Radio Maryja, founded in 1991, is not just a media conglomerate (radio station Radio Maryja, a TV channel 

Trwam, a newspaper Nasz Dziennik) or the foundation “Our Future” headed by the charismatic Father Rydzyk 

but also—even primarily—an ideological hub. Since the very beginning of its existence Radio Maryja has been 

a political actor—one that has sought to be associated with the National Democratic Party in cooperation with 

the Catholic Church. As an ideological centre, it maintains social ties and creates networks within certain groups 

of Polish society. Although most of the programmes of the radio stations are religious and politically neutral 

(e.g. broadcasting prayers), the station also includes content of an opinion-forming type, combining religious 

belief with national identity (Polak-katolik—“The Catholic Pole”), simultaneously expressing anti-Semitic and 

anti-German sentiments while deliberating over the honour of the Polish nation (Stanley, 2016: 14). Father 

Rydzyk has had to apologise for his anti-Semitic remarks many times, yet he continues to have vast numbers of 

fervent supporters, who are expected to express their backing financially, and indeed do so. 
20 Tadeusz Rydzyk is a Roman Catholic priest and Redemptorist, founder and director of the ultra-conservative 

radio station Radio Maryja, and founder of the University of Social and Media Culture in Toruń. He also 

established the nationalist conservative newspaper Nasz Dziennik [Our Daily] and the conservative television 

station Trwam [I Persist]. 
21 CBOS, 2011, p.2. 
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However, for instance in the case of the Defenders of the Cross, this support was highly 

effective, which will be discussed below. 

 Radio Maryja actively participated in politics, broadcasting parliamentary debates, or 

press conferences. J. Kaczyński, as the leader of PiS, established a strong relationship with 

Radio Maryja gaining its unwavering support and recognition as the only party (since LPR’s 

parliamentary run ended in failure from 2007) that could defend the nation’s interests and 

Catholic values. The most important members of PiS take part in celebrations organised by 

Father Rydzyk, including his birthday. The former Minister of Defence, Anotni Macierewicz, 

has his own programme on the TV channel Trwam. During the initial formation of PiS, 

Jarosław Kaczyński, did not advocate a strong religious message. However, in 2005, as part 

of PiS’s move toward a more populist party-narrative, it strategically distinguished itself from 

the liberal–conservative post-Solidarność Civic Platform, thus presaging PiS’ embrace of 

economic anti-liberalism. Moreover, Kaczyński announced himself to be a staunch defender 

of the Catholic faith and as the leader of the future governing party (in his estimation), he 

promised to protect morality and religious values (Stanley, 2016:118). It is important to 

underline that PiS has not always been committed to the relationship with Radio Maryja. The 

party recognised that an overly close alignment might alienate moderate voters. When PiS 

took a political stance that Father Rydzyk did not like (e.g. the Archbishop Wielgus case),22 

he criticised the party publicly. He also personally offended the First Lady, Maria Kaczyńska, 

as she opposed stricter abortion laws. Father Rydzyk also criticised L. Kaczyński for his 

position in favour of the Lisbon Treaty. Nevertheless, PiS has remained broadly aligned with 

the Radio Maryja movement. 

After the 2010 Smolensk Catastrophe, Father Rydzyk speculated that the crash was the 

result of a liberal (or Masonic) plot. In the days after the crash, a wooden cross was erected in 

front of the presidential palace in Warsaw. It was constructed as a memorial to the all 

casualties of the Polish air force. The cross was erected by a group of Polish Scouts five days 

after the plane crash. After the presidential election in July 2010, the new Polish president 

Bronisław Komorowski (from PO) requested the cross be relocated to St. Anne’s Church, the 

                                              

22 The Archbishop was accused by the right-wing media of cooperating with the communist security service. 

Many people, including politicians, defended him.  
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closest nearby church. The Scouts, as well as the Archbishop of Warsaw, supported the move. 

However, this decision was deeply criticised by certain groups in Poland. The planned move 

caused increasing protests from PiS and Radio Maryja supporters, who formed a Committee 

for the Defence of the Cross, referred to as “Defenders of the Cross” by the media. Radio 

Maryja mobilised supporters by appealing to its audience to resist the removal of the cross by 

what it called “leftists”. 

The “defenders” guarded the cross all day and night, leading to clashes with the police 

by protesters from both sides. The move was postponed. At the beginning of these events, PiS 

refrained from overt politicisation of the Smolensk crash. However, the party came to be 

identified with the Defenders of the Cross in August 2010, the latter being a PiS constituency. 

The protest escalated when PiS declared its support, leading to the emergence of a secularist 

counter-movement. The cross’s defenders held crucifixes, prayed and sang hymns, while their 

opponents wanted the cross to be removed, explaining that in a secular state, there is no place 

for a cross in public space. Many commentators were surprised by the secularist counter-

movement, because it consisted mainly of young Polish citizens who tended to be considered 

politically inactive in Poland at that time. The cross was moved without prior announcement 

to the presidential chapel a month later, and then two months after that—to St. Anne’s 

Church. 

Castle and Taras (2002: 158) underline the fact that 96 per cent of Poles identify as 

Catholic. Thus, the religious divide is between those who are devoted Catholics and those 

who do not practice regularly (attending Mass, Confession etc.) and do not view the Church 

as having a vital role in their daily lives. In recent years, the Catholic Church’s influence on 

the Polish people has been declining.23 Polish attendance at church services has greatly 

declined (by 40 per cent since 1980),24 along with trust in the Catholic Church. Although the 

                                              

23 Since 2005, the proportion of Poles who report being “religious according to Church directives” declined from 

66 per cent to 39 per cent, while those who said that they were “religious in their own way” rose from 32 per 

cent to 52 per cent (OBOP, 2015). 
24 The concordat was ratified in 1998 in Poland. It guarantees the separation of Church and state. The Catholic 

Church seeks to promote and protect Christian values and to do so sought more control over two points of the 

agreements. Firstly, brining in the catechism classes with teachers and textbooks selected by the Church (Dz.U. 

z 1998 r. Nr 51, poz. 318). If the parents do not want to enrol their child in religion classes, they can choose 

classes in ethics. There are a small number of schools with ethic classes. See 

http://www.hfhrpol.waw.pl/precedens/aktualnosci/nauczanie-religii-i-etyki-w-polskich-szkolach-uzyskalismy-

istotne-dane.html. Accessed: 25.01.2019. 
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great mass of ordinary people in Poland have loosened their attachment to the Catholic 

Church, with the polls suggesting roughly three-quarters reject the Church’s teachings toward 

sex and sexuality (homosexuality, contraception, divorce),25 religion still remains as a symbol 

of Polish identity and patriotism. 

Law and Justice is aware of the above-mentioned facts, exploiting the political 

potential of religious identity and values of the ordinary Polish person. The 2015 

parliamentary elections saw the disappearance of the left-wing Democratic Left Alliance and 

the anti-clerical Palikot Movement from the Sejm, and a victory by the pro-clerical PiS over 

PO. The Polish Catholic Church supported PiS on its way to electoral victory, for which the 

party had pledged to introduce new anti-abortion and in vitro fertilisation laws. However, this 

does not mean that the religious factor played a vital role in the 2015 parliamentary elections. 

PiS won the elections mostly on economic and anti-immigration issues. Millard (2009) gives 

three factors influencing voter behaviour in Poland: public distrust in political parties, Polish 

voters’ history of electoral volatility, and the weak relations between political parties and the 

voters. Religion plays a role in the political public space in Poland but the extent to which it 

does in the case of the Smolensk Catastrophe is a subject matter of further examination, which 

will be presented in the empirical chapters of the thesis. 

CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS 

The debate surrounding the Smolensk disaster that has been taking place over the last eight 

years (five years in the analysis), has been uneven, meaning it is frequently centred on 

particular events, which have kept the debate alive. These events include: the presidential 

elections, the outcomes of the investigation, new findings, commemorations and speeches 

given by politicians. The selected events, presented in Table 2.2, were determined by the 

content analysis of newspapers (2010–2015) and extended to the year of 2016 by the content 

analysis of the online news platforms. In the following section, I will shortly describe each of 

the selected events. 

                                              

25 Centre for Public Opinion Research, 2015. 
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Table 2.2. Chronology of selected events in the Smolensk catastrophe debate 

10. 04. 2010 The day of the plane crash. 

18. 04. 2010 The state funeral of the presidential couple. 

09. 05. 2010 MAK press conference about its investigation. 

20. 06. 2010 The first round of presidential election. 

28. 06. 2010 The Smolensk interest group establishes the Katyń 2010 organisation. 

04. 07. 2010 The runoff of the presidential election. 

08. 07. 2010 Parliamentary committee to investigate the crash is established. 

August 2010 The cross events in Warsaw begin. 

16. 09. 2010 The cross is taken to the presidential palace by officers of the Government 

Protection Bureau (BOR). 

10. 11. 2010 The cross is relocated to a church close to the presidential palace. 

16. 12. 2011 The Polish government committee submits its report to the MAK committee 

before the official publication of the MAK report. 

03. 01. 2011 The premiere of the movie about the Smolensk catastrophe entitled “Mist”. 

12. 01. 2011 The final report of the MAK investigation is published. 

09. 04. 2011 Protest in front of the Russian embassy. 

10. 04. 2011 Commemorations of the Smolensk catastrophe. 

30. 06. 2011 The parliamentary committee publishes the White Book of the Smolensk 

Tragedy—the response to the MAK report. 

29. 07. 2011 The report of the Polish Committee for National Aviation Accidents (KBWLLP) is 

published. 

09. 10. 2011 The parliamentary elections in Poland. 

16. 01. 2012 The publication of the transcripts of the conversations between the pilots and air 

traffic controllers. 

10. 04. 2012 Commemorations of the Smolensk catastrophe. 

28. 09. 2012 Exhumations are being ordered as victims’ bodies were mistakenly switched 

before burial. 

30. 10. 2012 Two journalists publish an article in Rzeczpospolita of finding TNT on the wreck 

of Tu-154. 

02. 2013 The premiere of two movies: “the Death of the President” and “Anatomy of the 

Fall”. 

09. 04. 2013 The team responsible for explaining the contents of the official reports to the 

public (the Lasek Committee) is established. 

10. 04. 2013 Commemorations of the Smolensk crash. 

23. 10. 2013 The Lasek Committee launches the “Smolensk Facts” website. 

10. 04. 2014 Commemorations of the Smolensk crash. 

10. 04. 2015 Commemorations of the Smolensk crash. 

17. 07. 2015 Presidential elections. 

25. 10. 2015 Law and Justice wins a parliamentary majority in the general election.  

Source: Compiled by the author 
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Following the crash, the acting president, Bronisław Komorowski, declared a week of 

official national mourning. The state funeral of the presidential couple was held on 18 April. 

Many presidents, prime ministers and monarchs who could not attend the ceremony due to a 

volcanic eruption in Iceland and the consequent closure of the airspace over Europe released 

official statements of condolence. However, more than two dozen European leaders— 

including the Russian president, Dmitry Medvedev—managed to join the hundreds of 

thousands of Poles present at the funeral. 

Lech and Maria Kaczyńscy were buried together in a sarcophagus, placed in the 

antechamber to Józef Pilsudski’s crypt26 in the Royal Archcathedral Basilica of 

Saints Stanislaus and Wenceslaus on the Wawel Hill in Kraków (Wawel Cathedral).27 This 

decision, announced by the President’s family on 13 April, caused a great deal of controversy, 

because the crypts in the Wawel Cathedral have been the resting place of the country’s most 

revered saints, kings and queens, princes and princesses, and poets for more than one 

thousand years. “The family wanted Mr Kaczyński to join the great heroes of our Polish 

nation,” said Cardinal Stanisław Dziwisz in Rzeczpospolita, archbishop of Kraków.  

Table 2.3. Public opinion on the decision to bury President Kaczyński in the Wawel crypt 

In your opinion, was the decision to bury the President in the Wawel crypt 

the right one? 

Definitely yes 

August 2010 May 2012 

10 8 

Rather yes 17 19 

It is difficult to say 9 9 

Rather not 35 35 

Definitely not  29 29 

Total 100% 100% 

Source: Based on the Public Opinion Agency, TNS Polska, K.033/12. 

                                              

26 Józef Piłsudski was the first president of Poland after its independence after the First World War (1918–22). 

He is viewed as the founding father of the Second Polish Republic in 1918. 
27 More than 900 years old, it is the Polish national sanctuary and has traditionally served as coronation site of 

the Polish monarchs as well as the Cathedral of the Archdiocese of Krakow.  
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Not all Poles supported this decision and the above claim; some thought that despite the 

President’s achievements and his tragic death, he should not have been buried in the most 

venerated of Poland’s burial crypts, because the characteristics of a "hero” would be assigned 

to him. 

A few months after the funeral of President Kaczyński, as we can see in Table 2.3, 27 

per cent of respondents recognised the decision to bury him there as legitimate (with a 

predominance of “rather yes”), while 64 per cent still considered this decision to be wrong 

(with a predominance of “rather no”). In 2012, two years after the funeral, most of those 

supporting the burial of the president in the Kings’ Crypt were members of PiS’s electorate, 

and conversely, most of those opposed to it were members of the PO's electorate. Supporters 

of other parties (PSL, SLD, Palikot Movement) mainly tended to think that the decision was 

incorrect.28 It is imperative to underline that public opinion did not change over the period 

covered. 

 Another issue on which Polish society has been divided concerns the way that those 

who died in the catastrophe should be commemorated. There exists in the media a phrase 

“dispute over the memorial”. The dispute does not pertain to the Wawel burial, but to a 

specific memorial stone in Warsaw. One side of the dispute holds the position that the 

memorial stone should be placed in a central area of Warsaw—not necessarily in front of the 

presidential palace, but also not at the Powązki Cemetery. The second side instead feels that a 

memorial in the centre of Warsaw is unnecessary. The question addressed “monuments” in 

general terms, not just the monument to L. Kaczyński but to all the victims of the crash. 

Public opinion is very polarised on this issue: 51 per cent in the years 2010 and 2012 think 

that the Smolensk Catastrophe and its victims should have a monument in the centre of 

Warsaw, and 41 per cent in 2010 and 2012 think that such a monument should not be placed 

in the centre of Warsaw.29 Thus, the monument has become an instrument wielded for 

political gain. 

 The presidential election took place before the official MAK report was published. L. 

Kaczyński had been PiS’s candidate for re-election, and Jerzy Szmajdziński, a former defence 

                                              

28 TNS Polska, K.033/12 
29 TNS Polska, K.033/12. 
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minister, who had died alongside the incumbent president, was the Democratic Left 

Alliance’s nominee. This meant that the parties had to nominate new candidates for the 

elections. J. Kaczyński decided to run for the presidency and fulfil the legacy of his twin 

brother. Bronisław Komorowski, who at the same time was the Marshal of the Sejm, was 

selected as the presidential candidate by the members of PO. On 20 June 2010, Kaczyński lost 

the presidential election to his opponent Komorowski, taking 47 per cent of the vote to the 

latter’s 53 per cent. 

 The Smolensk Catastrophe was not the main theme in the presidential campaign. The 

more important themes were those of the global financial crisis and the regional 

environmental crisis resulting from large-scale flooding that had taken place earlier in Poland. 

J. Kaczyński’s campaign came as a surprise. He was known from earlier campaigns as a 

bellicose leader of the parliamentary opposition. However, in the 2010 campaign, he said that 

he wanted Poland to be solidary, modern and safe. In his add3ress to the Russians,30 he called 

for reconciliation and offered comprise, community, agreement and reforms when elected. He 

announced that the role of Poland in the EU would be strengthened. By contrast, 

Komorowski, a candidate of the party whose rhetoric was centred on modernity and European 

integration, began to shift slightly toward history, conservatism and patriotism in his 

speeches. During his concession speech, Kaczyński said that while the Smolensk case had 

been rightly suspended for the duration of the presidential campaign, the time had come to 

explain the “martyred” death of those who died in the crash in the “moral, political and legal 

sense”.31 

 Four days after the presidential election, then the main parliamentary opposition, PiS 

formed the Smolensk Crash Parliamentary Committee. Led by Antoni Macierewicz, himself 

even more belligerent than Kaczyński, it came to be known as the Macierewicz Committee. 

When the government changed in 2015, after the PiS’s victory, the committee was renamed as 

the official, government investigation board, and the website of the previous government 

committee (The Committee for Investigation of National Aviation Accidents, KBWLLP) was 

shut down. The Macierewicz Committee was quite controversial due to its politicised 

                                              

30 Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rjfUm6mbBv4. Accessed: 24.03.2015. 
31 Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Um-rx-HA0V8. Accessed: 24.03.2015. 
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membership and provocative statements (e.g. TNT on board of Tu-154 plane). The committee 

consisted of members from PiS (48), Poland Solidarity (2) and the Palikot Movement (1) with 

an advisory team of experts. The committee has published several documents (“the White 

Book 2012”, “the Smolensk Report 2013”, “Four Years after Smolensk: How the President 

Died 2014”), which have always contested the results of the Russian and government 

investigations. 

In every document the parliamentary committee published, it put forward their own 

hypothesis of the causes of the plane crash, such as there having been several explosions on 

board the plane seconds before the crash. In 2013, the committee published a report entitled 

“The Current State of the Research” aiming at presenting the evidence for causes of the crash 

different to those revealed by the government investigation. The document maintains the 

theory of two explosions on board and the role of Russian intelligence. The committee wanted 

to publish this report in the Sejm, however there was not such an agreement among 

parliamentarians since the report’s claims were not proved. The report was eventually 

published and sold together with a copy of Gazeta Polska [Polish Gazette], a right-wing 

newspaper that supports PiS and it was available on the PiS website as well. In the report 

from 2015, the parliamentary committee said: “no one more than the Russian Federation 

wanted to take advantage of the death of the President of the Republic and the elimination of 

the elite constituting the foundation of the Polish elite independence”. The parliamentary 

committee’s conclusions continued: "there is no doubt that the current expansion of Russia to 

the West would not be possible if President Kaczyński had lived and if his political line had 

continued”.32 The committee blames the Russians and Donald Tusk (the former prime 

minister) for the plane crash. The expert of the government committee (KBWLLP) said that 

the Macierewicz Committee misinforms public opinion by manipulating facts and spreading 

lies. I would like to add that the media referred to the parliamentary committee as the 

Macierewicz Committee consequently legitimising its existence and investigative right, at the 

same time the Committee for Investigation of National Aviation Accident was called “the 

Miller Committee” in the media. 

                                              

32 Antoni Macierewicz, 2015. Source: content analysis of newspapers. 
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On 29 July 2011, the final report of the National Committee for Aviation Accident 

Investigation was published, exactly seven months after the MAK report was made public. 

The government committee published a list of 163 missteps leading to the crash. Among 

many the following were: errors of the Polish and Russian crews, lack of training for Polish 

officers, present mistakes during the organisation of the flight, lack of detailed information 

about weather conditions before and during the flight, and poor conditions of the airport in 

Smolensk. The MAK report did not mention the bad conditions of the airport in Smolensk or 

the mistakes of the Russian crew. The investigation of the Military Prosecutor Office resulted 

in the same conclusions. The outcome was announced in November 2015 and pointed out 

errors made by the Polish pilots, who lowered the plane below the minimum allowed 

approach altitude and failed to respond to the command to abort the approach and execute a 

go-around. The Prosecutor also listed in the report the failure of the flight controller to 

command a go-around when the airplane dropped below the approach path and the minimum 

allowed altitude of one hundred metres.33 

In contrast to the presidential elections in 2010 when the subject of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe arose often, in the campaign of the parliamentary election in 2011 the Smolensk 

Catastrophe’s subject was absent. This might have been a result of PiS’s strategy toward more 

moderate voters; therefore the radical views on the causes of the crash were not mentioned. 

PO’s campaign was based on economic issues and the investments that were carried out 

during its previous term of office as ruling party (2007–2011). In general, the 2011 election 

campaign had slogans that were not so polarising of Polish society. PO won the 2011 

parliamentary elections with 39.18 per cent of the vote, PiS came second with 29.89 per cent, 

and in the third place was the new formation of the Palikot’s Movement34—10.02 per cent. 

PO formed the government with its former coalition partner, the Polish People’s Party. 

On 30 October 2013, a journalist from the newspaper Rzeczpospolita, Cezary Gmyz 

published an article entitled “Traces of TNT found in the Tupolev wreckage”. The author 

                                              

33 The report of the Prosecutor’s Office. Source: smolenskefakty.gov.pl Accessed: 21.09.2015. 
34 Palikot’s Movement (changed into Your Movement in October 2013) and Poland Comes First (PJN), were 

breakaway factions in the aftermath of the Smolensk Catastrophe. MP Janusz Palikot created Palikot’s 

Movement after he was expelled from PO for his controversial remarks that President Kaczyński was to blame 

for the crash. It was the first party in the history of Poland to be explicitly anti-clerical in its agenda and 

platform. 
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stated that Polish experts discovered traces of explosive materials at the crash site, which they 

examined in Smolensk. Polish and Russian investigators had ruled out the presence of such 

explosive traces in 2010, and Poland’s military prosecutors denied the Rzeczpospolita report. 

The paper’s owner, Grzegorz Hajdarowicz, asked for forgiveness from the readers and 

apologised for “the unthinking acts of a number of individuals, who once again stoked an 

intra–Polish conflict”.35 The journalist was fired over the flawed article together with editor-

in-chief, Tomasz Wróblewski. 

There are two kinds of commemorations of the Smolensk Catastrophe. The first one is 

the anniversary commemoration organised yearly by the state on the day of the catastrophe. It 

stars with a mass service in the seminary church at Krakowskie Przedmieście in Warsaw 

(where the cross is) and is followed by speeches and the March of the Memory to the 

presidential palace. At 8:41 a.m., the memory appeal is read in several places across the 

country. It is the appeal during which the names of those who died are read aloud. The whole 

day is devoted to commemorations in various places in Poland. In some of them they are 

marches, in some others organised movies screenings, concerts and exhibitions. 

The second kind of commemoration took place at the presidential palace in Warsaw 

on the tenth day of every month—the miesięcznica smoleńska [Once-a-Month Smolensk 

Commemoration] until May 2018. It was a regular gathering in the name of those who died in 

the Smolensk crash but the gathering is also a mobilisation of those who do not want to agree 

with the report of the official investigation. The event was organised by PiS. The first 

monthly commemoration was held on 10 May 2010. From 10th December 2015 (when PiS 

become the ruling party), the miesięcznica smoleńska has been attended by a military 

honorary assistant. In May 2017, the PiS government changed the law about public gatherings 

and made it possible to register a gathering as a recurring event, at the same time essentially 

making it impossible for protest movements to be held at the same time and place: according 

to the new law, those are illegal if they disturb a registered event. Obviously, any protest or 

gathering can be swiftly judged to be doing just that, instantly making it illegal in the eyes of 

the law.. 

                                              

35 Rzeczpospolita, 02.11.2013. Source: data analysis. The Intra–Polish conflict is a term pertaining to the 

political and social contest in Poland, which will be explained in detail in further chapters of the thesis. 
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These events have become emotional and politicised where the police become 

involved in order to secure the movement. The monthly commemoration is mobilised by the 

Law and Justice Party and the media supporting the party’s line. J. Kaczyński and Antoni 

Macierewicz (the former head of the parliamentary investigative unit) give speeches about the 

Smolensk Catastrophe, the party’s involvement in “revealing the truth”,36 and the 

investigation—all done to mobilise their core electorate. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has provided an overview of the various contexts—political, media, discursive–

empirical—surrounding the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. These three contexts influenced 

the Smolensk Catastrophe narratives and were instrumental in giving prominence to the 

Smolensk Catastrophe in public debate. It is relevant to study the case in order to show how it 

was framed by political and media actors, what narratives were important, and how the 

context surrounding the Smolensk crash influenced the strength of frames, as well as post-

truth mechanisms, which will be analysed in further chapters of this thesis. The Smolensk 

Catastrophe was able to influence the public debate due to the interplay of the aforementioned 

contexts, as well as the occurrence of particular events, which have kept the debate alive for 

six years. 

The first part of this chapter was devoted to the overview of the Polish political 

system. For eight years (2007–2015) the main political conflict in Poland played out between 

the two main political parties: PiS under J. Kaczyński and PO under Donald Tusk (until 

2014). PO and PiS originated from the Solidarność camp after the change of the regime, and 

once thought about forming a coalition. Today, they constitute the two key poles within the 

Polish party system, which is itself centred on the right of the spectrum. Since the 2005 

election, political campaigns have reflected the dominance of PO and PiS as the dominant 

competitors in the system. Although other parties have been able to win parliamentary seats, 

PO and PiS have dominated and set the tone of the most recent electoral campaigns (in 2007, 

                                              

36 The phrase—coined by Kaczyński—refers to causes of the crash that, according to him, are not yet 

discovered. These are different to those that the official investigative committee have presented. The 

parliamentary investigation aims at revealing “real” causes of the crash.  



 

78 

 

2011 and 2015). The two parties represented two opposing visions of Poland: a modern 

Poland encouraged by PO, and a traditional Poland advocated by PiS. Moreover, the two 

parties possess different visions about the European integration: PiS presented itself as “Euro-

realist” for many years-Eurosceptic since 2011, and PO became recognised as “Euro-

optimist”. PiS is a party that aims to defend the traditional social order, a strong state, and the 

fight against corruption. Since its inception, PiS has been Poland’s main conservative party, 

either in government (2005–2007, 2015–) or as the largest opposition party (2007–2015). PO 

stands for privatisation, flat taxation, decentralisation and the introduction of a majority 

electoral system for the lower house of parliament. PO formed a coalition government in 

2007, with PSL as junior partner, and remained in power until 2015. 

The second part of this chapter was devoted to the Polish media landscape. The Polish 

media system is characterised by wide-ranging privatisation and commercialisation of both 

printed press and broadcasting. In general, the media system in Poland is market driven, but 

there is also a pronounced level of state control, especially in the case of public broadcasting. 

The Polish media is politicised along partisan lines. The media industry is dominated by a 

select number of international corporations. Moreover, the media is highly “tabloidised”. 

Consequently, in the last few years, the number of opinion-leading newspapers has fallen to 

seven, of which only four are really significant: the centre–left Gazeta Wyborcza, the centre–

right Rzeczpospolita, and two tabloids: Fakt and Super Express. 

Finally, the third part of the chapter laid out the discursive–empirical context 

surrounding the Smolensk Catastrophe. Here in this empirical discussion, the key contextual 

strands that stand out are for understanding of the Smolensk Catastrophe issues are the thread 

of the role of Russia as Poland’s principal national “Other”, and the thread of the role of the 

Church as institutional gatekeeper of Polish national values. Poles have been self-identifying 

themselves as victims usually in relation to Russia. The Smolensk Catastrophe is a 

controversial issue mainly because the deaths of Poland’s elite cadres took place on Russian 

soil, as they were travelling to commemorations of the Katyń Massacre, itself an historical 

episode of mass fatalities of Polish elites on Russian soil. This memory event combined with 

pervasive anti-Russian sentiments resulted in scepticism of the vast bulk of Polish citizens 

toward the investigations. Polish popular opinion generally did not consider the Russian 

investigation committee (MAK) to be a reliable institution because it was established and 



 

79 

 

operated by the Russian government, even if there was a representative from the Polish 

government. Regardless of the proceedings conducted in Russia and on the Polish side (by the 

government committee, KBWLLP), the Sejm created its own committee to coordinate 

activities to determine the causes of the disaster, called the Macierewicz Committee. It was 

set up by PiS as the major opposition party and headed by PiS member Antoni Macierewicz, 

and consisted solely of PiS politicians coupled with experts sympathising with the party. 

Religion is a significant element within Polish public discourse, as the vast majority of 

Poles are Catholics, also by tradition. Moreover, religion binds the most conservative groups 

in Polish society. The Catholic Church, or at least a certain section of it, is occupied with 

political manoeuvrings; be it through direct involvement in political issues and support of 

select political figures and groups, or indirectly by acting as the “voice” of the people. 

Religion plays an important role in a conspiracy narrative structure by bringing believers of 

the conspiracy theory together and creating the “Smolensk religion”—the secular religion of 

the Smolensk conspiracy theory, which draws some elements from the Catholic faith with the 

consent of the Church. Religion in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate is not only characteristic 

for the Smolensk conspiracy theory, but it also occurs as an element of public debate 

pertaining to religious symbols in public space. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

INTRODUCTION 

As laid out in Chapter 1, “Theoretical Framework”, the aim of this thesis is to investigate an 

important contemporary phenomenon in Poland—the Smolensk Catastrophe—which turned 

into a highly politicised issue that severely divided Polish society and became a factor in 

voters’ party identification. The investigation draws on frame analysis, in particular the 

measurement of frames on the issue via content analysis, operational defining of frame 

elements, and cluster analysis. This chapter will present the methodological approaches and 

instruments used for data collection, coding, and frame analysis, as well as, the 

operationalisation of concepts, which I will be using in the next chapters. It will also focus on 

thorough description of the all variables of the analyses. 

The chapter begins with the brief presentation of the methodological approaches 

applied in the thesis. Next, I discuss the process of data collection—namely gathering original 

data by coding newspaper articles. The term adopted for the issue itself in this thesis and the 

associated key word—“katastrofa smoleńska”—was chosen over the key word “Smolensk 

crash” because actors used the former phrase most frequently (indeed, almost ubiquitously) in 

the media. “Smolensk crash” was certainly present in the media but not as often as “Smolensk 

Catastrophe”. “Katastrofa smoleńska” semantically speaking it does not necessarily imply the 

disaster has a certain explanation, as “crash” clearly does. 

The next section of this chapter is devoted to operationalisation of the variables of the 

content analysis, which is based on Entman’s (1993) concept of framing, as well as the 

operationalisation of the frame strength. The discussion of coding procedures with the detail 

descriptions of each of the frame elements follows. The thorough description of actors 

involved in framing follows immediately after. The last sections of this methodological 

chapter are devoted to the discussion of the other data sources. Namely, public opinion data 

and protest event data. The data on public opinion pertains to preferences and views of public 

opinion originated from polling agencies in Poland. The protest event data in regards to the 
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Smolensk Catastrophe debate is created through content analysis of the newspapers articles, 

and covers protests ranging from small-scale acts to large-scale demonstrations. 

3.1. GENERAL DESIGN 

Rather than drawing on subjectively defined frames to analyse the debate over the Smolensk 

Catastrophe, I have instead developed, after Matthes and Kohring (2008), my own frame-set 

inductively, based on a comprehensive content analysis of media reporting on the issue over a 

five-year period. The methodological approach is both quantitative and qualitative. The 

quantitative aspect incorporates a statistical identification of frames, and is used to examine 

the relationship between individual-level variables. It enables the elements of the frame to be 

systematically identified and accurately measured. The qualitative approach, the content 

analysis, is used instead to explain social reality and to integrate context, which is vital for 

understanding the way frames were built, and what frame mechanisms the strategic actors 

chose. 

 In summary, I have opted for a mixed-method approach to the analysis of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe public debate. These are two complementary tactics that underpin my 

reasons for opting for this approach. The frames are treated both as independent and 

dependent variables. The data for this thesis is new and original, which is a second important 

contribution to the project together with the results. I created this data for the purpose of the 

analysis, to produce original research results about the strong frames of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe issue, and insights into the Polish political setting in the context of the Smolensk 

crash. 

DATA COLLECTION 

I carried out a content analysis of newspaper articles published in the Polish language over a 

five-year period, from April 10th 2010 to December 31st 2015. The data covers the whole 

issue of the Smolensk Catastrophe in the two main newspapers in Poland. The relevant media 

organisations were chosen based on accessibility, coverage, and opinion-leadership. I have 

chosen two quality daily newspapers, which certainly have a noticeable impact on 

audiences—as was outlined in detail in the section on “The Media Context” in Chapter 2. I 
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have left the tabloids to one side. These two newspapers are: Rzeczpospolita (a centre–right 

oriented newspaper) and Gazeta Wyborcza (a centre–left oriented newspaper),37 which are 

also the two largest (by readership)38 national39 newspapers in Poland. 

My choice of data source might be subject to criticism on the grounds that newspapers 

no longer have the strong influence on public opinion they once did. My decision was driven 

by pragmatic considerations pertaining to the accessibility of data source articles and lack of 

resources. My decision was also driven by substantive considerations. The two newspapers 

were the most important representatives of the media in such a debate. If one were to focus on 

tabloids, one would probably discover even more conspiracy-oriented frames, as they were 

the most sensationalistic ones. My analysis is conservative; it does not overestimate the 

sensationalism in the debate. Quality newspapers are the leading medium of political 

coverage in general (Kriesi et al. 2012:41), in contrast to widely-read tabloids. Moreover, 

quality newspapers serve journalists as their own source of information in the agenda-setting 

process. They are a source of information for other outlets and other media organisations (e.g. 

TV). Furthermore, the quality newspapers report more comprehensively on political matters 

(Druckman and Parkin, 2005). Notably, quality print media data enhances the competition 

among, and confrontations between, political actors. Therefore, the data was collected by 

analysing the media of the two opinion-leading newspapers in Poland. Public opinion data 

comes from three opinion-polling institutes in Poland and will be discussed later in the section 

“Other data”. 

OPERATIONALISATION 

The operationalisation of the variables is based on Entman’s (1993) concept of framing. 

Entman’s pivotal definition provides an explanation of frames and their functions: 

                                              

37 The political orientations of Polish newspapers are not particularly extreme and the general public considers 

them to be balanced. Nevertheless, even a superficial analysis shows that they are oriented politically. Gazeta 

Wyborcza, for example, openly declared its support for Bronisław Komorowski during the presidential campaign 

in 2010. 
38 These titles have the highest rate of readership among all Polish newspapers Source: Instytut Monitorowania 

Mediów, IMM). 
39 I choose national newspapers, because the case study is limited to events in a single country. 
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To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them 

more salient in a communicating context, in such a way as to promote a 

particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 

treatment recommendation for the item described (p. 52). 

Frames, in the thesis, are treated as a narrative, which can define a problem, promote a 

particular interpretation of an issue, or make a moral evaluation of those involved, giving a 

remedy to that problem (Entman, 2009: 90). According to the above-stated operationalisation 

of the frame, a narrative that does neither include a defined problem and its interpretation, nor 

a moral evaluation and/or blame would not be treated as a frame. This approach will be 

explained in detail in the following pages. Here, I would like to stress that a simple 

mentioning of the Smolensk crash or a prosecutorial report will not establish a frame unless 

the aforementioned conditions are met.  

Strategic actors, such as political actors, interest groups and lobbyists establish frames 

in the public discourse in the news media (Benford and Snow, 2000; Hänggli and Kriesi, 

2010). As Kriesi (2004: 184) underlines, political actors bring their competitive issues “from 

the backrooms of parliamentary committees and the central offices of parties and association 

to the public sphere”. All political actors thus struggle to both promote their interpretation and 

gain public support through the mass media and maximise their share of public attention. 

Subsequently, political statements gain journalists’ attention, who then transport or mediate 

the frames (Hänggli, 2012). 

The categories I use to operationalise frame elements come from Entman’s (1993) 

description of framing. In his definition, a problem definition, a causal interpretation, a moral 

evaluation, and a treatment recommendation—the applicability of which depends on the 

particular topic that is being studied—constitute frames. These are known as frame elements. 

In turn, these frame elements are divided into a considerable number of topic-specific 

“content analytical variables”, in line with the research aim. These different variables, when 

systematically grouped together in a specific way, form a certain pattern that can be identified 

across texts. These patterns are called frames (Matthes and Kohring, 2008). 

Identifying a strong frame is necessary to establish and examine the various factors 

affording it that very strength. The operationalisation of the strength of a frame is based on 
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theoretical consideration presented in the first chapter. The concept is operationalised through 

specific factors. The strength of a frame is a function of its resonance with public opinion, its 

provoking of defensive reactions by opponents, and its salience in the media. The credibility 

of the source of information is taken into theoretical consideration but it cannot be measured 

because there is a lack of data on the studied cases. However, I take party identification into 

account as an additional measurement. The possible factors, influencing the strength of a 

frame, are categorised as: the content of frames, the introduction new topics to the debate, 

mobilisation of supports, time and role of actors. 

CONTENT ANALYSIS OF MEDIA CONTENT 

Content analysis is crucial for my study. A LexisNexis and Factiva search was conducted to 

locate all the articles concerning the Smolensk crash. The search looked for articles from the 

day of the crash, 10 April 2010, for five years until 31 December 2015. The search contained 

the key words “katastrofa smoleńska” with all the possible grammatical variations. There 

were a total of 3,100 articles found across both of the selected newspapers with this term. To 

limit the coding effort, I selected 1,550 articles from both newspapers combined, every other 

article. Ultimately, I omitted 206 false positives, i.e. articles relating to issues completely 

irrelevant to the plane crash in Smolensk. For example, these articles pertained to the 

“catastrophic” (poor) performance of a basketball team or historical events, which happened 

in Smolensk, and were described in newspapers. After dropping these articles, I also excluded 

a further 342 articles that did not contain any frames. For instance, there were articles about 

the cancellation of sports and cultural events due to the national tragedy, the crash in 

Smolensk. The final tally of articles coded with a frame was 1,002. 

I conducted a manual content analysis. The unit of analysis was an individual news 

article (Matthes and Kohring, 2008). For each frame, I coded four kinds of information: 1) 

formal information (registration variables) such as the date, title of the newspaper, length, 

author of the article; 2) variables on actors, topic, and argument; 3) variables on causal 

interpretation, treatment, and blame attribution; and 4) variables related to references and 

symbols. As I mentioned above, my aim in this thesis is to use content analysis to study media 

frames: common narratives that focus on particular elements of grasped reality and 
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connections between them (Entman, 2007:164). This reflects a recent tendency to leave 

behind the manual holistic approach where categorisation strongly depends on how the coder 

perceives the issue. I instead chose an alternative approach proposed by Matthes and Kohring 

(2008) that treats “frames as clusters of frame elements”. The authors’ premise is to measure a 

frame in the most valid and reliable way, thus identifying the single elements of a frame, and 

giving a greater objectivity to the analysis. 

The frame is understood as a certain pattern in a given text and its elements—namely, 

as variables, each of which can have a several categories. Thus, a reference can be emotional, 

logical, and so on. As discussed in the theoretical chapter, a frame is characteristic of the text 

itself, a given story is presented with a certain frame by political actors. Then, a frame is also 

the result of the reader’s perception. Hence, the coder’s perception cannot be far away from 

the public’s perception of the text. This causes methodological problems. Just as too detailed 

an analysis would diverge too much from the public’s perception, too broad an analysis would 

not answer my research questions concerning the mechanisms of strong frames employed by 

actors. The approach adopted in this thesis represents a perception of the typical public reader, 

in contrast to the direct coding that would not grabbed this perception, and also would 

squander all the details of a frame that are indispensable to analyse the way a frame was built. 

The quantitative approach proposed by Kohring and Matthes (2002) overcomes these 

problems. Moreover, in the cluster analysis, new and emerging frames can be clearly 

identified and coded straightforwardly. Frames in the “frames as clusters of frame elements” 

approach are empirically determined and not individually defined before the coding process 

takes place. 

CODING PROCEDURES FOR FRAMES 

Basing my approach on Kohring and Matthes (2002), I operationalised the frame elements 

with the following variables: topic, argument, causal attribution, blame, treatment, and 

reference. I also developed a variable—actor—which represents all actors involved in 

promoting the Smolensk Catastrophe frames. The actor code is not a frame element and was 

not treated as one in the analysis. The frame element topic consists of a subject of the crash 

that is discussed by actors (variable actor). The topic variable consists of 25 themes, which 
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were identified inductively during the coding process. For the analysis, the 25 themes were 

condensed further into 14 topics that marked the entire debate on the Smolensk crash. 

Next, I coded the argument. This variable refers to a specific position on a given topic. 

I added this variable even though it was not proposed by Matthes and Kohring. Nuances in 

the positioning by politicians do matter in the public eye. Moreover, my research questions 

also consider the concept of the strong frame; therefore, I need to see in detail how the frame 

is built in the context of the Smolensk crash. I would like to underline that arguments are not 

frames. Framing is the process, by which actors define the issue for the general public 

(Nelson et al., 1997a). The frame is much more than an argument because it gives an 

understating of reality or an issue at hand, it highlights some aspects of that issue, and 

prevents or occludes others from coming to the fore. An argument is a specific statement. 

Arguments are grouped under the variable topic. Arguments in this study’s content analysis 

are somewhat a detailed extension of the topic variable, giving more context to the topic. 

The frame element causal attribution refers to perceived causes of the crash. The 

variable blame is an extension of the causal attribution. The blame variable identifies 

individual-level actors or items responsible for a specific outcome of the analysed issue. The 

causal attribution indicates the broad category of a failure/success attribution (e.g. plot), 

whereas the blame variable refers to the specific actor deemed responsible for the outcome 

(e.g. Tusk). The variable blame has the same codes as the actor variable, supplemented by a 

code for the category to which he or she belongs. For instance, the code politicians denotes all 

politicians regardless of their party affiliation. The variable blame refers to an object blamed, 

not the blame itself. Precisely, it represents who is to blame. 

The variable treatment was coded whenever an actor gave a recommendation on 

proposed actions. For instance, an actor blamed a government for carrying out a biased 

investigation and recommended organising an international investigation into the crash. 

Operationalisation of the element frame reference is based on Habermas’ (1993) scheme of 

arguments. I adopt his typology of arguments to categorise of reference in this analysis. 

Hence, three categories of reference are proposed: logical references (konstativa), moral 

references (expresiva), pragmatic references (regulativa). Logical references touch upon 

logical description and explanation of the present reality. It is used to represent a state of 

matters that a speaker is convinced to be true. Moral references, conversely, refer to moral 
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principles, emotions, and beliefs. This category also includes references to religious concepts 

and history that is tightly connected to emotions in this particular case in study. Pragmatic 

references, lastly, are used to “emphasize its ability to attain a specific goal or by its potential 

to meet particular interest”. They also pertain to referring to various sources, for instance 

social institutions. The list of codes for the variable reference is derived from Habermas’ 

schemata and pertains to allusion in the frame, for instance emotional references. 

For researchers doing content analysis, inter-coder reliability is crucial. Naturally, to 

test inter-coder reliability, I needed a subsample of the data to be coded (independently) by all 

the individuals involved in the coding of the complete dataset. After coder training, a total of 

50 articles were coded to establish inter-coder reliability. I trained three coders myself without 

providing any unnecessary details or context of the studied case. The researchers were Polish-

speaking postgraduates—two PhD students and one Masters student. The coders applied the 

codes to the same text segments. In the inter-coder test reliability coefficients were 0.81, 

tested with Krippendorff’s alpha. 

To identify frames, individual frame elements derived from the content analysis were 

grouped together by hierarchical cluster analysis. Ward’s method was applied to reveal 

patterns across the texts in the corpus. The clusters are called frames (Matthes and Kohring, 

2008) and each is characterised by a particular combination of variables with a high 

variability between clusters and a low variability within clusters. All the original variables 

were coded as dummy variables, and the variables that had a very low frequency were not 

included in the cluster analysis. I tried to capture the universe of thematic interpretations of 

the catastrophe articulated in the news media, at the same time seeking objectivity in 

determining frames. 

3.2. THE FRAME ELEMENTS 

The Frame Elements: Topics and Arguments 

Topics (Table 3.1) encompass the whole range of issues about the Smolensk debate, 

suggesting what the debate is about. Together with the topic variable, I present the most 
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important categories of the variable arguments for each topic Arguments form sub-topics, 

which give more insight into the themes of the debate. The topics give a general view of the 

themes that were raised in the debate, while the arguments supplement the topics in 

presenting the position of the actors, as well as extending and refining the topics. They are a 

crucial point of the narrative in a given article. The topics and the arguments form a 

dictionary of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. 

As mentioned, there are 14 topics that represent all the subjects adapted by political 

actors and journalists in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate; the topics are always accompanied 

by arguments. The arguments express the position of a certain actor on the topic. For 

example, the topic “evidence” signals the subject but the argument “evidence isn’t sufficient” 

refers to the position an actor takes on the “evidence” topic. In the following paragraphs I will 

discuss each of the topics with their associated arguments. 

 

Table 3.1 Topics associated with the Smolensk Catastrophe 

Topic Frequency % The most important arguments for each topic 

Political 

Strategy 

118 11.8 1. PiS creates a mythologised version of the events—the 

Smolensk Truth. 

2. PiS strategically changes its narrative. 

3. PO uses the crash to advance its political goals. 

Russia 116 11.6 1. Russia has been hiding relevant information about the 

crash and its circumstances. 

2. Cooperation with Russia (partnership) 

3. Russia has always wanted to harm Poland. 

4. The Polish government is weak on Russia. 

5. Tusk collaborates with Putin. 

Pilots  85 8.5 1. Human error. 

2. Pressures on pilots. 

3. Pilots carried out their job well. 

Poland 79 7.9 1. The Smolensk Catastrophe debate led to social change 

in Poland (in terms of discourse, polarisation). 

2. Polish people think that the Smolensk Catastrophe 

remains unsolved. 

3. Poland’s international credibility is at stake. 

Investigation 76 7.6 1. Macierewicz’s experts are incompetent. 

2. MAK is not credible. 
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3. The official investigations are carried out properly. 

4. The official investigations are biased. 

5. The official investigations are incomplete.  

Smolensk 

Truth 

69 6.9 1. Government hides the Smolensk Truth. 

2. The Smolensk Truth will liberate the nation.  

Conspiracy 

theory 

68 6.8 1. Conspiracy theories about the Smolensk Catastrophe 

are dangerous for Poland’s political position 

Evidence 65 6.5 1. There is insufficient evidence.  

2. All the evidence proves the crash was accidental.  

Government 63 6.3 1. Negligence. 

2. The government is doing well. 

Assassination 60 6.0 1. There is sufficient evidence for the assassination 

hypothesis. 

2. There is no proof for the assassination hypothesis 

3. The Smolensk Catastrophe was caused by the 

wrongdoing of certain people/authorities—it was not an 

assassination 

Memory 50 5.0 1. The commemorations of the Smolensk crash are 

appropriate. 

2. The commemorations of the Smolensk crash are 

inappropriate. 

Air Force 45 4.5 1. Poor conditions of the regiment. 

2. Risky and rule-breaking habits in the Polish air force. 

Religion 35 3.5 1. The Catholic Church is being instrumentalised in the 

political battle between the parties. 

Intra–Polish 

Divide 

23 2.3 1. Polarisation over the Smolensk Catastrophe serves both 

PiS and PO. 

2. The goal of PiS is to morally and politically 

delegitimise PO. 

3. The Intra–Polish conflict [“wojna polsko–polska”] has 

been aggravated. 

Media 13 1.3 1. The media promotes conspiracies theories. 

2. The mainstream media repeats government 

propaganda. 

Airport 10 1.0 1. The airport was not prepared, and the airport machines 

failed. 

Total 1,002 100%  

Source: Compiled by the author. 
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The most common topic—Political Strategy (11.8 percent)—covers the whole range of 

statements pertaining to the strategic use of the crash as a means of advancing certain political 

goals. This includes, for instance, when an actor says that his or her opponent tailors a 

narrative to garner support from a certain group of people, or when an article when an article 

claims certain symbols have been deployed strategically by an actor to gain something from 

the political and social situation. This category allocates political power, campaign strategies, 

political and social cleavages, as well as mechanisms of influence. Within the political 

strategy topic the two most important arguments indicate a strategy by PiS—the centre–right 

political party of President Kaczyński that was detailed in the “Political Context” section of 

Chapter 2—to change its narrative about the Smolensk Catastrophe and create a mythologised 

version of the events known as “the Smolensk Truth”. The articles with those arguments 

imply that PiS changes its narratives about the crash in order to gain support from 

fundamentally moderate voters. Moreover, they claim that PiS formed a sort of mythologised 

narrative about the Smolensk crash in order to mobilise the most core right-wing electorate. 

The other common—albeit less frequent—argument in this strategic spectrum suggests that 

PO—at the time of the crash, the ruling party, as detailed in Chapter 2—uses the plane crash 

to advance its political goals. Essentially, the articles dealing with the topic of political 

strategy straightforwardly suggest that political actors want to gather support and win 

elections on the back of the Smolensk Catastrophe, while simultaneously delegitimising and 

offending opponents. 

The second most important topic refers to Russia (11.6 per cent). As this suggests, the 

articles are about Russia and Russian politicians (mainly Vladimir Putin), officers of the 

Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, the investigation lead by the Russian side, and 

relations with Polish authorities. Arguments related to the Russia topic are quite numerous 

and either have a positive or negative direction. For example, collaborating with Russia 

during the course of the investigation might be evaluated positively as a partnership, or 

negatively as a treasonous collaboration. The most important argument of the Russia topic 

suggests that the Russian authorities have been hiding relevant information about the 

investigations into the crash. The second most important argument is “cooperation with 

Russia”. This argument has a positive tone of good partnership, which might be surprising 

when taking into considerations the Polish–Russian context, which was described in the 

preceding chapter. The third argument, “Russia has always wanted to harm Poland” refers to 
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anti-Russian sentiments toward historical relations between Poland and Russia. The last 

argument, “the Polish government is weak on Russia” refers to insufficient pressure of the 

Polish government on the Russian authorities in relations to the MAK investigation. 

According to the argument Polish authorities should press the Russian authorities to be more 

cooperative or to return evidence (e.g. the plane wreckage) to Poland. 

The third topic, Pilots (8.5 per cent), covers all the subjects in the debate regarding the 

pilots of the Tu-154 aircraft. Similar to the earlier topic, the Pilots topic can have either a 

positive or negative tone—either the pilots of Tu-154 were well prepared and did their job 

correctly (the argument “pilots carried out their job well”), or they made mistakes resulting in 

the plane crash (the argument about “human error”). This argument is the most important of 

all those in the Pilots topic. Another important argument is “pressure on the pilots”. This 

argument indicates that the pilots were forced to land by President Kaczyński or on the orders 

of the air force generals on board the plane. This argument implies either direct orders for 

landing or pressuring the pilots to a point that they could no longer withstand “suggestions” 

from high-ranking officials. Therefore, the arguments in this topic concern the pilots’ flight 

preparations, any pressure put on them, and their good performance, or errors made. 

 The fourth topic consists of subjects relating to Poland and Polish society. Arguments 

such as “the social change in Poland”, “unsolved crash in Smolensk”, “Poland's international 

credibility is at stake”, come under the Poland topic (7.9 per cent). This last argument refers 

to damage to Poland’s image in the world, for different reasons: either due to a negative 

evaluation of the official investigation or lack of acceptance of its results, or the conspiracy 

theories promoted by certain political actors. The first argument, “the social change in 

Poland” refers to the change the Smolensk Catastrophe debate imposed on Polish society. 

Specifically, this refers to the polarisation of public discourse subsequent to the crash and the 

introduction of new political and social divisions. The argument “unsolved crash in 

Smolensk” refers to the section of public opinion that retains the belief that the Smolensk 

Catastrophe is an unsolved case due to various reasons, though those reasons are implicit in 

the analysed newspaper articles. 
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The fifth topic, Investigation (7.6 per cent), includes five arguments: “Macierewicz’s 

experts are incompetent”, “MAK is devoid of credibility”, “the official investigation40 is 

carried out properly”, “the official investigation is biased”, and “the official investigation is 

incomplete”. The first argument refers to the Macierewicz Committee and its experts, who are 

seen as devoid of credibility, because the committee’s experts are not competent in the field 

of aviation disasters and/or they are politicised. The second argument refers to the MAK 

(Russian) investigation that is evaluated as unreliable because the committee is not credible 

(the reason being that the committee is composed of Russians). The two last arguments refer 

to the official investigation as either biased or at least unsatisfactorily impartial. The 

difference comes with the intent. Namely, the investigation is biased, because the 

politicisation of the case makes it impossible for the investigation be truly politically 

independent. In other words, there are too many influential entities that could impact the 

investigation’s procedures, whereas the partial investigation means that due to external 

reasons, such as a lack of evidence, the investigation cannot offer clear and complete results. 

The topic also covers a range of subject on reports of the above-mentioned committees with 

the exact same arguments (codes). 

 The sixth topic, Smolensk Truth (6.9 per cent), suggests a conspiracy and it is built on 

conspiratorial premises. The topic refers to the “real” explanation (“truth”) of the plane crash, 

according to which it was not an accident—in contrast to the government’s official line. The 

actors expressing the topic do not specify what this “truth” is, and the phrase is used in 

opposition to the official results of the investigation, i.e. that the crash was an accident. The 

actors imply that the Polish government is hiding the “Smolensk Truth” (the argument 

“Government hides the Smolensk truth”), and that there was intentional wrongdoing on the 

part of persons unknown during the flight preparations. The arguments employed in the 

articles with the Smolensk Truth topic conclude that the revealed Smolensk Truth will liberate 

the nation. 

 The seventh topic, Conspiracy Theory (6.8 per cent) is akin to the previous topic, 

except that it is not a conspiracy that is covered, but a conspiracy theory. Actors in the articles 

                                              

40 The official investigation is understood as being the Polish investigation, which became the official 

investigation of the Smolensk crash after the disagreement with the MAK report’s findings.  
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with the Conspiracy Theory topic suggest that the PiS party invented the conspiracy as a myth 

in the anthropological sense, at the same time forming a sect from a group of supporters of the 

PiS party, who were mobilised by the Smolensk conspiracy narrative. The other argument is 

that the conspiracy theory is dangerous for Poland’s political position in Europe as it divides 

the nation, thus weakening it on the international stage. 

 The eighth topic is Evidence (6.5 per cent). As the name suggests this topic pertains to 

the evidence of the crash, either as an accident or as a conspiracy. The first argument, “there 

is insufficient evidence”, suggests that there is not enough evidence to ultimately decide the 

causes of the crash. The second argument says that all the evidence the investigative 

committees (both the Russian and the Polish ones) presented corroborates that the plane crash 

was an accident (the argument “All the evidence proves the crash was accidental”). Those two 

arguments may be seen as justifying the same conclusion—that the crash was an accident. 

However, the first argument creates doubt in supporting this claim. 

 The ninth topic, Government (6.3 per cent), pertains to the performance of the Polish 

government during flight preparations, as well as in the aftermath of the disaster. The topic 

has two arguments declaring that the government, including the prime minister, Ministers, as 

well as public officials either did everything well (the argument “the government performs 

well”) from before the plane’s take-off through to the moment of the crash, or that the 

government was guilty of some neglect (the argument “negligence”). The majority of articles 

with the topic “government” include the argument of “negligence”. 

 The tenth topic is Assassination (6.0 per cent). This topic pertains to an assassination 

or a general external force that contributed to the crash. The main argument referring to 

assassination is that there is sufficient evidence to claim the existence of a third party (“there 

is sufficient evidence for the assassination hypothesis”). The evidence presented by the 

parliamentary committee (under Macierewicz’s supervision) was in constant flux over the 

five years of this analysis. Actors claimed that the fragmented corpses of victims found in and 

around the crash site, or the parts of the aircraft itself, suggested an explosion had taken place 

prior to the aircraft’s final impact. The most common form of evidence given by the 

parliamentary committee was that the wing of the plane could not have shattered a tree that it 

had hit just before crashing, as opposed to what MAK and the government investigation had 

claimed. The Smolensk Birch is the name given to the birch, which was growing at the 
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Russian military airport Smoleńsk-Siewiernyj. According to the final reports of the MAK (the 

Russian investigation) and the Committee for the Investigation of National Aviation 

Accidents (the Polish investigation, KBWLLP), the Polish Tu-154 aircraft, as a result of 

hitting a tree, lost part of its wing, which resulted in losing control of the plane. The 

possibility of losing a fragment of the wing by the Tu-154M plane as a result of a collision 

with a tree was questioned by Macierewicz's committee and initiated discussions. Opponents 

of the official reports coined the term “The Armoured Birch” to describe the tree, which has 

also became the subject of many stories in the Polish mass media. It was also a theme of 

comical drawings by satirists and internet users. In a more neutral tone, the motif of the 

Smolensk birch was used on a silver commemorative coin, issued in 2011 by the National 

Bank of Poland, and on the design of the monument that is to be erected at the crash site. 

The eleventh topic, Memory (5.0 per cent), pertains to the subject of commemoration 

of the victims of the crash. It contains two opposite arguments. One claims that the 

commemorations of the Smolensk crash are appropriate in the way they are organised, as 

rallies for instance. The second argument claims that the rallies are inappropriate, suggesting 

that this form of commemoration has been adopted for political gain, and not for 

remembering those who died. 

The twelfth topic is about the Polish military. Articles with the topic Polish Air Force 

(4.5 per cent) include an argument about the poor state of the air force regiment (the argument 

“poor conditions of the regiment”), meaning the Polish military did not have enough planes, 

and those present were old and deficient. Furthermore, the pilots did not undergo proper 

training, which was the result of a lack of organisation in the military. The other argument, 

“risky and rule-breaking habits in the Polish air force”, states that there exist dangerous habits 

in the military, which are tolerated all along the chain of command, resulting in an endemic 

and pronounced neglect of duty. 

 Religion (3.5 per cent) is the thirteenth topic. Religion has an important place in public 

debates in Poland, as it was discussed in the Chapter 2 (subtitle “The Catholic Church and the 

Smolensk Catastrophe”), and that over the Smolensk Catastrophe is no exception. I detailed 

the religious context in the Smolensk Catastrophe in the previous chapter. The topic is mainly 

used in the subjects relating to a political fight and the so-called “Smolensk Religion”. The 

arguments used in the articles with the topic Religion claim that the religious battle (for 
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example over the wooden cross) is a purely political one, and that the Catholic Church is used 

for political expediency, to mobilise electoral support (the argument “Catholic Church is 

being instrumentalised in the political battle between the parties”). 

The fourteenth denotes the political conflict between the PO and PiS, and the code is: 

Intra–Polish Divide (2.3 per cent). This topic focuses on the political battle between those two 

parties. The first argument, “polarisation over the Smolensk Catastrophe serves both PiS and 

PO”, refers to the polarisation of society in regards to the support of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe’s narratives. The political parties identify themselves by creating a gradually 

widening void that divides the two camps. The polarisation results in a greater mobilisation of 

voters. The polarisation serves both parties. The second argument, “the goal of PiS is to 

morally and politically delegitimise PO”, refers to the goal of the PiS party in the political 

battle between it, and PO. The argument implies that the political actions of PiS are aimed at 

reducing public support for PO. The last argument, “the intra–Polish conflict has been 

aggravated”, refers to partisan contestation, which in normal democracies would serve the 

purpose of resolving social issues through interest aggregation and political compromise, but 

which in Poland has morphed into a bitter and emotional cultural and identity divide. This 

intra–Polish conflict—it literally translates from the Polish language as “Polish–Polish War” 

[“Wojna polsko–polska”]—is a political clash between PiS and PO that has mapped onto 

Polish society more generally. The intra–Polish conflict is thus closely related to the 

polarisation of Polish society. In this conflict, Poland appears as a field of political battle, 

where two camps despise and fight each other, having no common relationship except as a 

community of fate.41 The division’s axis refers to issues of identity. Any agreement between 

these two camps is impossible to achieve, with any meaningful dialogue being beyond the 

realm of possibility. The intra–Polish conflict grew on the foundation of a strategic division 

created to distinguish the two parties, PiS and PO, from one another. I have already referred 

to this cleavage in the chapter on contexts; here, as a topic of topics, this division refers to the 

society—two ideologically alien camps concentrated around the two parties. The aftermath of 

the Smolensk Catastrophe made this division pronounced. For instance, Antoni Macierewicz 

                                              

41 Andrzej Leder. Magazyn Świąteczny from Gazeta Wyborcza. Accessed: 23.12.2016. 
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(PiS, former defence minister) said that those who hold opinions different to those 

promulgated by PiS damage the image of Poland.42 

The fifteenth topic is about the Polish media. The topic Media (1.3 per cent) is used in 

terms of propaganda. The first argument, “the media promote conspiracy theories”, used by 

actors in the article support the thesis the media promote conspiracy theories simply by 

repeating them. The second argument, “the mainstream media repeats government 

propaganda”, states that the Polish mainstream media echo government propaganda, in 

particular the results of the official investigation. These are two different arguments in the 

topic devoted to the role of the media in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. 

The last topic is about the Russian airport. The topic Airport (1 per cent) covers the 

stories in the articles regarding the failure of navigational equipment at the Smolensk airport, 

indicating that the Russians were ill-prepared to receive the Tu-154 aircraft. Only one percent 

of all articles was devoted to this topic. 

 

The frame elements: causal attribution and blame 

This section focuses on the description of the two elements of the frame. These two elements 

are casual attribution and blame attribution. The first one refers to the general cause of the 

crash, the probable explanation of the Smolensk Catastrophe and its development in the 

public space. The blame attribution identifies individual-level actors or times responsible for a 

specific outcome of the Smolensk Catastrophe issue, in other words it identifies who is to 

blame. Table 3.4 provides categories of these two variables. 

 

 

 

                                              

42 This is a direct translation from the official Twitter account of Antoni Macierewicz. Accessed: 25.01.2018. 
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Table 3.2. Causal attribution and blame in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate (percentage share 

of articles) 

          Causal 

              Attribution 

 

Individual 

-level blame 

 

Calamity External 

Force 

Collusion Political 

Game 

Assassin . 2.9 . . 

Armed forces 6.1 . . . 

Tusk 1.3 0.7 4.2 0.7 

Government 6.7 . 4.7 0.6 

J. Kaczyński 3.9 . . 9.9 

L. Kaczyński 0.6 . . 0.4 

Macierewicz . . . 3.8 

Media . . . 1.7 

Pilots 5.0 . . . 

PiS . . . 1.0 

Polish mentality 1.2 . . . 

Politicians 1.7 . . 6.8 

Tree or weather 2.3 . . . 

Russians 4.7 1.0 5.4 . 

N/A 22.3 

Frequency 1,002 

Total 100% 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

The causal attribution is an attribution of failure or success regarding a specific outcome 

(Matthes, 2008). It was operationalised as an attribution of causes of the Smolensk crash and 

a responsibility for it. The blame variable in this study’s content analysis is a detailed 

extension of the causal attribution variable, identifying exactly who or what is blamed for the 

crash. It covers all the actors or objects that were blamed for the catastrophe or its 

developments. There are four categories of the causal attribution variable and 15 categories 

of the blame variable; they all are presented in Table 3.4. However, not all actors assigned 

blame to the frame that they were promoting (coded as not applicable, n/a in the Table 3.4). 
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The frame elements: treatment recommendation and references 

This section is devoted to the description of the last two elements of the frame being analysed 

in the thesis. The first frame element is treatment recommendation, which is a 

recommendation on proposed actions given by actors involved in framing. The all categories 

of treatment recommendations of the Smolensk Catastrophe issue are presented in the Table 

3.5. The last element of the frame is references, whose categories are briefly described in this 

section. 

Table 3.3. The categories of the frame element “treatment recommendation” in the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate (in percentages) 

Treatment recommendations Percentage 

Investigate more 11.0 

Dismissals 6.2 

Behave-common sense 5.6 

Fight propaganda 5.6 

Reveal the truth 4.2 

Commemorate those who died in the crash 3.5 

End social and political conflict 3.4 

Conclude all the investigations  3.2 

Reform the Polish armed forces 2.5 

Russia should take responsibility what their mistakes 2.4 

Bring back the plane wreckage 1.9 

Separation of Church and state 1.8 

Change the MAK report 1.4 

Vote according to the Smolensk narratives 1.3 

Not applicable 46.1 

Total 

N 

100 

(1,002) 

Source: Compiled by the author 

The definition of a frame says: “[…] moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for 

the item described” (Entman, 1993). If blame was not placed, a treatment recommendation 

has to be present in order to extract a frame from the news text. I coded either a blame 
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attribution or a treatment recommendation. The variable Treatment Recommendation (Table 

3.5) is a remedy that is a proposition for an actor to undertake a certain action. Table 3.5 

provides the list of treatment recommendations in the Smolensk Catastrophe case. The 

treatment recommendation is a proposed solution to the problem an actor identifies, which is 

a part of a frame. For example, when an actor said that the conspiracy theory pursued by PiS 

is dangerous for Polish society, his remedy was to fight PiS’s propaganda. Another example 

was when a PiS politician said that the blame for the crash lay with Tusk as he was 

collaborating with President Putin, and as such, should stand trial for treason. 

Operationalisation of the frame element “references” is based on Habermas’ (1993) 

scheme of arguments. I adopted his typology of arguments to categories of references in this 

analysis. Consequently, there are three categories: logical references, moral references, and 

pragmatic references. Logical references pertain to reports, documents, and data. Moral 

references pertain to emotions, beliefs, and moral principles, in the Smolensk case these are 

for example historical references, religious references, and those with regard to Polish–

Russian relationship. The last category of references is related to pragmatic references, the 

references which are used to meet particular interests, for example quoting powerful sources 

of information. 

3.3. ACTORS 

I coded the variable Actor in two ways. First, I coded the actor’s affiliation, for example the 

name of the party. Second, I indicated his or her name and surname, for example 'Donald 

Tusk', or 'Jarosław Kaczyński'. This allows me to identify not only which organisation (e.g. 

political party) promotes a certain frame, but also to see who within the party is the 

predominant promoter of that frame (i.e. which actor “represents” the party in the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate). Furthermore, the groups of actors were re-coded into ten categories. The 

variable Actor Family contains all types of actors that were involved in the Smolensk 

Catastrophe discourse; they are presented in Table 3.2. The first column lists the affiliation of 

the actors, while the second shows the percentage of frames attributable to that category. The 

next column presents the individual actors representing within the particular group/affiliation, 

and the last column provides a description of the actors in the category. 
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Table 3.4. Actors involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

Categories 

Actor 

Family 

% 

of 

frames 

Number of Actors Description of Actors 

Journalists 42.4 86 actors in total, primarily: 

 

Majewski, Reszka, Kublik, 

Szacki, Wronski, Czuchnowski 

Journalists writing for / 

employed by Gazeta 

Wyborcza and Rzeczpospolita 

PiS 15.9 34 actors, primarily: 

 

Kaczyński, Macierewicz  

Politicians of PiS 

PO 12.8 25 actors in total, primarily: 

 

Tusk, Klich, Komorowski 

Politicians of PO 

Experts 8.3 62 actors in total, primarily: 

 

MAK, Lasek, Klich, 

Macierewicz experts 

People knowledgeable on 

plane crashes, and those who 

are witnesses for 

investigations 

Public 

Officials 

7.7 32 actors in total, primarily: 

 

The most prominent members of 

the investigative committees, 

Prosecutors 

Official authority holding a 

legislative, administrative, or 

judicial position of any kind 

Interest 

groups 

5.2 38 actors in total, primarily: 

 

the Association of Families of 

the Victims of the Smolensk 

Disaster “Katyń 2010”, 

The Smolensk Families, 

Radio Maryja, Catholic Church  

Association of individuals or 

organisations, e.g. victims’ 

families, as well as the 

Catholic Church 

Parties of the 

left 

 

2.8 

7 actors in total, primarily: 

 

SLD, TR, Kwasniewski 

Politicians of the left-wing 

parties: Democratic Left 

Alliance (SLD) and Your 

Movement (TR) 

 

Parties of the 

Right 

 

1.8 

10 actors in total, primarily: 

 

PSL, Solidarna Polska, Polska 

Razem, PJN 

Politicians of the right-wing 

parties: Polish People’s 

Parties (PSL), Solidary 

Poland (Solidarna), Poland 

Together (Polska Razem), 

Poland Comes First (PJN) 

Other 

politicians 

 

2.0 

9 actors in total, primarily: 

 

Non-affiliated politicians 
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Gwiazda, Bielan, Hall 

 

Overseas 1.2 12 actors in total, primarily: 

 

Anodina, Bukowski, 

Prieobrazenski 

Politicians from other 

countries 

Total 100% 322 actors  

Source: Compiled by the author 

The predominant group of actors (86 actors) that most frequently use the frames (42.4 per 

cent) are journalists. The journalists are the main promoters of the frames. They are either 

from Gazeta Wyborcza or Rzeczpospolita. Gazeta Wyborcza is the daily opinion-forming 

newspaper, covering a gamut of political, international and general news. The main 

journalists from Gazeta Wyborcza, reporting the Smolensk Catastrophe issues, are Agnieszka 

Kublik, Wojciech Czuchnowski, Wojciech Szacki, Paweł Wroński, Dominika Wielowieyska. 

These are popular and experienced Polish journalists, who have written the largest number of 

articles devoted to the Smolensk Catastrophe case. 

There was a much wider dispersion of articles among journalists of Rzeczpospolita in 

comparison to the division of the articles about the Smolensk Catastrophe among journalists 

of Gazeta Wyborcza. Moreover, the majority of Rzeczpospolita journalists do not write 

articles for the newspaper exclusively, publishing also in other dailies and weeklies. For 

example, in W Sieci, a Polish conservative weekly focusing on socio-political issues, founded 

by mostly former journalists of Rzeczpospolita, and in Do Rzeczy, a weekly with a Christian, 

conservative, and free market stance founded in 2013.43 W Sieci was founded in November 

2012 in cooperation with Rzeczpospolita in Warsaw after the editor-in-chief of 

Rzeczpospolita, Tomasz Wróblewski, dismissed the head of the national department, Mariusz 

Staniszewski, along with the two authors of the article about TNT aboard the Tu-154, Łukasz 

Warzecha and Cezary Gmyz. The main journalists writing for Rzeczpospolita are also popular 

and experienced journalists in Poland. The first mention is a tandem of journalists, writing 

articles about the crash in Smolensk: Paweł Reszka and Michał Majewski. Other journalists 

writing articles about the Smolensk Catastrophe for Rzeczpospolita are Michał Szułdrzyński, 

                                              

43 https://voxeurop.eu/en/content/source-profile/3830331-do-rzeczy. Accessed: 20.09.2018. 
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Grażyna Zawadka, Piotr Zaremba, Paweł Lisciki, Rafał Ziemkiewicz and Wojciech 

Wybranowski. 

The second group of the actors (Table 3.2) involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe 

debate are politicians of PiS. The establishment and evolution of the party was presented in 

significant detail Chapter 2 so here I will focus on the individual actors of PiS who were 

predominant promoters of the frames: J. Kaczyński and Antoni Macierewicz. During the 

period covered (2010–2015) J. Kaczyński was the leader of PiS and one of 460 members of 

the Polish parliament. However, there is more to him than that—indeed, he is the most 

influential politician in the country. A conservative, religious politician, in favour of a social 

market economy, with a PhD in Law, he seeks to steer Poland away from a multicultural style 

of Western European countries and to ensure the country remains oriented to its Catholic 

roots. The twin brothers J. and L. Kaczyński were born in 1949 in Warsaw. In 1968, J. 

Kaczyński took part in rallies “the March events”, worked with the Workers’ Defence 

Committee (KOR),44 and became involved in the activities of the NSZZ Solidarność at strikes 

at the Huta Warszawa steel works45. Together with Antoni Macierewicz he ran legal advice 

help for workers’ unions in Warsaw, and published articles in the underground magazines 

(Przeglad Polityczny, lłos Ursus). He was one of the founders of the Helsinki Committee in 

Poland. In the Round Table discussions, he negotiated the formation of a coalition 

government with the communist party (Kopka and Zelichowski, 1997). He was also a chief of 

the Presidential Chancellery46 under Lech Wałęsa, and leader of the Centre Agreement (PC) 

party,47 but in 1993 he co-organised the so-called “March on Belvedere” (the presidential 

palace), a demonstration against Lech Wałęsa, demanding: (1) Wałęsa resign from the 

presidency and; (2) the full “de-communisation”48  of the Polish administration. 

                                              

44 It was a major anti-communist opposition organisation that was a forerunner of the Solidarność movement. 
45 Huta Warszawa was one of the largest enterprises in Warsaw and a pillar of the regional cell of the 

Solidarność movement. Members of Solidarność from Huta organised actions in defense of political prisoners, 

and from the union coffers they paid out grants to striking students and farmers. 
46 It is an administrative agency composed of crucial staff that assists and is governed by the president. 
47 PC was a Christian–Democratic party established in 1990, with J. Kaczyński as chair. It opposed socialism 

and was anti-communist. In 1997, PC joined the Solidarity Electoral Action (AWS) movement. In 2001, PiS 

became the successor of the PC.  
48 One of the elements of de-communisation was a systemic break with the communist past through the political, 

historical and legal alienation of communists, and a statutory ban on holding public office by any judges, public 

officials, senior managers of state-owned companies or the security services who had fought against the 

democratic opposition and religious communities.  
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In 2001, J. Kaczyński co-founded PiS and in 2005 the party won the parliamentary 

elections. J. Kaczyński did not become prime minister, choosing Kazimierz Marcinkiewicz 

instead. L. Kaczyński was elected president after winning the second round of elections in 

2006, at which point J. Kaczyński became prime minister for a year, forming a coalition with 

other conservative parties. He resigned from his position in 2007. Stanley (2015) refers to the 

coalition of the 2005–2007 parliamentary term as “the populist moment in Poland”, where 

populism is understood after Stanley (2008: 12) as a “thin ideology that construes politics as a 

clash between an illegitimate, corrupt elite and an authentic, pure people”. J. Kaczyński 

remained the leader of the party. He campaigned for L. Kaczyński re-election as president but 

the catastrophe in Smolensk changed everything. J. Kaczyński felt obliged to take part in the 

2011 presidential election in the place of his deceased brother. He lost—and PiS lost the 

parliamentary election in 2011 as well—but the party remained the biggest opposition in the 

Polish parliament. On November 2014, he recommended a more moderate PiS member—

Andrzej Duda—as the candidate of PiS in the presidential election in 2015. Duda won the 

second round of these elections, and Beata Szydło became prime minister. In the 2015 

elections, PiS gained a parliamentary majority and established a cabinet with Poland Together 

and Solidarity of Poland, with Prime Minister Szydło, whom J. Kaczyński replaced with 

Mateusz Morawiecki in December 2017. J. Kaczyński does not hold any office in the 

structures of the government administration, the Sejm or the PiS parliamentary club, and yet 

many commentators consider him a key figure in Polish politics. 

Antoni Macierewcz is a Polish politician with conservative–nationalist views. He is 

the second most prominent PiS actor involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. He has 

also been a member of PiS since 2007. He was one of the leaders of the anti-communist 

resistance in Poland. He founded the Workers’ Defence Committee (KOR)49 in 1976, and 

created underground structures, which dealt with the legal and medical aid for the protesters. 

He was awarded the Order of the Rebirth of Poland in 1990, one of Poland’s highest orders. 

He served as the Minister of Internal Affairs (1991–1992), Minister of State for National 

Defence (2005–2006), and the head of the Military Counterintelligence Service (2006–2007). 

He became defence minister in 2015, when PiS won the parliamentary elections, and served 

                                              

49 KOR was a Polish civil society group aimed at giving aid to prisoners and their families after the June 1976 

protests and ensuing government crackdown 
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in this post until January 2018. Antoni Macierewicz was the chair of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe parliamentary investigative committee, established on 8 July 2010, whose goal it 

was to prepare a full account of the circumstances surrounding the crash. Macierewicz 

represents the conservative wing of PiS. 

 The third group of actors involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate are PO 

members, as described in the previous chapter of the thesis. The main individual actors 

promoting the frames are Tusk, Komorowski, and Bogdan Klich. Tusk was born 1957 in 

Gdansk and is the longest-serving prime minister in democratic Poland to date (2007–2014). 

He was a co-founder and leader of PO from 2003 until 2014, and since then has been the 

President of the European Council. He studied history at the University of Gdańsk, where he 

became involved in activities subversive to the communist regime. In 1980, Tusk founded 

the Independent Students Association in Gdansk (NZS), which was a part of Solidarność. He 

became a leader of Solidarność at his place of work and a journalist of a newspaper published 

by Solidarność. After General Jaruzelski imposed martial law50 in December 1981, he 

remained in hiding for some time.51 Tusk was one of the founders of the Liberal Democratic 

Congress (KLD) in 1990. KLD (1990–1994) was a political party in Poland in favour of the 

free market and led by Janusz Lewandowski, and from 1991 by Tusk. Rooted in Solidarność, 

the party belonged to PiS predecessor, the Centre Agreement (PC), until 1991. In 1994, KLD 

merged with the Democratic Union forming a new political party the Freedom Union (UW) 

with Tusk as a vice-president. At the beginning of 2001, after losing the leadership elections 

of UW to his rival Bronisław Geremek, Tusk left the party. Together with Andrzej 

Olechowski and Maciej Płażyński he founded PO. In 2003 Tusk took over the chairmanship. 

He remained the leader of PO. Tusk became prime minister in 2007. The victory of PO in the 

parliamentary elections in 2011 gave him a second term. In September 2014, he resigned in 

order to take the position of President of the European Council. Tusk is moderately 

conservative on social issues and pro-European Union, as well as in favour of pro-business 

policies. 

                                              

50 General Wojciech Jaruzelski was First Secretary of the Polish United Workers' Party from 1981 to 1989. He 

served as prime minister from 1981 to 1985 and the country's head of state from 1985 to 1990. He was also the 

last commander-in-chief of the Polish People's Army. Jaruzelski introduced martial law in Poland in December 

13, 1981 in an attempt to crush the pro-democracy movements. 
51 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/biography/. Accessed: 28.10.2018.  
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Bronisław Komorowski is a Polish politician who served as President of Poland from 

2010 until 2015. He also served as Minister of Defence from 2000 to 2001, and Marshal of 

the Sejm52 from 2007 to 2010. As Marshal, Komorowski was in line and became the acting 

head of state following the death of President Kaczyński. He was PO’s candidate for the 

presidential elections, which he won in July 2010. Previously in 1980, Komorowski joined the 

democratic movement as an underground publisher and cooperated with Macierewicz on the 

monthly Głos. He was jailed while Poland was under martial law.53  

Bogdan Klich is a Polish politician and a member of PO. He was one of the founders 

of NZS, cooperating with the democratic opposition. From 1999 to 2000 he was the deputy 

Minister of National Defence in the government of Jerzy Buzek, responsible for defence 

policies and Poland's relations with NATO. In 2001 he joined PO, and in 2004 he was elected 

to the European Parliament. Klich resigned in 2007 from his post in order to take over the 

position of the Minister of National Defence in the 2007 PO–PSL government of Tusk. He 

was appointed by Prime Minister Tusk as a member of the inter-ministerial team for the 

coordination of activities undertaken in connection with the Smolensk crash. Klich employed 

the Committee for the Investigation of Aircraft Accidents at the State Aviation in Poland in 

order to investigate the causes of the Smolensk crash. 

The fourth group of political actors are experts (Table 3.4)—people knowledgeable 

about aviation accidents, and those who were chosen as witnesses for investigations. The 

group thus includes scientists, pilots, officers, engineers, and investigative specialists. 

Moreover, they are also experts speaking for the media, e.g. political scientists or sociologists. 

These actors are divided into five classes: (1) KBWLLP experts (Polish official 

investigation’s experts), (2) Macierewicz’s committee experts, (3) MAK experts, (4) neutral 

experts and witnesses, and (5) scholars. 

The first class of experts, KBWLLP experts, is comprised of members of the State 

Aviation Investigation Committee (KBWLLP), whose head was Jerzy Miller (described in the 

group of actors “Public Officials”). It was often referred to as the Miller Committee in the 

media. Table 3.3 shows those of the committee members, who spoke the most often about the 

                                              

52 Marshal of the Sejm is the highest representative of the lower chamber (Sejm) of the Polish parliament, he is 

guardian of the rights and dignity of the Sejm and manages his works. 
53 Communist government with its internal security service censored, persecuted, and jailed thousands of 

journalists and opposition activists without charge under martial law. 
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Smolensk Catastrophe in the analysed articles. These are: Edmund Klich, Maciej Lasek, 

Marek Żylicz, Robert Zawada, Paweł Artymowicz. 

Table 3.3. Experts associated with the key actors in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

KBWLLP 

experts 

Macierewicz’s 

committee 

experts 

MAK 

experts 

Neutral experts and 

witnesses 

Scholars 

Paweł 

Artymowicz 

PhD, 

astrophysicist, 

University of 

Toronto, Canada 

Wiesław 

Binienda 

Prof. mechanical 

engineering, 

University of 

Akron, USA 

Tatiana 

Anodina 

Aviation 

engineer, 

chairperson 

of MAK 

Sławomir Petelicki 

General, the first 

commander of the 

Polish Special Forces 

Włodzimierz 

Marciniak, 

sovietologist 

Marek Żylicz 

PhD, aviation 

law and 

international law 

Kazimierz 

Nowaczyk 

PhD, physicist at 

the University of 

Maryland, USA 

Aleksiej 

Morozow 

head of the 

Technical 

Commission 

of MAK 

Paweł Plusnin and 

Wiktor Ryzenko 

Russian airport 

controllers 

Wojciech 

Łukowski, 

Edmund Wnuk-

Lipinski, 

Ireneusz 

Krzeminski 

sociologists 

Robert Zawada 

pilot, captain 

Grzegorz 

Szuladziński 

PhD, 

structural 

mechanics 

University of 

Southern 

California, USA 

 Artur Wosztyl 

pilot, witness 

Rafał Chwedoruk 

Artur Wołek 

 

political scientists 

Maciej Lasek 

PhD engineer 

 

Jacek Rońda, 

prof. of technical 

sciences, 

University of 

Science and 

Technology, 

Kraków 

 Ireneusz Szeląg 

Colonel, the head of 

the Military District 

Prosecutor's Office in 

Warsaw 

Michał Kleiber, 

professor of 

technical sciences, 

the Polish 

Academy of 

Sciences 

Edmund Klich 

PhD military 

sciences, 

colonel, a 

resident pilot of 

the Polish army 

Chris Ciszewski, 

PhD, Warnell 

School of 

Forestry and 

Natural 

Resources 

University of 

Georgia, USA 

 Wiktor Suworow 

former GRU officer 

Marcin Zaremba 

historian 

Source: Compiled by the author 
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Edmund Klich holds a PhD in military sciences, is a colonel in the Polish army, and the head 

of the State Commission on Aircraft Accident Investigation. On 15 April 2010, he accepted 

the post of chair of the Smolensk Committee of the State Aviation Investigation Commission 

(KBWLLP), appointed by the Minister of National Defence Bogdan Klich (no relation) to 

investigate the catastrophe. Klich resigned from the post eight days later, after the change of 

regulations resulted in the chair’s obligation to report directly to the prime minister. He 

remained an accredited Polish representative with the Russian civil-military committee of 

MAK. The new chair from 2012 was Jerzy Miller. 

The second expert of KBWLLP is Maciej Lasek. He was a deputy of Klich and an 

expert in the field of air training, air traffic, air rescue, communications, navigation and 

meteorology. He holds a PhD in engineering, specialising in flight mechanics. Lasek was also 

the chair of the team set up to explain to the public the content of information and materials 

regarding the causes and circumstances of the disaster in Smolensk; the team was termed “the 

Lasek Committee”. The information was published on a government website specially 

launched for these purposes (www.faktysmolensk.gov.pl). The website was closed in 

November 2015 by the newly elected PiS government. Marek Żylicz, doctor in law and 

specialist in the field of aviation law and international law, was a member of the KBWLLP. 

Previously, he worked as an expert in the course of work on new national aviation regulations 

and represented Poland in international negotiations in this area. Robert Zawada is a captain 

and reserve pilot of the Polish air force. He was a representative of the Polish Navy 

Command. Paweł Artymowicz holds a PhD in astrophysics. He is also a lecturer at the 

University of Toronto, Canada. Artymowicz is one of the main experts of the KBWLLP. 

The second class of experts consists of the Macierewicz Committee’s experts (Table 

3.3). The following five individuals are the most prominent of Macierewicz’s experts in the 

media: Wiesław Binienda, Kazimierz Nowaczyk, Grzegorz Szuladziński, Jacek Rońda, and 

Chris Ciszewski. Wiesław Binienda is a Polish-American lecturer at the University of Akron, 

USA, and holds a PhD in mechanical engineering. He is also the editor-in-chief of the 

quarterly Journal of Aerospace Engineering published by the American Society of Civil 

Engineers. He was the leading expert in the Macierewicz Committee, and his findings were in 

complete contradiction to the official reports published by the Russian government and the 

KBWLLP. Nowaczyk holds a PhD in physics. He works at the University of Maryland, USA. 
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In March 2012, Nowaczyk presented his results of the investigation of the Smolensk crash in 

the European Parliament in Brussels at a public hearing. Szuladziński holds a PhD in 

mechanics of structures at the University of Southern California. He is a specialist in the field 

of the effects of explosions and the action of explosives. Jacek Ronda is a professor at the 

University of Science and Technology in Kraków and the University of Technology and 

Economics in Warsaw, specialising in applied computing, industrial mathematics, and applied 

mathematics. In 2012, he became vice-president of the presidium of the scientific committee 

of the Smolensk Conference, devoted to the study of the causes of the Tu-154 disaster in 

Smoleńsk. On October 2013, Rońda resigned from chairing the scientific committee of the 

conference, after his confession about referring to evidence in the Smolensk Catastrophe that 

did not exist. Finally, Chris Ciszewski holds PhD and works as a research professor at the 

Warnell School of Forestry and Natural Resources at the University of Georgia. Formally, he 

was not an expert of the Macierewicz committee, but he attended the committee’s conferences 

and the media described him as an expert. 

The third faction of the experts’ group consists of MAK experts. MAK is the official 

civil aviation authority in Russia. It was responsible for investigating and establishing the 

causes of the disasters. Two Russian authorities of MAK were present in the analysed articles: 

Tatjana Anodina, doctor of technical sciences, chair of MAK since 1991, and Aleksiej 

Morozow, her deputy and the head of the Technical Commission of MAK. 

The fourth class of experts, “neutral experts and witnesses”, is the group of people 

who are seen in the media as experts but do not belong to any committee; however they are 

knowledgeable on the Smolensk Catastrophe subject, e.g. the air force pilots. There were six 

“neutral experts” present in the analysed articles: Sławomir Petelicki54, Paweł Plusnin and 

Viktor Ryzenko55, Ireneusz Szeląg56, Wiktor Suworow, and Artur Wosztyl57.  

                                              

54 Sławomir Petelicki was a brigadier general, the first commander of the elite Polish Special Forces unit GROM 

(1990–1995). He was also the head of the foundation of former Polish Special Forces soldiers. Petelicki died 

from a self-inflicted gunshot to his head in 2012, according to the District Prosecutor's Office. 
55 Paweł Plusnin was a Russian air traffic manager, commander-in-chief on the tower at the Smolensk airport, 

and Viktor Ryzenko was his deputy, landing zone manager, also Russian. They were working in the air traffic 

control tower of the Smolensk airport as the Tu-154 plane was approaching for landing. 
56 Ireneusz Szelag, colonel, was the head of the Military District Prosecutor’s Office in Warsaw until 2015, 

which was investigating the Smolensk crash 
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The last class of the experts group, the fifth class, consists of scholar experts. These 

actors were presented in the media as experts and give their expertise in the fields of social 

and political sciences. The main scholar experts are as follows: sociologists Wojciech 

Łukowski, Edmund Wnuk-Lipiński, Ireneusz Krzemiński; political scientists Rafał 

Chwedoruk and Artur Wołek; historian Marcin Zaremba, sovietologist Włodzimierz 

Marciniak, and Michał Kleiber, who is a professor of technical sciences. He was minister of 

science (2001–2005), president of the Polish Academy of Sciences (2007–2015), and an 

adviser to President Kaczyński (2006–2010). 

The fourth group of actors involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate, after Law 

and Justice, Civic Platform, and the experts, are the Public Officials (7.7 per cent). The group 

of Public Officials consists of 32 actors who are official authorities holding a legislative, 

administrative or judicial position of any kind. I will describe the main speakers of this group. 

The first one is Jerzy Miller. He is a Polish independent politician, endorsed by PO. He served 

as Minister of Interior Affairs in the PO–PSL government from 2009 to 2011. In April 2010, 

Miller became the chair of the KBWLLP investigating the causes of the Smolensk disaster. 

The result of the work of the committee was the final report on the causes of the Tu-154 

disaster in Smolensk, submitted for approval to the chair of the Council of Ministers and then 

published in July 2011. Miller held the office of Minister until November 2011. The second 

actor of the public official group is Colonel Krzysztof Parulski, who was the chief military 

prosecutor (while holding the post of deputy Prosecutor General from 2008 to 2012) 

investigating the Smolensk Catastrophe. The third most spoken about public official involved 

in the Smolensk debate was Andrzej Seremet, Attorney General in the years 2010–2016. 

  The fifth group of actors involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate presents 

interest groups (5.2 per cent). The group is comprised of 38 individual actors, treated as 

representatives of their interest groups. The interest groups are associations or organisations 

involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The associations consist of the families of the 

victims of the plane disaster, activists, and political party supporters. However, not all the 

families are involved in the activities of the associations. The associations of the Smolensk 

                                                                                                                                                         

57 Wiktor Suworow is a Russian dissident, a former officer of the Soviet military intelligence (GRU). Artur 

Wosztyl was the first pilot of the JAK-40 plane, which landed an hour before the TU-154 plane at the Smolensk 

airport. 
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Catastrophe debate present in the analysed articles are the Association of Families of the 

Victims of the Smolensk Disaster “Katyń 2010” [Stowarzyszenie Rodzin Ofiar Katastrofy 

Smoleńskiej “Katyń 2010”], the “Solidarni 2010” Association58 [Stowarzyszenie Solidarni 

2010], as well as some bishops and priests as the representatives of the Roman Catholic 

Church in Poland (e.g. archbishop Józef Michalik, and Radio Maryja represented in the media 

by Father Rydzyk). The “Katyń 2010” association was established in June 2010, its members 

are the families of the victims of the plane crash, e.g. Zuzanna Kurtyka (the head of the 

association), Magdalena Pietrzak-Merta, and Beata Gosiewska. The association aims at the 

dissemination and preservation of the memory of those who died in the crash in Smolensk and 

taking action in explaining all the circumstances that led to the disaster. Małgorzata 

Wassermann was the daughter of Zbigniew Wassermann, a prominent PiS politician, who 

died in the Smolensk Catastrophe. In the parliamentary elections in 2015 she was a candidate 

to Sejm as a non-partisan runner of PiS endorsement. She was successfully elected to 

parliament. The “Solidarni 2010” association was founded in 2010 in Warsaw, and registered 

in January 2011. Its name refers to the title of the film “Solidarni 2010”. The president of the 

association is Ewa Stankiewicz, the director of the film. The association is openly in favour of 

PiS, cultivates the memory of the crash, and acts to reveal the “truth” of the causes of the 

Smolensk crash, with its members taking part in various protests and demonstrations. For 

instance, on 10 April 2011, the association protested in front of the presidential palace in 

Warsaw, demanding the resignation of Prime Minister Tusk and for him to be put in front of 

the State Tribunal for “letting” the Russian authorities investigate the Smolensk crash.  

The sixth group of actors involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate are the left-

wing political parties (2.8 per cent). The group consists of seven actors, who are politicians of 

the social-democratic Democratic Left Alliance (SLD), mainly through its leader Leszek 

Miller (Prime Minister of Poland 2001–2004), politicians of the liberal Your Movement (TR) 

represented in the media by its leader Janusz Palikot (former PO, founder of TR), and former 

President of Poland Aleksander Kwaśniewski. 

The seventh group consists of ten actors of the right-wing political parties (1.8 per 

cent). These parties are the agrarian and Christian–Democratic Polish People’s Party (PSL); 

                                              

58 http://www.solidarni2010.pl/. Accessed: 30.10.2018. 
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the right-wing, Catholic-nationalist Solidary Poland party (SP); the conservative–liberal 

Poland Together party (Polska Razem); and the centre–right Poland Comes First party (PJN) 

(existed in the years December 2010–2013). 

The eighth group of actors “other politicians” (2.0 per cent) includes nine political 

actors, who did not formally belong to any political party in the years 2010–2015, and 

identified themselves as neutral politicians. These are mainly Andrzej Gwiazda (Polish 

politicians, the opposition activist in the period of the Polish People's Republic, co-founder of 

NSZZ Solidarność), Andrzej Hall (Polish politician, opposition activist in the PRL, co-

founder of the Young Poland Movement). 

The last group of actors involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate are the overseas 

politicians and journalists (1.2 per cent). These are politicians and journalists from other 

countries and mainly from Russia, such as Vladimir Putin, Dmitry Medvedev, journalist 

Lukjanow Fiodor, and Sergei Lavrov, a Russian diplomat. 

3.4 OTHER DATA 

Public opinion data 

The data on public opinion preferences and views is derived from the reports of three polling 

agencies in Poland: OBOP, CBOS, and Millard Brown. I use the aggregate level of public 

opinion data, as I did not have access to individual files of the public opinion data. This data 

is used to test strong frames and analyse the effect of framing. The operationalisation of the 

strength of frames is based on the theoretical considerations presented in the first chapter. The 

strength of frames in regards to general public opinion is operationalised based on resonance 

with public opinion. In other words, the strong frame is the one that public opinion supports 

the most. I will use aggregated public opinion data in order to test which frames are believed 

by the general public to be strong. The data on public opinion was published annually over 

the analysed period.59 

                                              

59 I would like to point out that it was not possible to obtain the raw datasets from the above-mentioned polling 

agencies due to the extremely high costs involved. 
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Protest event data 

The study of protest movements was also conducted by content analysis. I coded protests 

concerning the issue of the Smolensk crash. For each protest event I coded information 

regarding the following: (a) the date of the protest event; (b) type of protest; (c) number of 

participants, where such information was available; (d) actors, who mobilised supporters; (e) 

a subject of the protest action (what for/against participants protest); and (f) what kind of 

protesters were being mobilised. Categories were chosen from the list of forms of protest 

actions (Kriesi et al. 2012). The list includes demonstrations, confrontation, political festivals, 

and petitions. Strikes were omitted, since they are considered as industrial conflicts (Kriesi et 

al. 2012). However, I treat commemoration marches as demonstrative forms of action. Social 

movements are closely connected to political framing, and political actors—by framing the 

issue—seek to mobilise party support. All coded events occurred in the context of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe and were coded in the selected articles of Rzeczpospolita and Gazeta 

Wyborcza with the keywords: katastrofa smolenska (the same articles for coding frames). The 

dataset consists of 46 protests. I presume that I have coded the most important protest actions. 

The other protests that took place throughout the analysed period, did not raise enough 

attention in the print media; they were not newsworthy. 

CONCLUSION 

The described and discussed methodological design will allow me to observe the rise of 

frames, their development, usage by political actors, and effect on public opinion. I carried 

out a content analysis of the Gazeta Wyborcza and Rzeczpospolita newspapers articles 

published from 10 April 2010 until 31 December 2015. The data covers the whole issue of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate in Poland. The operationalisation of the variables of a frame is 

based on Entman’s (1993) concept of framing. In his definition, frames are constituted by the 

following four elements: a problem definition, a causal interpretation, a moral evaluation, and 

a treatment recommendation, the applicability of which depends on the particular topic that is 

being studied. These are known as frame elements. In turn, these frame elements have been 

divided into a considerable number of topic-specific “content analytical variables”, when 

systematically grouped together in a specific way they form a certain pattern that can be 
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identified across texts. These patterns are called frames (Matthes and Kohring, 2008). I have 

operationalised the frame elements as topic, argument, causal attribution, blame, treatment, 

and reference. The topic variable form sub-frames together with the argument variable, which 

give deeper insight into the subjects of the debate. 

The topics give a general view of the subjects of the debate, and the arguments present 

a position of an actor regarding the subject. There are fourteen subjects that guide the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The causal attribution and blame variables show who or what 

is blamed for the plane crash. The variables are an attribution of failure or success regarding 

the Smolensk Crash. The causal attribution consists of four main categories, which are 

expanded by the variable blame, which shows an individual actors blamed for the case’s 

outcome. The variable treatment implies a remedy given by an actor for the problem, which 

was defined and addressed. The variable reference was not suggested either by Entman (1993) 

or Matthes and Kohring (2008) as a frame element, but it was derived from framing literature 

(Gamson and Modigliani, 1989). The frame element “reference” is based on Habermas’ 

(1993) scheme of arguments. I adopted his typology of arguments to categories of reference 

in this analysis. Hence, three categories of reference are proposed: logical references 

(konstativa), moral references (expresiva), and pragmatic references (regulative). The actors 

involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate were also coded, but there were not treated as a 

frame element. There are ten categories of actors: journalists, PiS, PO, experts, Public 

Officials, Interest Groups, smaller left-wing parties, smaller right-wing parties, non-party 

affiliated politicians, and overseas actors. 

The operationalisation of the strength of frames is based on theoretical considerations 

presented in the first chapter. The strength of a frame is determined by the extent to which it: 

1) resonates with public opinion; 2) provokes defensive reactions by opponents, and 3) is 

salient in the media.. The possible factors, influencing the strength of a frame, are categorised 

as: the content of frames, the introduction of new topics to the debate, mobilisation of 

supports, time and role of actors. The data on public opinion preferences and views was 

derived from the reports of three polling agencies in Poland. This is the aggregate level data, 

which is necessary when analysing the general public’s support for the frames of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe issue. The public opinion data covers the period of the analysis (i.e., 10 

April 2010– 31 December 2015). 
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I also used protest action data, which I created through content analysis of the 

newspaper articles selected for the content analysis of frames. The data covers protests 

ranging from small-scale acts to large-scale demonstrations involving thousands of protesters. 

For each protest I coded information regarding the following: (1) the date of the protest event; 

(2) type of protest; (3) number of participants, where such information was available; (4) 

actors, who mobilised supporters; (5) a subject of the protest action. 

The next chapter is devoted to the deployment of the three master frames of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe in regards to time and actors. The findings were established through 

the content cluster analyses. The new and original data was created for purposes of the 

analysis, to produce original research results regarding frame development of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe issue, and insights into the Polish political setting in the context of the crash. 
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PART II 

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS
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CHAPTER 4 

THE DEPLOYMENT OF MASTER FRAMES IN THE SMOLENSK 

CATASTROPHE DEBATE: TIMING AND ACTORS’ FRAMES 

INTRODUCTION 

In the last chapter, I laid out the methodological approaches of the analysis of frames in the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate. Now, in this chapter, we turn to the development of the master 

frames over time and to examine how actors involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

deployed them, identifying the most prominent speakers and political organisations. I will 

show who has “owned” which frames and the specific time periods in which the given frames 

were employed. 

Because, as discussed in the previous chapters, the Smolensk Catastrophe debate was event-

driven, it is necessary to provide a detailed outline of each relevant event. Event-driven public 

debates are such that in the absence of particularly notable events—such as press conferences, 

publications of reports of investigative committees, or protest actions—frames lack salience. 

The full list of the most important events identified was presented in Chapter 2 in the section 

on “The Smolensk Catastrophe Context”. In this chapter, I divide the whole period of the 

debate into annual segments and then detail the relevant events during each year. Only those 

events that raised media attention during the period under analysis—from 10 April 2010 

through to 31 December 2015—are included. In this way, we can observe the development of 

master frames over time, focusing on the important events and actors. 

Furthermore, I will investigate the actors’ involvement in the framing process. This is 

so that I can answer the main research question of the thesis—namely, how and in what way 

Polish politicians have framed the crash to promote their own narratives and, ultimately, sway 

voters. I will also investigate the timing factor in relation to the strength of the frames. 

Moreover, I will scrutinise actors’ involvement in the debate in order to study the main 

promoters of the narratives, as well as, their role in framing process and in mobilisation of 

their supporters. 
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In this chapter, frames are treated as dependent variables. First, I will scrutinise the 

development of each frame over the whole period of the analysis, focusing on those key 

events structuring the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. Second, I will demonstrate framing of 

the Smolensk Catastrophe by the most important actors involved in the process. Finally, in the 

conclusion, I will discuss the mechanisms that contributed to the strength of frames in relation 

to two factors: time and the relevant actors. 

4.1. FRAMES 

The term “master frame” is used in social movement research to encompass the broad 

political and cultural meaning of the dominant frame of ideas and narratives surrounding a 

key event or issue (Snow and Benford, 1992). The term expanded beyond the field of social 

movements thanks to Meyer (1995), who used it to describe a general worldview including 

connotations with mainstream political and social movement discourses. Cluster analysis 

reveals the existence of three master frames in the case of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate: 

the Accident frame, the Conspiracy frame and the Political Instrument frame. The 

dendrogram (Figure 4.1) displays clusters of groups of frame elements. These three frames 

are called master frames because they are composed of groups of elements that form sub-

frames, which cover the whole debate over the Smolensk Catastrophe. They are all arranged 

together in master frames, alternatively referred to further along in the present study as 

“narratives.” The Smolensk Catastrophe master frames include interwoven, multifaceted 

stories of assassination, human error, negligence, lack of security, political manoeuvrings, 

relations with Russia, conspiracy, social change and others that I will expound upon below. 

The three master frames cover all the narratives of the Smolensk Catastrophe over a 5-year 

period, from 10 April 2010 until 31 December 2015. 
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The Accident master frame (49 per cent) is a narrative that describes the Smolensk crash as an 

accident caused by the critical errors made by the Polish pilots and the general negligence of 

the Polish authorities (especially the military) due to the poor system of administration. The 

actors deploying the Accident frame adopt a “bad system” metaphor, which shifts blame away 

from the pilots and toward the system—namely, the government, the administration and 

politicians. The actors promoting the Accident frame—primarily journalists and the Civic 

Platform (PO)—also blame Law and Justice (PiS) for dividing the Polish nation and creating 

a conspiracy theory that, according to this narrative, has sown great discord. The 

recommendation of the actors promoting the Accident master frame is to fight conspiracy 

theories of the Smolensk Catastrophe. Moreover, actors defending this frame are in favour of 

a deeper investigation of the crash. The Accident master frame (Figure 4.2) was the most 

prominent frame in the media over the whole period of the debate. There was just one 

exception in 2014 but with a difference of only a few articles in favour of the Conspiracy 

master frame. Thus, the Accident master frame led the debate regarding the numbers of 

articles devoted to the Smolensk Catastrophe issues. 

The Conspiracy frame (25 per cent) is the narrative of the perpetrated plot to eliminate 

everyone on board the plane. Inherent in this frame is the notion that Russians are possessed 

of strong anti-Polish attitudes, and collaborated with the Polish government in 2010 to cause 

the crash. According to this frame, the plane crash was not an accident but an assassination 

(although this is not always indicated directly), with this conspiracy theory being termed the 

“Smolensk Truth”. It is implied that the “truth” of the causes of the crash is being masked by 

both the Russian and Polish authorities, for which Tusk is to blame. Tusk’s government is 

accused—at a minimum—of being co-responsible for the catastrophe, and certainly of 

showing no political will in trying to explain it fully. All of the catchwords, however, are just 

part of a conspiracy frame and have the task of either creating a mystery, designated to 

influence hesitant voters (“bad will” and the anti-Russian narrative combined), or cementing a 

convinced voter’s position (a bomb). 

The third master frame, is a conflict frame. The Political Instrument frame (26 per 

cent) is the narrative of using the plane crash to advance political goals, polarise society and 

manipulate human emotions, by both PiS and PO. The two parties are said to pursue their 

political strategy in order to move public opinion, to conscript more support, and to triumph 
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over the opponent’s narrative. Therefore, the main arguments employed in the Political 

Instrument frame concern the criticism of using communication and manipulation strategies 

by the two parties. However, the actors criticised the most is J. Kaczyński and his party for 

changing its narratives depending on the circumstances—that is, the type of voters being 

addressed. The Political Instrument master frame underlines that the plane crash in Smolensk 

is an issue of great contestation between PO and PiS.. The emotions, which dominant political 

parties emit, are generated and intensified by methods that are typical for a psychological war 

rather than a political one. Journalists, the main promoters of the Political Instrument frame, 

take advantage of that conflict, intensifying emotions. The Political Instrument frame 

according to the discussed theory in Chapter 1, is a journalistic news frame constructed in the 

conflict-frame-building process. It might seem that the Political Instrument frame is a strategy 

frame because it tackles the issue of strategic use of frames by the two parties; it presents the 

stances of the political parties on the issue at hand. However, the frame primarily emphasises 

the conflict between groups, even when talking about the strategies of the parties, especially 

that only two political parties – each other’s greatest political enemies – are presented in the 

narrative.  

4.2. TIMING OF THE FRAMES 

Figure 4.2 shows the development of all three master frames in the period between 10 April 

2010 and 31 December 2015. I will show the events of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

detailed in the graphs for each year of the debate. The articles with the three master frames 

were published around the dates of the main events pertaining to the Smolensk Catastrophe, 

and in the periods of time where there are no particular events, the frames are not salient. This 

observation will be further examined by identifying the events, which will be described 

chronologically in the following paragraphs, together with the exploration of the frames 

development. 

The Accident master frame and the Conspiracy master frame discuss topics that are 

directly connected to the causes of the crash in Smolensk with a strong attribution of the 

blame. Whereas, the Political Instrument master frame discusses the outcome of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe, focusing on political strategies of PiS and PO. The Political Instrument frame 



 

121 

 

oppose the Conspiracy frame, because it starts from the claim that the crash was accidental 

and politicians, mainly PiS, use it to advance their political interests. 

The Accident frame is the most salient frame throughout the whole period of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The Political Instrument frame is prominent in the media, 

almost equally with the Conspiracy frame. We can see that in cases when the Accident frame 

becomes more salient, the Political Instrument frame is insignificant, and conversely, 

whenever the Political Instrument frame reaches its peak, the Accident frame becomes less 

important. Both of the frames oppose the Conspiracy frame. 

Generally, we can observe that the salience of the three frames increases and decreases 

on the same occasions, but with a different level of attention and at times with a different time 

of reaction to these events. As could  be expected, and as is shown by Figure 4.2, the first 

year of the debate is the most salient year of the whole period. The number of articles devoted 

to the subject of the crash declines steadily thereafter. 
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9 May 
4 July 3 Sep 18 Apr 

2010 

Figure 4.3 shows the first year of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate with the events marked by 

vertical lines. The day after the catastrophe (10 April), the Accident frame was the dominant 

narrative, with thirty-nine selected articles, whereas the Conspiracy frame was introduced in 

seven newspaper articles. It might be surprising to note that the Political Instrument frame 

appeared in the public debate as soon as the two other frames. As we have already seen, the 

Political Instrument frame was unexpectedly introduced by the Business Centre Club of 

Poland (the BCC,60 an employers’ association), as a warning from economists to Polish 

politicians against the use of the plane crash as a means of achieving their political goals. 

Figure 4.3. Developments concerning the three master frames (10 April 2010–31 December 

2010) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

                                              

60 The BCC was founded in 1991 in Warsaw and represents the interests of employers in the Social Dialogue 

Council. The BCC experts are involved in creating economic law and they participate in the work of 

parliamentary committees.  
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The state funeral (18 April) 

I would like to underline the fact that the Political Instrument frame was almost absent in the 

first two weeks after the catastrophe. However, over the month of April and later in June it 

appeared in the media and with rapidly increasing salience. This has to do with the state 

funeral of the president and his spouse, which was a highly controversial issue in the Polish 

media because of the chosen burial place—the Wawel Cathedral. Burial here meant the 

president and his wife would lie among Polish kings, saints and other notable historical 

figures, for whom Wawel Cathedral is reserved, and L. Kaczyński was not a king but a 

contemporary politician, seen by many as simply an unfortunate casualty. Public officials and 

opinion leaders were therefore divided over the chosen burial place. The opponents of the 

funeral in the Wawel Cathedral protested on 16 April. On the same day those who were in 

favour of the chosen burial place signed a letter to Cardinal Dziwisz supporting the burial in 

Wawel. The state funeral took place on 18 April, after a week of state mourning, but the 

ceremonies began a day earlier. The coffins with the bodies of the presidential couple were 

buried in the crypt under the Tower of Silver Bells, in the vestibule of the crypt of Józef 

Piłsudski. 

The MAK press conference (9 May) 

On 9 May 2010, the chairwomen of Russia’s MAK, Tatjana Anodina, and the head of the 

MAK Technical Commission, Alexei Morozov, issued a statement during a press conference 

in Moscow declaring that the investigation carried out by MAK had ruled out failure of the 

aviation equipment, fire, explosion or a terrorist attack as causes of the crash. They added that 

the ILS landing system was functional, and that the aircraft autopilot had been turned off 

before the collision with the tree.61 The Accident frame had its highest peak for 2010 on this 

occasion (Figure 4.3). It was the time of first finding of the MAK investigation (the first 

preliminary report of the Russian investigation was published in October 2010). From that 

                                              

61 http://web.archive.org/web/20170701212132/http://www.mak.ru:80/russian/investigations/2010/tu-

154m_101.html. Accessed: 05.12.2017. 
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event onwards, the Accident frame decreased together with the Conspiracy frame, which in 

the case of the latter, may seem quite astonishing, as the Conspiracy frame is clearly based on 

anti-Russian sentiments and the manipulation of nationalistic sentiment. It might seem that 

the situation was not capitalised on by the respective actor; however this was due to a couple 

of factors. First, the investigation took a significant amount of time—politicians and 

journalists were therefore unable to refer to its findings since there were none to be had. 

Secondly, it was the time of preparations for the presidential elections, throughout which 

candidates abstained from referring directly to the causes of the Smolensk crash.. Therefore, 

we can observe a rapid increase in the Political Instrument frame, which the narrative on 

politicians’ behaviour and strategy in the context of the Smolensk Catastrophe, especially in 

the election period. 

The presidential campaign (concludes on 4 July) 

The election campaign for the office of the President of Poland took place in a specific 

atmosphere; in the face of the plane crash, in which L. Kaczyński died with the highest-

ranked public officials in Poland, including two presidential candidates—the current 

president, a candidate of PiS, and Jerzy Szmajdziński, a candidate of SLD. After the 

catastrophe, Bronisław Komorowski—PO’s subsequent candidate in the resulting presidential 

elections and the then incumbent speaker of the Sejm—fulfilled the president’s duties 

temporarily. The anticipated election took place on 20 June with a possible second round 

scheduled for 4 July. During the election campaign, J. Kaczyński, the PiS candidate for the 

Polish presidency, engaged in very moderate rhetoric, refraining from pursuing the conspiracy 

narrative, which can be noticed in the Figure 4.3. When he lost the elections on 4 July, in his 

concession speech, he said that the search for catastrophe’s true cause had been suspended for 

the duration of the election campaign, adding that questions regarding the catastrophe were to 

be addressed, and the answers would be found in the aspects of morality, politics, and law.62 

During the speech, he described the Smolensk Catastrophe as “martyrdom”, resulting in the 

                                              

62 The concession speech of J. Kaczyński. Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Um-rx-HA0V8, 

Accessed: 15.10.2017. 
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2010 peak of the Conspiracy frame and the Political Instrument frame occurring in July. 

Moreover, July 2010 saw the formation of the parliamentary committee appointed to 

investigate the Smolensk crash by PiS, which perceived the preliminary findings of the MAK 

committee as unacceptable (the government investigation committee was formed in April). 

This explains the increase in salience of the Conspiracy master frame. 

The salience of the Accident frame also saw a marked rise in July, although small, 

definitely not to the level it achieved in April, probably as a counter-frame to the Conspiracy 

frame, the prominence of the latter being the result of J. Kaczyński’s speech coupled with the 

formation of Macierewicz’s investigative unit. From July to November, the Accident frame’s 

salience decreased, despite the fluctuation of the salience of the two other frames. The 

appearance of the Political Instrument frame peaked during the period between the end of 

August and the beginning of October, with the Conspiracy frame’s salience at its lowest point 

for 2010. The end of this period was marked by the “Events of the Cross” in Warsaw 

(described in detail in the Context chapter). 

The “Defence of the Cross” (3 September) 

The “Events of the Cross” were a series of demonstrations culminating in large rallies on 3 

September. The events took place over the months of July and August, and are described in 

detail in Chapter 2 in the sub-section titled “the Catholic Church and the Smolensk 

Catastrophe”. Here I will shortly explain why the salience of the Political Instrument frame 

increased during these events. In the days after the crash, a wooden cross was erected in front 

of the presidential palace in Warsaw. Although the cross was erected on 15 April, it became a 

subject of interest for the public, politicians and the media at the beginning of July, after the 

newly elected President Komorowski announced it would be removed. The so-called 

“Defenders of the Cross” were mobilised—principally through broadcasting appeals by Radio 

Maryja (for context, see Chapter 2)—to resist the cross’s removal. This confrontation echoed 

a conflict between the “Defenders of the Cross” camp and the secularist counter-movement. 

At first, PiS distanced itself from the “events of the cross” and their politicisation. However, 

the party came to be identified with the defenders camp and at the end decelerated its support 
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to the “defenders”. The conflict then escalated. The cross was taken to a church close to the 

presidential palace at the beginning of September. 

Articles corresponding to the Political Instrument frame mostly tackled the “Events of 

the Cross” as a political game, one being played primarily player by PiS. The events were a 

real trigger for the Political Instrument frame, since the narrative pertaining to them increased 

rapidly in salience. It was especially noticeable in September, where the Political Instrument 

frame peaked (as shown in Figure 4.3), with articles pertaining to this frame discussing the 

strategic actions of the cross defenders. At the same time, the salience of the two other frames 

decreased. The situation changed in December, as the salience of the Political Instrument 

frame started to decrease, and that of the Accident frame started to increase rapidly, followed 

by that of the Conspiracy master frame. 

It seems that in 2010 the Accident frame and the Political Instrument frame were 

interchangeable. In other words, whenever one increased, the other saw a corresponding 

decrease, to a greater or lesser extent. It is important to note that both frames carried the 

message of the crash as being accidental, although the Political Instrument frame clearly 

refers to the deceitful strategies of political actors. 

2011 

As we can see in the Figure 4.4, there is a distinct peak in the salience of both the Accident 

and the Conspiracy frame in January 2011. This was the time of publication of the MAK 

report, specifically on 12 January 2011. The report had begun to be discussed a month before 

its publication, hence the occurrence of the two frames. Besides which, it was the end of the 

year, when journalists are often keen to write summaries of the most important events of the 

year. The second peak of 2011 pertains to the first annual commemoration of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe. The salience of the all three frames increased in April, the commemoration 

month. This development is not surprising given the fact that it was the first annual 

commemoration, and the official report (MAK) had been published. The commemoration was 

also accompanied by various protests. The two next marks, 30 June and 29 July, pertain to the 

publication of reports of the Macierewicz Committee, and the official Polish investigation 

committee (KBWLLP). The last line marks the campaign of the parliamentary elections. We 
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can see that the Political Instrument frame begun to increase in the campaign period, and the 

two others were decreasing, this development will be further explained. 

Figure 4.4. Developments concerning the three Master Fames (January–December 2011) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

Publication of the MAK report (12 January) 

On 12 January, MAK held a press conference to announce the publication of the final version 

of its report. MAK’s account reported that the immediate cause of the crash was the decision 

of the Polish crew not to divert to another airport, despite information about poor weather 

conditions prevailing at the Smolensk airfield. Moreover, the decision to descend to below the 

minimum suggested level of the flight despite the lack of visual contact with ground reference 

points, the pilots’ failure to react to the warning system TAWS, and the presence in the 

cockpit of the commander of the Polish air force, who exerted psychological pressure on 
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pilots. All this, according to the MAK experts, resulted in their decision to land in poor 

weather conditions.63 MAK’s final report also integrated comments from the Polish 

investigative authorities. The Polish comments indicated, among other things, the errors made 

by the Russian flight controllers, the poor technical condition of the airport, which did not 

ensure the safety of flight, and delayed rescue operations at the crash site.64 In the document, 

the Polish side requested changes in the final MAK report concerning the causes and 

circumstances of the crash, pointing out that some statements contained in the report were not 

confirmed by facts or were not sufficiently justified in the analysis. These pertained to 

Russian mistakes, which were excluded in the MAK report.65 The MAK report with the 

Polish investigative authorities’ comments were the most crucial issues at that time, being an 

official report indicating the causes of the crash. 

 The publication of the MAK report was an important event for all the actors of the 

three frames, but the salience of the Accident frame increased the most, which is seen in 

Figure 4.2. At this moment, the Accident frame is clearly the most discernible among all the 

frames. Its salience spiked markedly, whereas the salience of the Conspiracy frame, although 

at its second biggest peak, did not increase that quickly, instead following the Accident frame. 

Overall, the Accident frame was the most salient during this period. After the period had 

ended, all the frames became less prominent. 

The first annual commemoration (10 April) 

In March 2011 all the frames become increasingly salient, which was predictable given the 

first anniversary of the Tu-154 plane crash, which saw many commemorative services and 

commentary from all sides of the social and political spectrum. Moreover, on 9 April 2011 

                                              

63 Окончательный отчет Технической комиссии МАК по расследованию катастрофы самолета Ту-154М 

№ 101 Республики Польша, произошедшей 10 апреля 2010 года в районе аэродрома Смоленск 

«Северный» (ros.). mak.ru, 2011-01-12. Accessed: 15.06.2015. 
64 Final translation of the MAK final report: http://archive.is/vdsx. Accessed: 20.09.2018. 
65 Comments from the Polish side of MAK to the draft of the Final Report from the Tu-154M aircraft accident 

investigation, side number 101, which took place on 10 April 2010, prepared by the MAK International Aviation 

Commission. mak.ru, 2011-01-12. Accessed: 15.06.2015 
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there were protests in front of the Russian embassy in Warsaw, with demands being made for 

changes to the MAK report. Furthermore, a military prosecutor from the Polish side 

announced that there was no evidence indicating that the pilots were pressured by anyone on 

board the plane. The most prominent frame was again the Accident frame, closely followed 

however by the other two. It is interesting that the salience of the Political Instrument frame 

also had its peak on 10 April, and was even more prominent than that of the Conspiracy 

frame. The reason for this of course might be the occurrence of the protest movements 

supporting PiS and advocating disclosure of the so-called “Smolensk Truth”. The actors 

promoting the Political Instrument frame were commenting on PiS’ mobilisation of the 

supporters who were demanding the “truth” of the Smolensk Catastrophe. 

Publication of the “White Book” (30 June) and the Committee for the Investigation of 

National Aviation Accidents report (29 July) 

The Conspiracy Frame again became more salient in June 2011, reaching a peak two months 

later. At the end of June, the Macierewicz Committee published the White Book of the 

Smolensk Tragedy—its response to the MAK report—which asserted the assassination 

hypothesis. These claims were made known some time prior to the distribution of the book, so 

it did not trigger an intense response from the media at the time of publication. The salience 

of the Political Instrument frame enlarged slightly but as soon as the salience of the Accident 

frame advanced, that of the Political Instrument frame decreased. 

However, the Accident frame occurred as the counter-narrative and its salience 

increased through July. This was also due to the publication of the report of the Committee 

for the Investigation of National Aviation Accidents (KBWLLP) on 29 July, which confirmed 

the findings of the MAK investigation pertaining to pilot error, but also disagreed with many 

of its other findings (for details, see Chapter 2). The KBWLLP report notably accused the 

Russians of widespread negligence at the airport and in the control tower. This information 

had also been known for some time in the media. Therefore, as with the White Book, the 

publication of the KBWLLP report did not raise as much attention in the media as one could 

think. However, we clearly can see some increase of salience of the Accident and Conspiracy 

frames. The appearance of the Conspiracy frame increased with the publication of the White 
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Book, as did that of the Accident frame when the KBWLLP report was published. This 

dynamic is not surprising, because each of the reports were in the line of the frames’ 

narrative, which will be discuss in detail in further parts of the thesis. 

The period of the parliamentary election (September) 

From August 2011 until the end of the year, the salience of all the frames was very low. The 

only frame that had a slight increase in salience was the Political Instrument frame, which was 

due to the ongoing election campaign that meant the salience of topics concerning political 

strategy remained high. The parliamentary elections took place on 9 October 2011. The 

candidates abstain from widely commenting the Smolensk Catastrophe. Moreover, PiS was 

accused of avoiding the Smolensk Catastrophe topic in order to reach more moderate voters, 

hence the slight increase in the frequency of occurrence of the Political Instrument frame. It 

seems that this was a strategic choice by PiS to address the notion of a conspiracy ahead of 

the election campaign in order to mobilise its core voters, but to refrain from the conspiracy 

narrative just prior to the campaign’s beginning, and barely mentioning for the duration of the 

political elections. The Accident frame almost disappeared from the public space, which is a 

clear indication of its counter-framing role. 

The Accident frame was the leading frame in 2011. All three frames increased their 

salience simultaneously through the following three events: the publication of the MAK 

report, the first annual commemoration, and the parliamentary election campaign. There is an 

increase in the salience of the Conspiracy frame at different moments, related to the White 

Book publication by the Macierewicz Committee. We can see that there is an increase in the 

salience of the Conspiracy frame at that moment. When the committee was established in 

June 2010, it immediately began to argue with the MAK hypotheses and spread speculation 

about the Smolensk crash, i.e. that it was a plot by the Russian authorities. A year later, in 

June 2011, the committee published the White Book, which—as mentioned above—included 

all hypotheses of the committee’s experts and the collected evidence. Soon after the Accident 

frame arose as a counter-frame and the salience of the Conspiracy frame started to decrease. 

This relationship is especially detectable, because the Political Instrument frame was stable at 

a low level of saliency, therefore the conflicts between frames took place between the 
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Conspiracy frame and the Accident frame—namely, the two opposing frames within the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate. 

The Political Instrument frame was consistently salient within the debate during 

presidential and parliamentary elections. However, in 2011, its salience was not striking. It 

increased just before the electoral week but not by much. This might be explained by actors 

choosing to refrain from talking about the Smolensk Catastrophe during political campaigns. 

Touching upon the issue of the Smolensk crash would not be a sound strategic choice as it is a 

divisive topic, especially for PiS. 

2012 

As we can see in Figure 4.5, 2012 was marked three main peaks in the Smolensk Catastrophe 

debate. These three main peaks represent three events of the year pertaining to the crash—the 

predictable one being the commemoration day (10 April). There is an interesting dynamic in 

October, where the Conspiracy frame was leading the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. 

Figure 4.5. Developments concerning the three Master Frames (January–December 2012) 

 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

16 Jan 10 Apr 30 Oct 
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Publication of the transcript (16 January) 

The first peak of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate of 2012 was in January, marking the 

publication of the transcripts of the flight data recorders’ soundtrack of the conversations 

between the pilots and air traffic controllers. On 16 January, Polish military prosecutors with 

the Kraków Institute of Forensic Experts published data obtained from the Tu-154’s flight 

recorder. The experts examined the recording of the final 38 minutes of the flight prior to the 

crash. The military prosecutor's office claimed that there was no evidence that General Błasik 

was in the cockpit at the time of the disaster, which was contrary to the claims in the MAK 

report, and transcripts from the data recorders of Poland’s Ministry of the Interior and 

Administration. However, the authorities also claimed that there was no evidence that he was 

not in the cockpit. The first version of the transcripts was prepared by the Russian MAK with 

the cooperation of Polish experts in 2010. The report of the latter stated that General Błasik 

was present in the cockpit and directly pressured the pilots. The second version of the 

transcripts was prepared by the Polish Internal Security Agency and the Polish police and was 

included as evidence in the KBWLLP investigation. In the second version, General Błasik 

was present in the cockpit but the pressure on pilots was indirect. Kraków’s expertise, ordered 

by the military prosecutor’s office and completed in December 2011, was the third version of 

the transcripts of data recorders of the conversations between the pilots and air traffic 

controllers, which stated that there the general’s voice was not identified on recordings from 

the black boxes. For the promoters of the Conspiracy frame and its supporters, that meant that 

the thesis about pressure was not credible. 

In their ordinary-language sense, all the transcripts showed a similar picture of the 

events during the flight. As the plane approached Smolensk, the crew received information 

about the thickening fog. The crew transmitted this information to the officials on board, who 

then consulted with L. Kaczyński. Ultimately, the pilots decided on a trial approach. If this 

failed, they would try the alternate airfield. In the final phase, the plane was several metres 

below the altimeter readings. The pilots tried to elevate the plane but its wing hooked a tree. 

The differences touched upon details, which were crucial for each of the narrative of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe, because it might have introduced doubt into the investigating process. 
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The publication of the transcripts made the Accident frame salient in the media. The 

other frames followed the Accident frame but not successfully enough, if measured by 

salience in the media. Similar to 2011, the Accident frame was the most prominent in 

covering the subject of the transcript publication. 

The second annual commemoration (10 April) 

Predictably, the second peak occurred on 10 April, the second anniversary of the Smolensk 

disaster. It can be observed that both the Accident and Political Instrument Frames had an 

equal number of articles from the end of March until May, and entirely congruent peaks. The 

second Smolensk commemorations were distinctly different to those of 2011. Specifically, 

PiS had gained more core followers (“believers”) to the so-called “Smolensk Truth” since 

April 2010, and organised widespread protests. This triggered the Political Instrument frame. 

The protests were comprised of PiS supporters demonstrating in the front of the presidential 

palace, and the “Solidarni 2010” association with the clubs of the Gazeta Polska 

demonstrating in the front of the prime minister’s office. The demonstrations were announced 

before the day of the commemorations. Additionally, some smaller events such as gatherings 

devoted to the theory of the assassination or lectures led by Macierewicz, took place days 

before the commemoration on 10 April. Therefore, the Political Instrument frame was salient 

before the second anniversary of the Smolensk Catastrophe and reached its peak on that day. 

The victims’ bodies and TNT onboard the plane (30 October) 

The third peak of the frames pertains to the publication of the article the allegedly proven 

presence of the explosive materials on the Tu-154 plane in October 2012. However, the 

increase of the salience of the Conspiracy frame can be observed from September 2012, and is 

very interesting because it appeared and receded for reasons different to those that came 

before it. Macierewicz, as the head of the parliamentary committee, reported to the 

prosecutor’s office the alleged crime committed by Prime Minister Tusk. According to 

Macierewicz, Tusk wanted to hinder President Kaczyński’s journey to Katyń to stop him from 

attending the ceremony commemorating the victims of the Katyń Massacre. Macierewicz 
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addresses the same allegations to four former government ministers—Klich, Miller, Sikorski, 

and Arabski—additionally accusing them of failing to fulfil their obligations as public 

servants. The investigation was discontinued. 

Moreover, at the end of September, the Military Prosecutor's Office revealed that the 

remains of the Katyń activist Teresa Walewska-Przyjałkowska were buried in the tomb of the 

co-founder of the Solidarność movement, Anna Walentynowicz. Military investigators, who 

suspected that four more bodies could have been mistakenly switched before burial, ordered 

their exhumations. This development definitely triggered a sharp rise in the salience of the 

Conspiracy frame in the media. The appearance of the Accident frame was stable for that 

period, and the salience of the Political Instrument frame was increasing. The escalation of the 

salience of the Political Instrument frame can be explained by the speeches of PiS and PO 

members in the Sejm, PiS blaming the PO government for the mistakes during the process of 

identification of the victims’ bodies and by extension introducing doubt about the way the 

government had handled the investigation. PO in turn defended itself vigorously. The media 

referred to the series of speeches in the Sejm regarding this matter as the “Dispute over 

Smolensk”.66 

As Druckman et al. (2013) note, a frame presented without any other frames is 

stronger than when presented with the manifestation of other frames. This played out 

empirically when the Conspiracy frame assumed a very high salience on 30 October. On this 

date, two journalists at Rzeczpospolita, Cezary Gmyz and Mariusz Staniszewki, published an 

article entitled “TNT on the wreck of Tu-154” (“Trotyl na wraku Tupoleva”). In it, they two 

claimed that they had found proof of the existence of explosive substances on board the plane: 

TNT and nitro-glycerine. An increased number of articles drawing on the Accident frame can 

be observed for that period. However, the Accident frame appeared a few days after the 

Conspiracy frame’s presence, and the Political Instrument frame was stable. The Conspiracy 

Frame had been the sole form of narration, with the remaining frames reacting to its 

ascendency. The article about the explosive materials in Rzeczpospolita was rejected as a 

hoax and the editor-in-chief of the paper terminated the contracts of the journalists 

                                              

66 “Spór o Smoleńk”, Gazeta Wyborcza 27 September 2012.  
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responsible for the article and apologised to its readers. The Conspiracy Frame then began to 

decrease in salience, with the Accident frame seeing a slight increase in salience. Until the 

end of the year, all three frames were at quite a low level of salience. 

We can see that the salience of the Conspiracy frame increased rapidly in October, 

2012 (the article about TNT on the wreckage), which is an interesting example of the usage of 

fake news by the promoters of the Conspiracy frame This increase was followed by the 

counter-frame of the Accident frame, after which the Conspiracy frame lessened—the typical 

dynamic after counter-framing by the Accident frame. The Conspiracy Frame was almost as 

salient as the Accident frame; it was a triumph of the Conspiracy frame and legitimisation of 

its assassination hypothesis. Although the newspaper apologised publicly for spreading fake 

news, and the authors of the article were fired, the actors deploying the Conspiracy frame 

used this occurrence as one of the possible causes of the crash and definitely introduced some 

doubt in the shared belief in the credibility of the official findings. 

The Conspiracy frame is supported by fake news and the undermining of official 

investigations by the spreading of doubt among public opinion. An example of this is when it 

was reported that the victims’ bodies were misplaced and handed over to the wrong families. 

The promoters of the Conspiracy frame used that fact to undermine other evidence in the 

Smolensk Catastrophe investigations. The salience of all three frames increased in the first 

half of 2012 much like they had in 2011. In other words, there was an increase in salience in 

January due to the publication of transcripts from the TU-154 cockpit. Then, the frames were 

salient at the second annual commemorations. The Accident frame shared the same number of 

articles as the Political Instrument frame. The increase of articles with the Political Instrument 

frame was caused by the politicisation of commemorative events—that is, by the organisation 

of various demonstrations, whose aim it was to commemorate the victims of the crash while 

also supporting certain political options. 

2013 

The year 2013 saw a reduction in topics regarding the Smolensk Catastrophe—a direct result 

of the media’s decreasing interest in the matter, due to less frequent discussions surrounding 

the disaster by politicians. As we can see in the Figure 4.6, the highest amount of articles 
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present, were with the Accident frame. As the figure indicates, the increase of the Accident 

frame was smooth, whereas the other two frames had a different dynamic, although the 

difference is very subtle. There are only two distinct peaks in 2013. The first one, as in every 

year, is the April commemoration of the Smolensk crash, and the second one in September. 

However, there are more events occurring in 2013, which were not enough newsworthy for 

the media, but I will discuss them in the text following the Figure 4.6, as they shed the light 

on the debate and content of frames. 

Figure 4.6. Developments concerning the three Master Frames (January–December 2013) 

 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

The films (February) 

In February, the appearance of the Accident frame and the Conspiracy frame escalated 

slightly, and the salience of the Political Instrument frame increased just before the 10 April 

commemorations. There were a few events that could explain this dynamic. First, in January, 

the National Geographic TV Channel showed a film about the Smolensk crash entitled “the 
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Death of the President” portraying the circumstances of the crash according to the results of 

the official investigation. A day later, the TV channel Television Puls, showed the film 

“Anatomy of the Fall” by Anita Gargas, who suggested that the crash resulted from the 

detonation of a bomb aboard the aircraft. There was a discussion about those two movies in 

the media. Telewizja Polska S.A.—the Polish public broadcasting corporation—decided to 

show the two movies just before the third anniversary commemorations (April), on the same 

night, consecutively, followed by a discussion between guests of the TV studio. This 

development triggered an increase in the salience of the three master frames in the media. We 

clearly can see that in 2013 the Political Instrument frame almost did not exist in the media 

until February. Thus, the two films, showing two different scenarios of the Smolensk crash 

and debates about those scenarios activated the Political Instrument frame. Secondly, the 

Macierewicz Committee organised a national conference involving the committee’s experts, 

at the Cardinal Wyszyński University in Warsaw, in February 2013. These events caused 

increase of the media attention devoted to the narratives of the Smolensk crash, despite the 

overall low level of attentiveness to the subject of the Smolensk Catastrophe. 

The third annual commemoration and the Smolensk Catastrophe committees (10 April) 

 All three frames’ salience peaked in April, the month of the Smolensk Catastrophe’s 

commemorations. April was also the month when the group responsible for explaining the 

contents of the official reports to the public—the Lasek Committee—was established on the 

directive of Prime Minister Tusk. The parliamentary committee led by Antoni Macierewicz 

published its hypothesis stating that the detonation of a bomb aboard the plane was the cause 

of the disaster, and not the impact of the aircraft wing with the tree canopy. These ‘findings” 

were criticised by official experts and proved wholly erroneous by a fresh committee, 

established with the aim of combating false information relating to the plane crash. We can 

observe a slight increase in deployment of the Conspiracy frame in comparison to the year of 

2011 on the same date. The above-mentioned event could have affected that dynamic. 

The lies of Macierewicz’s experts 

In May, one of Macierewicz’s experts, Professor Rońda, admitted that he had lied about being 

in possession of a Russian document allegedly proving that the pilots had been flying at the 
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correct altitude, which would then contradict the MAK report’s findings. The salience of the 

Conspiracy frame decreased perceptibly, but so did that of the other frames. This lie certainly 

weakened the Conspiracy frame but did not raise media attention—the only boost in salience 

here was to the Political Instrument frame, and then only marginally. This disclosure was 

simply confirmation of what the various actors involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

had been stating—namely, the lack of expertise present in the Macierewicz committee. We 

can observe a noticeable reduction in salience of all three frames from June onwards, with the 

Conspiracy Frame reaching zero in June, before seeing a slight increase in August 2013. This 

is due to the overall diminishing interest from the Polish public in the Smolensk Catastrophe, 

due to the lack of evidence or revelations regarding the causes of the disaster, pointing once 

again to the event-driven nature of all three frames. 

The mobilisation (14 September) 

We can observe an increase in the salience of the Conspiracy frame in September, which was 

caused by demonstrations organised by the frame’s promoters. September market the fortieth 

month since the Smolensk Catastrophe. PiS and some interest groups organised monthly 

marches from May onward in order to commemorate those who had died in the crash but also 

to mobilise PiS supporters and promote the Conspiracy frame. The media did not report every 

march with the same attention. However, the mobilisation in September 2013 gained the 

attention of the media because the organisers scheduled not only the monthly march but also a 

nationwide demonstration on 14 September demanding “the dismissal of the current 

government”. Protesters shouted about the Russians’ supposed crime, the Polish 

government’s concealment of it, and the punishment awaiting those who were responsible for 

the crash. 

The Lasek Committee (23 October) 

The Lasek Committee was a team of experts established at the direction of Prime Minister 

Tusk in April. The committee drew its name from the chair, Maciej Lasek. It had the 

objective of explaining the content of the information and materials regarding the causes and 

circumstances of the disaster at Smolensk and of reducing the influence of alternate, 

unofficial explanations in the public sphere—as well as answering any questions or queries 
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that members of the public might have had. A new government website—“Smolensk 

Facts”—was created for that very purpose, and was launched in late October. The experts, 

who were also members of KBWLLP, answered questions from the public and discussed the 

statements put out by Macierewicz’s experts. For example, Lasek was responsible for 

explaining to the public the causes of the catastrophe, Wiesław Jedynak discussed the errors 

that led to the accident, and Eward Łojek was responsible for tackling issues about 

preparations for the flight. We can observe an increase in the salience of the Accident frame 

in October, which was caused by the websites going live. A few days before the website 

launch, the Macierewicz Committee also created an event; it was the second conference on 

the causes of the Smolensk Catastrophe. However, the organisers did not invite journalists 

and did not reveal the place of the conference to the media. Access to the conference was 

available only through the internet. This action slightly, but perceptibly, affected the attention 

given to the Conspiracy Frame by the media. 

The end of the year saw a slight rise in the number of articles with the Accident and 

the Conspiracy Frames due to the release of a feature film about the catastrophe. The film’s 

director, Antoni Krauze, repeatedly stated that he found the official explanation for the crash 

unreliable and impossible to accept. The film’s production costs were covered by the 

foundation “Smolensk 2010”, which collected payments from private donors. Although we 

can observe a small dynamic of the two master frames, this change was insignificant. 

The year 2013 saw an even greater drop in the number of articles devoted to the 

Smolensk Catastrophe. There were only two important peaks of salience of the three master 

frames. The first one, the third annual commemoration, was marked by the leading Accident 

frame. The two other frames, the Political Instrument and the Conspiracy frames, were equal. 

However, there is a small difference between these three frames at the annual 

commemorations. The second peak occurred in September for the Conspiracy frame and in 

October for both the Accident and Political Instrument frames. The occurrence of the 

Conspiracy frame was caused by mobilisation for demonstrations organised by interest groups 

(sympathetic organisations, right-wing media) and PiS. It seems that the Accident frame 

increased as a counter-frame to the Conspiracy frame, because its increase occurred just after 

the Conspiracy frame boosted. It is also connected to the launch of a government website, 

responsible for explaining the findings of the investigative reports and responding to any 
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questions from the public. The website was operated by the Lasek Committee. The Political 

Instrument frame also increased during the website’s launch, which is unsurprising, as this 

move could have been seen as a strategic choice of the government camp designed to promote 

the Accident frame. 

2014 

The year 2014 saw but a few articles about the Smolensk crash. As Figure 4.7 presents, there 

was one main peak in that year, and some small movements toward the end of the summer. 

This only relevant peak occurred in the annual commemorations. Therefore, we can say that 

the Smolensk Catastrophe was almost absent in the media in 2014. The debate on the 

Smolensk Catastrophe is event-driven and since in 2014 there were no events that could 

provoke journalists to write about the Smolensk crash, we see no dynamic in the press. 

Figure 4.7. Developments concerning the three master frames (January–December 2014) 

Source: Compiled by the author. 
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The fourth annual commemoration (10 April) 

The peak, predictably, occurred around the time of the fourth anniversary of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe. All three frames were present, with the greatest salience attributed to the 

Accident frame, then the Conspiracy frame, and finally the Political Instrument frame. During 

the commemorations, protesters organised marches against the PO government and the 

Russian authorities, with counter-protests taking place in response. It seems that the salience 

of each frame during the annual commemorations is quite stable. In the summer of 2014, the 

Polish military prosecutors revealed their report on the causes of the plane crash. They also 

concluded that there were no explosives on the plane. A slight increase of the salience of the 

Conspiracy frame can be observed on the graph, indicating a reaction to the prosecutors’ 

report. However, all three frames did not attract much media attention in general. 

 

2015 

Yet again, as we can see in the Figure 4.8, the highest peak of the articles with the Smolensk 

Catastrophe frame present occurred in April, during the anniversary commemorations, which 

now seemed to be closely linked with organised protests. The dynamic in April is identical to 

those of the preceding year—the Accident frame is the most salient, then the Conspiracy 

frame, followed by the Political Instrument frame. The second peak, although not as 

pronounced as in the first years of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate, struck in the period from 

September until November, during which time elections were held.  
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Figure 4.8. Developments concerning the three master frames (January–December 2015) 

 

Source: Compiled by the author 

The presidential elections (17 July) and parliamentary elections (25 October) 

The last year of the analysis of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate is particularly intriguing, 

because it was a year of the presidential elections (17 July) and parliamentary elections (25 

October). The Conspiracy frame was not particularly salient during the presidential campaign, 

which was probably due to the strategic choice of mobilising more the moderate sections of 

PiS’s electorate, with the frame being significantly more active in the month preceding the 

presidential campaign. During the election month, the Smolensk Catastrophe subject was 

unnoticeable. PiS’ presidential candidate was Andrzej Duda, a politician who had not been 

connected to the Smolensk narrative of any in the public sphere. It seems that PiS repeated its 

strategy from the 2011 elections—to mobilise its core voters ahead of the campaign, and then 

hide the Smolensk Catastrophe topic in order to garner favour with moderate voters. From 

July (the presidential elections) to October (the parliamentary elections), there are zero 

articles with the Catastrophe frame, but there is an increase of articles with the Political 

10 Apr 25 Oct 
17 July 
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Instrument frame. That was a result of actors pursuing the Political Instrument frame when 

commenting on the election strategies of political parties. Shortly before the parliamentary 

campaign, PiS began mobilising its electorate, promising a return of the Tu-154 wreckage 

from Russia if they were to win the elections. Hence, the Conspiracy frame was visible, but 

hardly salient, in that period. 

In 2015, the most salient period falls after the elections, which can be noticed in 

Figure 4.8. Before the elections, the only salient frame is the Political Instrument frame. A 

week before the elections, articles that incorporate the two other frames start to appear, mostly 

with the Accident frame. From the day of the election, the Political Instrument frame starts to 

reduce in salience and other two grow. This is a result of PiS’s electoral triumph. Two months 

after PiS’s victory, the Conspiracy frame’s visibility in the articles was reduced, largely due to 

the promises that PiS had made to the electorate and had not delivered upon, as well as the 

fact that it is easier to promote conspiracy theories while in political opposition. 

The three frames increased in salience again for the fifth annual commemoration, 

although the Political Instrument frame did not increase much. It seems that the debate with 

the two opposite frames stabilised, and the appearance of the Political Instrument frame can 

be observed for the entire two months in the summer of 2015 with almost no articles with the 

two other frames. As stated before, the Political Instrument frame reflects a narrative that 

emphasises use of the Smolensk crash for political gain, and PO and PiS’s strategic choice of 

commenting on the Smolensk Catastrophe issue as a means of controlling the political 

discourse. The political campaign of the presidential elections took place over the summer 

(concluding in July) and parliamentary elections were held in October. Therefore, the Political 

Instrument frame was present in the media, exactly in the campaign period, when the political 

actors abstained from commenting on Smolensk Catastrophe issues, which changed after the 

elections. After PiS’s victory, the salience of the Political Instrument frame decreased, and the 

two others increased. PiS closed the government website informing the public about the 

causes of the crash and reopened the Smolensk Catastrophe investigation. 

The three master frames are quite reactive to real-life events, even though they carry 

different messages. This development proves that the Smolensk Catastrophe debate is event-

driven. 
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4.3. ACTORS PROMOTING THE FRAMES 

Figure 4.9 presents the total number of times (frequencies) a given actor endorsed a certain 

frame. The most active actors in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate were undoubtedly 

journalists (425 times for all the frames), and they typically presented articles with the 

Accident frame, closely followed by the Political Instrument frame. Journalists generally 

endorsed the Accident and the Political Instrument frame. This is to be expected, since it is 

their job to comment the current political reality, as well as the actions and narratives of 

politicians. This development confirms the theory that conflict frames stemming from 

journalistic news frames result in domination of the coverage (de Vreese, 2014). Moreover, 

conflicts tend to be newsworthy, and the Political Instrument frame is a conflict frame. One 

could be somewhat surprised to find that that the Accident frame was slightly more frequently 

endorsed by journalists than the Political Instrument frame. The reason for this phenomenon 

might lie in political partisanship, and the characteristic of the pluralist model of the Polish 

media system (Hallin and Mancini, 2004), as well as relying on other actors, such as experts 

or politicians, to express their views. According to the discussed theory, the Accident frame 

displays journalistic agency: “If a topic is dominated by elite consensus and if journalists also 

advocate this dominant frame […] if a topic is highly polarised and the media system is 

characterised by a close relationship between media and politics, this proximity can also allow 

for increased agency” (Lecheler and de Vreese (2019:24). Therefore, we can say that 

journalists lead the Accident frame in the news. 

Furthermore, an active approach of journalists in shaping frames includes journalistic 

reporting in their own words and scenarios (Esser, 2008:403), as well as constructing their 

own frames (the Political Instrument frame) and altering others (Callaghan and Schnell, 

2001). We can see that journalists led public discourse with the two frames: the Accident 

frame and the Political Instrument frame. 
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Figure 4.9. Volume of articles containing corresponding frames used by political actors 

involved in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

 

Finally, journalists follow the agendas of political actors. The PO government and public 

officials were presenting narratives with the Accident frame; therefore, the journalists 

accepted and transmitted that frame. Of course, this tendency should also translate to the 

relationship between journalists and the opposition. However, the opposition party, PiS, was 

predominantly pursuing the Conspiracy frame and most journalists may not have wanted to be 

associated with this kind of a frame at the risk of losing their credibility. Evidence for this 

claim was presented in the previous chapters. To briefly recall, in October 2012 a journalist 

from Rzeczpospolita, Cezary Gmyz, published an article stating the presence of explosive 

materials aboard the plane, which was not contextualised and therefore the article suggested 

the possibility of an explosion having occurred inside the plane.67 Gmyz subsequently lost his 

                                              

67 Initial readings showed the existence of elements that might indicate the presence of TNT. The Prosecutor’s 

Office reacted to the claims of the article with the following statement: “ These so-called high-energy substances 

may, but do not have to, indicate the presence of traces of explosives aboard the plane” 

(https://www.gosc.pl/doc/1530008.Smolensk-Nie-tylko-trotyl, https://www.pressreader.com/ Accessed: 26 April 
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job and professional reputation. Figures 4.10a and 4.10b below shows the development of 

frames over time according to type of a newspaper. The Figure 4.10a particularly shows the 

dynamics of frames published by Rzeczpospolita, and the Figure 4.10b development of frames 

over time by Gazeta Wyborcza. 

Figure 4.10a. Developments concerning the three master frames in Rzeczpospolita (2010–

2015) 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                         

2019). The experts conducted an appraisal experiment using the twin airplane TU 154 M 102, located in Minsk 

Mazowiecki. The experts used the same specialist devices as those, which were used during the investigation in 

Smolensk. Investigations were carried out on various elements of the plane and resulted in finding that in some 

places the devices reacted in the same way as in Smolensk, giving signals that may indicate the presence of high 

energy materials, including explosive ones, such as: TNT, HMX, RDX 
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Figure 4.10b. Developments concerning the three master frames in Gazeta Wyborcza (2010–

2015) 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

Rzeczpospolita began the widespread publication of articles, especially with the 

Accident frame from the very beginning of the debate, and since then the newspaper rapidly 

decreased its attention to the issue, giving salience to the Smolensk Catastrophe events on a 

rather stable level. We can see on the Figure 4.10a that the Accident frame was the most 

prominent frame but not as prominent, as it was for Gazeta Wyborcza (Figure 4.10b) The 

Political Instrument Frame was not especially conspicuous in Rzeczpospolita’s coverage. 

There were two peaks in the paper’s coverage with this frame, which were more salient than 

the Accident frame. These moments pertains to two events; the first one was the publication 

about TNT on the wreckage of the plane in Rzeczpospolita (October 2012), and the second 

one occurred at the third annual Smolensk commemoration, during which demonstrations 

took place. 

The articles with the Conspiracy frame were published days after those with the two 

other frames. Although Gazeta Wyborcza published more articles with the Conspiracy frame 

during the whole period of the debate than Rzeczpospolita, the latter newspaper was the first 

to introduce the Conspiracy frame to the public. The surprising fact that Gazeta Wyborcza 
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published more articles with the Conspiracy frame than Rzeczpospolita contradicts the idea 

that the Polish media display a polarised pluralism. Interestingly, the frames did not always 

overlap at the same moments. For example, in July 2010 Rzeczpospolita reported articles 

mostly with the Accident frame and the Political Instrument frame, these with the Conspiracy 

frame did not increase. In contrast, Gazeta Wyborcza published as many articles with the 

Conspiracy Frame as with the Accident frame and the Political Instrument frame. In 

Rzeczpospolita’s coverage, the amount of articles with the Accident frame often overlapped 

with those with the Conspiracy frame; in Gazeta Wyborcza, on the contrary, the amount of 

articles with the Accident frame overlapped with articles with the Political Instrument frame. 

It seems that journalistic agency is greater among journalists from Gazeta Wyborcza. 

These observations highlights differences in the intensity of the coverage of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe events, but mostly differences in the level of importance that the 

newspapers give to each frame. The manifestation can be explained by the ideological 

appurtenance of the newspapers. However, such dissimilarities do not necessarily originate 

from the differing ideological viewpoints of the newspapers, which are extremely relevant, 

but also they are rooted in the way the journalists report news, in the Polish media system, 

including the profiles of the two newspapers, as discussed in Chapter 2, the Polish media 

system is characterised by the understanding of impartiality as the reporting all the sides and 

all the interpretations of an issue, regardless of the social and political importance of those 

sides. Therefore, Rzeczpospolita shares a similar number of articles among the three master 

frames (especially after the 2010 elections). Gazeta Wyborcza officially supported the PO 

candidate for the presidential elections in 2010 and 2015, in both cases the editors urged 

voters to support Bronisław Komorowski.68 Therefore, the newspaper, openly admitting its 

ideological views, might have given more attention to more sensational information—vastly 

unfavourable toward PiS—such as detailing the political dispute over the Smolensk crash 

between the two main political parties, that is the Political Instrument frame. These 

differences also show us that journalists play an active role in shaping the framing debate. 

Journalists, presented in the Figure 4.11 (below), seemed to distance themselves from 

the Conspiracy narrative in comparison to their promotion of the Accident or Political 

                                              

68http://wyborcza.pl/1,75968,17960973,Wybory_prezydenckie_2015___Gazeta_Wyborcza___Nasz.html. 

Accessed: 5 October 2018. 
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Instrument frames. However, there are some notable peaks of the Conspiracy frame, one 

especially high in October 2012. This was the month of the publication about the TNT on 

board the plane. Rzeczpospolita published the article first, but Gazeta Wyborcza followed 

Rzeczpospolita journalists’ reporting. A day after the publication there were articles 

commenting the article in Rzeczpospolita, as well as the actions against the journalists. We 

can see that, in general, the group of actors “journalists” mainly reported articles with the 

Accident frame and the Political Instrument frame regarding the Smolensk Catastrophe. The 

Political Instrument frame is especially a typical narrative for journalists, because it pertains 

to the political game and conflict between the main political parties, a common subject in 

Polish media. However, the use of this frame by journalists is visible not only during the 

elections periods but also during demonstrations (e.g. September 2010, April 2013) and 

commemorations, in general—events involving the general public. The Political Instrument 

frame is such salient only when being use by journalists; other actors do not use the frame in 

such high number. Journalists brought that frame into the news (Lecheler and de Vreese, 

2019). 

Figure 4.11. Developments in the three master frames according to actor-type (journalists) 

Source: Compiled by the author. 
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The “Public Officials” (Figure 4.9 above, and Figure 4.12 below) are the group of actors, who 

mainly promoted the Accident frame (70 articles of all 83 articles owned by Public Officials), 

which is not striking because these actors are the authorities involved in the official 

investigations or representing the official public institutions. Although public officials 

promoted the Conspiracy frame only 11 times, it is still surprising they expressed the opposite 

narrative to the official stance with regard to the Smolensk Catastrophe. Public officials did 

not engage in endorsing the Political Instrument frame at all. They simply did not talk about 

the political parties’ strategies or partisanship conflicts. Predictably (Figure 4.12), the two 

peaks of the Accident frame pertain to the events of publication of the MAK report (January 

2011), the publication of transcript of the black boxes (January 2012), and the establishment 

of the informational committee responsible for explaining all the reports and evidence to the 

public, the so-called Lasek Committee (July 2013). 

Figure 4.12. Developments in the three master frames according to actor-type (Public 

Officials) 

 

Source: Compiled by the author. 
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The actor-group “Civic Platform”, presented in Figure 4.13, promoted mostly the Accident 

frame. The PO actors owned 77 articles in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate, of which 46 

were pursued with the Accident frame, 25 with the Political Instrument frame, and 6 with the 

Conspiracy frame. This dynamic is not extraordinary, given the fact that the (a) PO was the 

governing body and (b) its greatest political adversary is PiS—the main promoter of the 

Conspiracy frame. There were two clear instances where the Conspiracy frame was used by 

PO. The first one was just before the publication of the MAK report (the end of 2010). The 

media were speculating about the content of the report, which urged actors to talk about the 

Smolensk Catastrophe with the Anti-Russian tone more. The second time the actors used the 

Conspiracy frame was during the second annual Smolensk Catastrophe commemorations. I 

would like to underline that the usage of the Conspiracy frame by PO was very sporadic (8 

per cent of all the articles owned by PO). 

Figure 4.13. Developments in the three master frames according to actor-type (Civic 

Platform) 

Source: Compiled by the author. 
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PiS party members—that is, the actor-group “PiS” presented in Figure 4.14—also pursued all 

three master frames, like PO actors. The former, however, did so with a completely different 

partition of attention to frames. The members of PiS pushed forward the Conspiracy frame 

with a vast majority, which is constituted of 117 articles, far more often than journalists, even 

though they pushed forward all their narratives 50 per cent less frequently than journalists. 

PiS was almost solely pursuing the Conspiracy frame, with some low number of articles with 

the Accident frame (13 articles) and the Political Instrument frame (13 articles). Interestingly, 

PiS actors also took part in pursuing the Accident frame, but quite infrequently compared to 

their overall number of appearances in the coded news outlets and only at the beginning of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The Conspiracy frame was unimpressive in the first week after 

the crash and just before the elections, which may demonstrate strategic campaigning choices 

of PiS leader. PiS is the main actor promoting and controlling the Conspiracy frame. 

Figure 4.14. Developments in the three master frames according to actor-type (Law and 

Justice) 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

Source: Compiled by the author. 
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The only group that did not use the Conspiracy frame at all was the left-wing political 

parties (Your Movement and SLD). The groups of actors “left-wing parties”, “right-wing 

parties”, and “other politicians” were involved in the process of framing the Smolensk 

Catastrophe on a very low level of engagement—they barely gave attention to the issues of 

the crash in the analysed articles. The left-wing parties group promoted the Accident frame 

(18 times) and the Political Instrument frame (10 times) in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. 

The right-wing parties group were even less engaged they promoted the Accident frame (9 

times), then the Political Instrument frame (6 times), and the Conspiracy frame (3 times) as 

the last frame. The other politicians group, which consists of political actors, who were not 

members of any political parties at the time of the analysis also pursed the Accident frame the 

most frequently (13 times) and two other frames with a difference of only one articles (The 

Conspiracy frame—4 times, and the Political Instrument frame 3 times). It can be stated that 

with such number of articles promoted by the above-mentioned groups, the actors of the left-

wing parties, right-wing parties, and other politicians did not engage in the Smolensk 

Catastrophe framing process. When it comes to political actors’ involvement in shaping the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate, there are only two political parties that lead the debate – PO 

and PiS. 

The experts play an important role in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. They do not 

seem to be the foremost actors of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate’s actors as they 

represented the investigative committees or various institutions, but at the same time, the 

experts widely endorsed the frames and all together owned more articles devoted to the crash 

than PO or Public Officials. The experts group needed to be divided according to their type, in 

other words to the institutional body they belong. The actors as characterised earlier differ 

between themselves and they were coded as the experts of the Macierewicz Committee, 

neutral experts such as political scientists, or those representing the official Polish 

investigation (KBWLLP). This difference is important, because by representing a certain 

institution, they speak in that institution’s name, and this is how the public perceives the 

experts. Moreover, the experts were termed by the media as “Macierewicz’s experts” or 

“Miller’s experts” (KBWLLP experts). Therefore, it was necessary to apply this 

categorisation. 
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The third group of experts, the neutral experts, are those individuals who are shown in 

the media as an expert but do not represent any of the investigative committees; usually these 

are either social scientists (e.g. sociologists) or experts in the field related to plane accidents. 

The first group of experts, the KBWLLP experts, promotes the Accident frame (34 times), 

which is not a surprise being members of the Polish official investigative committee 

(KBWLLP). They do not engage in the Conspiracy frame at all, and hardly use the Political 

Instrument frame (4 times). The neutral experts, unsurprisingly, promotes mainly the 

Accident frame (36 times) and the Political Instrument frame (32 time), as well the 

Conspiracy frame but less frequently (9 times). This share of support lies in the type of these 

experts; they are pilots, engineers or social scientists. Therefore, they either pursue the 

Accident frame, which is based on official evidence and reports or they pursue the Political 

Instrument frame talking about political parties’ conflicts and political strategies, as well as 

public opinion behaviour and social processes. Surprisingly, Macierewicz’s experts do not 

play a significant part in the framing process. The KBWLLP experts promote the Accident 

frame, the neutral experts promote the Accident and Political Instrument frames, and therefore 

one could think that Macierewicz’s experts would promote the Conspiracy frame. However, 

not only do they largely abstain from taking part in the framing process (own only 11 

articles), but they also, if entering the debate in the media, promote both the Conspiracy frame 

(6 times) and the Accident frame (5 times). 

This occurrence might be explained as follows. Antoni Macierewicz was the main 

representative of the committee, and he managed the relations with media, but he was also a 

prominent politician of the opposition. He was presented in the media as the deputy leader of 

PiS, a key parliamentary figure, and finally as the head of the parliamentary investigative 

committee. Conversely, the head of the KBWLLP committee was portrayed solely as the head 

of that investigative committee, even though he also was a politician (without a party but 

recommended by PO). 

The “Interest Groups” actors also took part in promoting the Conspiracy frame (19 

times) almost as equally often as the Accident frame (24 times). The Interest Groups, which 

consists mostly of the Smolensk Family association and institutions of the Catholic Church, is 

quite divided. Among its members are core voters of PiS and those who are convinced the 

crash was a result of an accident. This division is also observed in the share of the two frames 
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within the group. Some of the Interest Group’s members took part in the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate by raising the Political Instrument frame (9 times). 

CONCLUSION 

The Accident frame is the narrative of the Tu-154 crash being caused by human error and 

procedural inadequacy. The Conspiracy frame advocates for a plot to have been the cause of 

the Smolensk Catastrophe—one concocted by the Russian government, which the Polish 

government, especially Tusk as prime minister, allowed to come to fruition. The Political 

Instrument frame is a conflict frame, and relates to the use of the Smolensk Catastrophe for 

political purposes by both parties, but predominantly PiS. According to the theory presented 

in this thesis, the strong frame of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate in relation to saliency is 

the Accident frame. 

The Accident frame was pursued mostly by journalists, the government camp (Public 

Officials and PO), the neutral experts, the KBWLLP experts, and the interest groups, while 

the Conspiracy frame was pursued most frequently by PiS, followed by journalists, and 

finally interest groups. The Political Instrument frame, a journalistic news frame, was pursued 

by journalists less frequently than the Accident frame though, then mostly by PO, and in the 

smallest part by neutral experts. 

Therefore, it can be claimed that the Smolensk Catastrophe debate was played out 

between Journalists, PiS and Experts. However, it is necessary to underline two important 

observations, which change the general view of the frames’ distribution between actors. First, 

the actors of PO are frequently treated as government actors, representing Poland’s governing 

institutions. If we were to combine these actors under one government camp, they would 

ultimately become equal to PiS in terms of the frequency of frame promotion: PiS owns 159 

articles, and the government camp (Public Officials and PO together) owns 160 articles. 

Second, I usually treat experts at the aggregate level but in this chapter, where it is highly 

important to determine who stands behind the different types of frames of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe. I divided the Experts actors according to their affiliation. Interest groups were 

also divided according to their support of the three master frames. 
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In general, it can be said that in some cases journalists were actively involved in the 

frame building process of the Accident frame and the Political Instrument frame; in others 

they were platforms for other framers, with PiS shaping the Conspiracy Frame. The analysis 

confirms the theory that when the agency is high the dependency on the external factors is 

low (Lecheler and de Vreese, 2019).  

The actors address the Smolensk Catastrophe in response to specific events; whereas 

in periods of time devoid of any particularly notable events the frames lack salience. 

Therefore, as stated in the previous parts of this chapter, the debate on the Smolensk 

Catastrophe is event-driven. The development of the frames over a six-year period indicated a 

clear relationship between frames. I expected a contrasting dynamic of the two most opposing 

frames: the Accident and the Conspiracy frames. Following the counter-framing theory 

(Druckman and Chong, 2012) I expected that if those frames opposed one another (Druckman 

and Chong, 2012), the dynamic would be contrasting. This was not the case. The Conspiracy 

frame and the Accident frame, for the vast majority of time, rose and fell almost in unison, 

with the exception of August and October 2012 (articles concerning TNT on board). The 

reason for such a dynamic might be the high salience of the journalistic news frame, the 

Political Instrument frame. Conflict frames can lead to the emergence of more balanced 

considerations regarding an issue (de Vreese, 2004). Moreover, the main framers of the 

Accident frame and the Political Instrument frame were journalists who adopted a more 

interpretative style of reporting. Therefore, there have never been just two opposing frames, 

since the Political Instrument frame was also quite salient. Furthermore, Lawrence (2000) 

suggests that news organisations produce conflict frames over substantive frames if the 

context depends on, for instance, the policy phase. In the Smolensk Catastrophe debate, the 

majority of created events depended on politicians’ and authorities’ developments. This might 

explain why the Political Instrument frame, despite carrying a different message to the other 

two frames, was also salient at similar times. The Conspiracy and the Accident frames were 

quite rare in the media during the election campaign periods while the Political Instrument 

frame was demonstrably powerful - it was a dominant frame. . 

There are some cases where the Accident frame gains salience, while the Political 

Instrument frame becomes insignificant. Both of these frames oppose the Conspiracy frame. 

However, the question arises: whether this segmentation might weaken or strengthen the 
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narrative of the Accident frame. Actors using the Conspiracy frame refrain from reacting to 

the Political Instrument frame and instead they continue to pursue the Conspiracy frame. It 

seem that the Political Instrument frame can strengthen the Accident frame, because two 

express an ultimately similar message—the crash was accidental (the Political Instrument 

frame does so indirectly, by association), so the message is repeated. Moreover, the Political 

Instrument frame blames conspiracy theorists for promoting their hypothesis, consequently 

counter-framing the Conspiracy frame. Therefore, the Political Instrument frame might 

strengthen the Accident frame, but it is difficult to ascertain whether it weakens or strengthens 

the Conspiracy frame. On the one hand, it can weaken the Conspiracy frame by counter-

framing; on the other hand, because the Political Instrument frame encounters the Conspiracy 

frame, salience is given to the conspiratorial narrative. I will further investigate this by 

analysis the specific content of the three master frames in the next chapter. 

The timing is a factor influencing the strength of frames. The timing of the counter-

frames matter in particular. Scholars (e.g. Chong and Druckman, 2010) agree that the effects 

of framing vanish with time but repetition of frames increases their accessibility. It is 

important for a counter-frame to appear quickly in the process. At various moments, the 

Accident frame followed upon the raised Conspiracy frame. (e.g. July 2011, October 2012, 

September 2013). In these cases the Accident frame appears as the counter-frame to the 

Conspiracy frame. Moreover, the Conspiracy frame tended to decrease more rapidly than the 

Accident frame. This can be explained by the strength of these frames. The Conspiracy frame 

is strongest when it occurs all of a sudden, introducing its claims immediately into the debate. 

Once the Accident frame enters the debate in reply to the conspiracy narrative, the Conspiracy 

frame’ salience decreases. It thus seems that the Accident frame is the strongest when reacting 

to the Conspiracy frame. We can also observe these dynamics at the end of 2010 and the 

beginning of 2011. The Conspiracy frame first emerged with its anti-Russians message but as 

soon as the Accident frame was followed by the publication of the MAK reports and reacted 

to the anti-Russians claims, the Conspiracy frame’s salience began to decrease. I will 

scrutinise this dynamic in the next chapter, because the content of the frames is very 

important to determining the reactions of these frames. However, it can be already stated that 

counter-framing timing influences the strength of frames. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

THE PROGRESSION OF THE SMOLENSK CATASTROPHE 

DEBATE 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter is devoted to the progression of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate and how it was 

directed by the various protagonists over time. The previous chapter, devoted to actors and 

time, discussed the salience of the frames. In the next chapter, which will be devoted to public 

opinion, I will discuss the resonance of the frames. The purpose of this present chapter is 

therefore to detail the content of frames advanced by the key protagonists and how they 

guided the debate on the Smolensk Catastrophe issue and what arguments they used. The 

three master frames, which were first detailed in Chapter 4 (see Figure 4.1)—namely, the 

Accident frame, the Conspiracy frame, and the Political Instrument frame—will be described 

in detail in this chapter. As touched upon in the previous chapter, the two first master frames, 

the Accident and Conspiracy master frames, are about causes of the Smolensk crash, and the 

Political Instrument master frame is about the outcome. 

The master frames are formed by sub-frames, which address particular topics and 

arguments. Each frame possesses either a positive or a negative tone toward the given issue, 

which means that a sub-frame might be in favour or against a given position on the issue in 

question. These two positions are presented in this thesis as the pro or con feature of the sub-

frame. This thesis investigates all the sub-frames used in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate in 

order to answer the thesis research questions. To recall briefly, those research questions are as 

follows: 1) how did Polish politicians frame the Smolensk crash and promoted their own 

narratives? (RQ1); 2) what are the factors that explain the strength of the frames so advanced? 

(RQ2) and; 3) what is the precise narrative of the post-truth politics of the Smolensk crash 

claims? (RQ3). 

The chapter is divided into three parts. Each part starts with an overview of the frame, 

followed by a description of the sub-frames and other elements of the master frames (blame, 
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treatment, and references). Only after this account is the use of the sub-frames in the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate presented chronologically with selective quotes taken from the 

content analysis of the newspaper articles. The chosen quotes best illustrate the theoretical 

concepts and broad claims that I make. Moreover, the selection of the quotes is based on 

repetition of the sub-frames’ claims in the media. In the conclusion of the chapter, I will 

analyse the key factors influencing the relative strengths of the frames. To recall briefly, the 

theoretical chapter presented the concept of the frame strength and I asserted that there are 

specific factors that influence such strength, such as the credibility of a speaker, cultural 

congruence and time, which was analysed in the previous chapter. In this part I will argue that 

the introduction of a new topic is a key factor influencing frame strength in the Smolensk 

Catastrophe case. However, each topic can have two positions (pro, con)—therefore, it is 

more suitable for this specific case to analyse the introduction of a new argument, which is an 

explanatory extension of the topic. 

The chapter begins with Table 5.1, which provides information about all the important 

sub-frames for each master frame with the most important arguments of the sub-frames 

presented as well. Those sub-frames that occurred less than 5 per cent of the time are not 

presented in the table because they have scant relevance. The arguments are either supporting 

(pro) a claim of the sub-frame or are opposing it (con). For example, the Smolensk crash 

investigation (sub-frame Investigation and Reports) can be perceived as biased or impartial. 

The share of these two positions (pro, con) is unequal, making a sub-frame advocating one 

side more salient than the other. Although, this does not necessarily mean that the positions 

are in favour or against the master frame’s claim but they are position toward the blame 

attribution of a sub-frame. For example, all the arguments of the Pilots sub-frame are in 

favour of the accidental explanation but they either advocate for blaming pilots or other 

entices, such as the government. The other similar example concern the Evidence sub-frame, 

the argument of insufficient evidence does imply there was no accident but it implies that 

further investigation is necessary to conclude the blame attribution. Table 5.1 provides the 

two most important arguments of the sub-frame, showing the ultimate position of the sub-

frame. 

Some of the sub-frames (e.g. Poland) are present in all the three master frames, some 

of them (e.g. Russia) are distinctive for only two master frames, and some (e.g. Political 



 

161 

 

Strategy) are individual sub-frames, existing only in one master frame. There are also a few 

sub-frames that do not have two opposite positions but only one position in support of the 

main claim. An example is the Air Force sub-frame, whose main argument concerns the bad 

conditions of the regiment, which led to the poor performance during the flight to Smolensk, 

and in the end to the accident. The other sub-frames without the opposite tone are Conspiracy, 

Poles, Deceitful Russia, Smolensk Truth, Intra–Polish Divide, and Religion. We can already 

see that these one-sided frames are more often present in the Conspiracy frame—and 

particularly in the Political Instrument frame—than in the Accident frame. 

The sub-frames’ labels are the labels of the topics, because the topics mark the themes 

of the debate, but only together with arguments, blame attribution and/or treatment can they 

be treated as sub-frames. The Accident master frame consists of nine sub-frames, which is the 

biggest number among all three master frames. The Conspiracy master frame consists of five 

sub-frames, as does the Political Instrument master frame. All the sub-frames will be 

described in detail in parts of this chapter devoted to each master frame. 
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5.1. THE ACCIDENT FRAME 

The Accident master frame is a narrative of the Smolensk Catastrophe as being mainly the 

result of Polish pilots’ mistakes (human error), but also commonplace rule-breaking habits 

within the armed forces, and the overall poor condition of the Polish air force regiment, 

indicating general negligence as the ultimate cause of the crash. The frame implies also that 

the conspiracy theories are harmful, the incompetence of Macierewicz’s experts, and Russia’s 

cooperation but lack of credibility. 

The Accident master frame is the most frequent frame in the analysed articles (n=490, 

49 per cent). It covers nine topics, eleven arguments, eight items of blame, four types of 

reference, three specific remedial recommendations, and three casual attributions. The 

covered topics, which combined with arguments to form sub-frames, are as follows: Pilots 

(17.4 per cent), Investigations and Reports (17.4 per cent), Evidence (13.3 per cent), 

Government (12.7 per cent), Memory (10 per cent), Air Force (9.0 per cent), and Poland (7.6 

per cent). The less visible, but relevant, topics in the cluster Accident are: Russia (5.7 per 

cent) and Conspiracy Theory (4.7 per cent). 

The Pilots sub-frame 

Table 5.1 shows the sub-frames of the Accident master frame. The first sub-frame—which 

emerged most often—is the sub-frame Pilots (17.4 per cent). There are three arguments 

within the Pilots sub-frame. Two of them—human error (6.9 per cent) and pressure on pilots 

(4.9 per cent)—support the claim that the pilots made mistakes during the flight, which led to 

the crash, and they or their superiors are thus to blame for the crash. The third argument is in 

opposition to the previous two, although only indirectly. The “con” argument of the Pilots 

sub-frame claims that pilots carried out their jobs well (5.5 per cent). I would like to 

underline that it does not necessarily mean that the crash in Smolensk was not an accident, 

but it states that the pilots did not make mistakes, and therefore the crash was not an accident 

caused by the pilots. This argument might shed light on the other explanations than the pilots’ 

mistakes (other sub-frames) or/and might play a defending role of the pilots. It is necessarily 
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to highlight that the “con” argument, “Pilots carried out their job well”, may weaken the sub-

frame’s effect, and consequently the Accident master frame. 

 All the arguments of the Pilots sub-frame, apart from that of the pilots having done 

everything correctly, signify human error. Nevertheless, they are separate fields. This is due 

to a difference in the desired target of blame. The human error argument indicates that the 

crash was basically the result of simple mistakes, which came about due to the stressful and 

highly demanding conditions within which that those involved in the decision-making 

process had to work. Thus, although individuals may be identified as having blundered in 

their actions, they are absolved of culpability for their conduct. In contrast, as will be 

explained below, pressure put on pilots suggests that they made incorrect decisions due to the 

actions of other people, and it is those people (such as the air force generals onboard the 

plane who had supposedly been giving the pilots orders) that should be held responsible for 

the crash, not the pilots themselves. In general, the Pilots sub-frame is about pilots’ errors 

(regardless whether they were pressured), which led to the crash. 

The Investigation and Reports sub-frame 

The second sub-frame presented in Table 5.1, Investigation and Reports, appeared in the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate with the same frequency as the Pilots sub-frame (17.4 per 

cent), which means that it is equally important in terms of salience. The sub-frame has two 

opposite positions—pro and con. The arguments of the sub-frame Investigations and Reports 

pertain to the official investigations of Russia’s aviation authority, MAK, and Poland’s 

Committee for the Investigation of National Aviation Accidents (KBWLLP)69 and are either 

advocating for independent and transparent investigations or dependent and biased ones. The 

official investigation is impartial (2.8 per cent), the official investigation is biased (3.8 per 

cent), and therefore the reports should be disregarded or should be accepted and the 

investigation ended. However, the most frequent arguments in the sub-frame Investigation 

and Reports pertain to the experts, who are members of the investigative committee, and 

ultimately they advocate for the same positions. 

                                              

69 A detailed description of all the investigative bodies is presented in Chapter 2. 
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 As shown in Table 5.1, the most frequent argument “pro” and the most salient 

argument within the Investigation and Reports sub-frame (6.3 per cent) pertains to the 

investigation of the parliamentary committee run by PiS, represented by Macierewicz. The 

argument characterises Macierewicz’s experts (the individuals comprising the unit assembled 

by Antoni Macierewicz) as incompetent (argument: Macierewicz’s experts are incompetent, 

6.3 per cent). These experts are described in the media articles as “Macierewicz’s experts” or 

“pseudo-experts.” The argument supports for accidental explanations of the crash in 

Smolensk, because Macierewicz’s experts advocate for such hypothesis as an explosion 

aboard the plane, or the Russian controllers’ mistakes. 

The “con” argument pertains to the Russians authorities and says that the MAK is not 

credible (4.5 per cent). The argument advocates that the Russian authorities and the MAK 

experts are neither credible nor reliable; hence, the Polish authorities should not accept the 

MAK report as the final explanation of the Smolensk Catastrophe. This argument is as 

oppositional one because it disapproval the results of the MAK investigation, which was 

officially established to investigate the causes of disasters. It was underlined in the Context 

chapter that Poles generally do not trust Russian authorities, therefore this argument, even in 

the Accident master frame, should not be unexpected. 

It is interesting to note that the sub-frame Investigation and Reports was advocating 

finalisation of the investigations, even though they had already ended. Most probably, 

according to public opinion, the proffered explanations were unacceptable. This speculation 

will be further developed in the chapter on public opinion. 

The Evidence sub-frame 

The sub-frame Evidence (13.3 per cent) has three arguments. The most frequent argument 

support the accidental claims saying that there is no proof for the assassination hypothesis 

(4.9 per cent). The second most frequent argument is the “con” argument, which says that the 

evidence is insufficient (4.5 per cent) and therefore the investigations should be carried out. 

The third argument has a “pro” accident position and declares that all the evidence proves 

that the crash was accidental (3.9). The first argument, “no proof for the assassination 

hypothesis” indeed claims that the evidence suggests otherwise, it is similar to the third 
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argument (evidence proves the accident), but it takes into account the assassination 

hypothesis of the Conspiracy frame promoters. It is not an unexpected argument, if one 

considers the fact that the investigation also had to examine, for instance, the possibility of a 

terrorist attack. However, in the frame contest against the Conspiracy frame, that claim might 

in fact legitimise the assassination topic in the public debate, certainly raising the salience of 

claims of assassination, and therefore affording space for speculation. 

The “con” argument of the Evidence sub-frame—namely, that there is insufficient 

evidence—does not necessarily mean that the evidence proves there was not an accident. 

Rather, it simply claims further investigation is required since the given evidence 

(explanations) is insufficient to determine conclusively who is to blame for the crash. In 

general, the Evidence sub-frame suggests that the evidence does not confirm the assassination 

hypothesis but points to the crash as entirely accidental. 

The Government sub-frame 

The sub-frame Government was also a salient sub-frame within the Accident master frame 

(12.7 per cent). It pertains to the performance of the government in the aftermath of the crash, 

as well as in the preparation of flights as the entity responsible for the state of the armed 

forces, including the Polish air force. There are two arguments of the Government sub-frame, 

representing two positions: negligence (con) and good performance (pro). Negligence (10.0 

per cent) is the “con” argument and the most frequent argument in the master frame Accident. 

It does not oppose the accidental explanations of the crash but blames the government for it 

(and not, say, the pilots). The Negligence argument blames the government for carelessness 

in the aftermath of the Smolensk Catastrophe: choosing incorrect investigative procedures, 

ineptly led investigations, informational chaos, but also negligence in large part related to the 

mismanagement of the armed forces. The argument places blame on the former government 

(the PO–PSL coalition), and Tusk as the prime minister at the time. 

The “pro” argument is the exact opposition to negligence—namely, the contention 

that the government did everything well (2.7 per cent). In particular, it means that the 

government performed well in the aftermath of the crash, during the official investigations 

and in the overall handling of the national crisis. Therefore, the government is not to blame 
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for the crash. The sub-frame Government has a mostly negative tone toward the performance 

of the government in the vast majority the articles were published with the argument of 

negligence of the Government sub-frame. The main promoters of the “con” position of the 

Government sub-frame are journalists, and those who advocated the “pro” argument of the 

sub-frame are Public Officials and PO. 

The Memory sub-frame 

The sub-frame Memory pertains to remembrance of those who died in the crash (for example 

as victims of the plane accident or heroes of the plane crash near Katyń). The sub-frame 

consists of two opposite arguments, which are almost equally divided in the articles. These 

arguments are related to memorials and advocate that commemorations are either appropriate 

(5.3 per cent) or inappropriate (4.7 per cent). The existence of these two arguments is rooted 

in the politicisation of the commemorations events, as well as the division within the interest 

groups (mainly the Smolensk families), which were discussed in the previous chapter. 

Commemorative events include marches and public events, as well as the actions of naming 

streets by surnames of those who died in the crash (e.g. Lech Kaczyński street), and building 

monuments. Some of these actions became political manifestations or they incorporated only 

a few chosen people in the commemorative events, such as the presidential couple. Therefore, 

actors persuading the Memory sub-frame are divided into those who support any 

commemorative events and those who thought there were already too many memorials or 

marches. It is interesting that the Memory sub-frame is the sub-frame of the Accident frame. 

The sub-frame might occur as a counter-frame to the actions taken by the promoters of the 

Conspiracy frame. 

The Air Force sub-frame 

The topic Air Force (9.0 per cent) has only a negative position and contains two arguments 

stating that the Polish air force is in disarray: it has not been modernised, the pilots lack 

training, and the equipment is outdated (4.9 per cent). Therefore, the accident was caused by 

pilot mistakes, but it is the air force that is responsible for the crash, not the pilots themselves. 

The second argument of risky and rule-breaking habits of the Air Force (4.1 per cent) is 

intriguing because it refers to those habits as a characteristic of Polish culture. That is to say, 
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this argument was expressed in the wider context of the historical bravery of Polish pilots 

during the Second World War, who had fought with great gallantry and distinction, yet who 

had been perceived by some as having carried out their duties with seemingly reckless 

abandon, ignoring rules set out by the Royal Air Force70. The argument of risky and rule-

breaking habits in the Polish air force is thus seen as a form of behaviour, historically 

accurate or otherwise, which was then attributed to the pilots of the Tu-154. 

The Poland sub-frame 

The sub-frame Poland (7.6 per cent) pertains to the social change that took place in Poland 

after the national crisis and the controversial Smolensk Catastrophe debate, as well as to 

public opinion and its attitude toward the Smolensk Catastrophe. The “con” argument is that 

Polish people think that the crash was an accident but the causes are unknown and they are 

not convinced (3.3 per cent), and therefore they are open to other explanations. This weakens 

the narrative of the Accident master frame by discussing the doubt of supporters of the 

Accident frame. 

The second argument of the Poland sub-frame is marked as the “pro” argument, but it 

is more related to the topic of the sub-frame than having a position in favour or against the 

Accident master frame. That is to say, the argument pertains to the social change of the Polish 

nation (4.1 per cent), which mean that due to the ongoing Smolensk Catastrophe debate and 

the tragedy itself, the Polish nation went through some identity changes, becoming more 

polarised and began basing their support for the officials reports on beliefs as contrary to 

knowledge about facts. The last argument of the Poland sub-frame is strongly connected to 

the social change argument but it is the least frequent argument. The argument is about the 

intra–Polish conflict being aggravated (0.8 per cent), meaning that the Smolensk Catastrophe 

debate revived existing conflicts in the Polish society and caused deeper divisions. This 

                                              

70 These units of the Polish air force—the 302nd and 303rd squadrons—were first deployed as Polish 

contributions in the Royal Air Force (RAF), and deployed for the first time in August 1940 during the Battle of 

Britain. They defended the United Kingdom against large-scale attacks by the Luftwaffe. Through the entire 

Battle of Britain, Polish fighters were the largest group of non-British pilots in the RAF. The 303rd Squadron 

was one of the best fighting units of the Second World War.  
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argument is more salient in the Political Instrument frame, and will be explained in detail in 

the part devoted to that frame. 

The Russia sub-frame 

The sub-frame Russia (5.7 per cent) pertains especially to the cooperation of Polish and 

Russian authorities during the investigations. The sub-frame has two arguments that are 

opposed to one another. The first argument claims that cooperation with Russia is based on 

partnership (4.9 per cent), and it is the most frequent argument. It is also the argument 

supporting the Accident master frame by stating that the cooperation between two 

investigative entities is good, and therefore the reports of the investigations and evidence can 

be treated as reliable. The second argument is in the minority, with a negative position toward 

the Russians. It claims that the Russians are not credible (1.2 per cent), and subsequently, 

neither is the cooperation between Poland and Russia. The Russia sub-frame might be seen as 

connected with the first sub-frame of the Accident master frame, the Investigation and 

Reports sub-frame. However, in the case of the first sub-frame the focus is on the experts, 

reports and investigative procedures, whereas, the Russia sub-frame deals with attitudes 

toward the Russian authorities and the cooperation between the two countries. 

The Conspiracy Theory sub-frame 

The last sub-frame is the Conspiracy Theory sub-frame (4.7 per cent). It is a sub-frame that 

claims that the Smolensk Catastrophe was an accident and that hypothesis that it was caused 

by a plot is a conspiracy theory originating from PiS. The Conspiracy Theory sub-frame main 

argument supports the Accident master frame. The argument of the sub-frame is that the 

conspiracy theory of the Smolensk Catastrophe is dangerous for Polish citizens and the 

credibility of the Polish state on the international arena (3.9 per cent). The other argument is 

in minority (0.9 per cent) and pertains to the negative social change among Polish citizens, 

who became a target of conspiracy theorists. 
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The Accident frame element—Blame 

The articles with the Accident frame generally place the blame for the crash both on the pilots 

(10 per cent) and the Polish armed forces (12 per cent). Concerning the pilots, they were 

argued to have committed critical errors. Concerning the armed forces, causes were attributed 

to the deeply flawed administrative system, which has yet to be modernised and lacks the 

necessary planes and training methodology. The articles mainly blame the Polish government 

for negligence (14.5 per cent) in handling the investigations of the disaster. When the blame 

is put on the government, it means that an actor sees it as having been responsible for 

everything that occurred after the plane crash. Fewer articles with the Accident frame blame 

the Russians (5.7 per cent) for a lack of credibility and consequently a lack of cooperation, 

the impact with the birch tree, or poor weather as a direct cause of the crash (4.5 per cent). 

Other sites of blame are the “Polish mentality” leading to a propensity for irresponsible 

behaviour (2 per cent), as well as politicians (3.7) for ineffective managing the crises caused 

by the plane crash. 

The Accident frame element—Treatment 

The treatment recommendation in the Accident master frame pertains to the need to battle 

propaganda. Actors using the Accident frame recommend fighting propaganda (8.6 per cent) 

and putting an end to social and political conflict (5.3 per cent). This concerns the 

polarisation of society over the subject of the Smolensk crash, and a remedy for the post-truth 

politics that PiS has employed. Interestingly, most of the time, the actors’ remedy is to 

investigate the plane crash further (11 per cent). However, it is necessary to underline that in 

this frame the investigation concerns entities that should be brought to justice for failing to 

fulfil their responsibilities, for example the Polish Intelligence Agency. As will be detailed 

further below, the competing frame suggests the necessity for a deeper investigation of the 

crash to unequivocally ascertain its true cause. Nevertheless, the “investigate more” treatment 

recommendation might shed light on the Accident frame’s weaknesses. That is, the ambiguity 

might weaken frame strength. This is the Accident frame. However, the choice of treatment 

recommendation may imply that the investigation remains unfinished. Therefore, it might 
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weaken the Accident frame, which is based on logic, assigning blame clearly and expert 

opinions. 

The Accident frame element—References 

Operationalisation of the element frame reference draws on Habermas’ (1993) scheme of 

arguments. I adopted his typology of arguments to categorise references in the analysis. To 

recall briefly, the three categories are described in the methodological chapter: logical 

references, moral references, and pragmatic references. The majority of references within the 

Accident master frame are logical (29.4 per cent) or pragmatic (16.1 per cent). The logical 

references of the Accident frame are the logical descriptions and explanations of the causes of 

the crash, such as references to documents (transcripts, official reports) and expert claims. 

Pragmatic references pertain to attaining a specific goal by referring to various sources, such 

as experts in the Smolensk case. Both of these references indicate a rational position. In some 

articles, there are also references to Russians with a negative tone (5.3 per cent) and shared 

history (3 per cent), which are emotional references. The actors who used the Accident 

master frame often referred to a “flawed system” metaphor (pragmatic reference), which 

moves blame-association away from pilots and places it on “the system”: government or 

administration. The vast majority of the references used in the Accident master frame are 

logical. 

THE ACCIDENT MASTER FRAME IN THE SMOLENSK CATASTROPHE 

DEBATE 

The plane went down on a Saturday. Printed media in Poland published a weekend edition of 

daily newspapers. The titles pertained to the commemorative ceremony of the Katyń 

Massacre, which was the reason for last flight of the presidential Tu-154. The first articles in 

daily newspapers regarding the Smolensk crash were published on Monday, 12 April 2010. 

The first articles were published with the sub-frame Russia, which had to do with the 

Russians and the help they afforded their Polish counterparts in the aftermath of the 

accidental crash: 



 

173 

 

The Russians did their utmost to say farewell to L. Kaczyński with 

unconditional honour and respect. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 12 April 2010 

The accidental claims were not directly outspoken. It seemed that at first the media adapted 

their explanation of the crash as an accident, suggesting that neither pilots, the plane, nor fog 

caused the crash. One example here is the article entitled “Guilty—Pilots, Plane or Fog?”71 

The references were documents and other files from the very beginning of the Smolensk 

debate.. However, there were articles containing the history references calling the Smolensk 

crash as “a symbolic continuation of the tragedy that befell Poland in this very place 70 years 

ago”,72 a reference to the Katyń Massacre. The sub-frame Government (the negligence of the 

former government) appeared within a month from the day of the crash, and originated from 

the former Prime Minister, Tusk, who said in his speech in the Polish parliament that the 

Polish government performed well in the aftermath of the crash: 

I think that all those who are gathered here today in these chambers, believe 

that we have passed the test […] if we were to show a basic lack of 

conviction in our government services, the issue at hand could become very 

grave indeed. Let us not fall prey to this temptation. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 29 April 2010 

Tusk was first to talk about the way the government had handled the aftermath of the 

catastrophe. After that, the media and the parliamentary opposition begun to speculate about 

whether his claims were true. In May, journalists, public officials, and experts began to react 

to the Government sub-frame by using the Air Force sub-frame, saying that the Polish air 

force was in bad shape, and the crew of the Tu-154 in such a composition had never been in 

the flight simulator and that decision-makers did not follow. A prosecutor investigating the 

apparent negligence in the Tusk government’s, announced in 2012 that if the rules had been 

respected, the plane would not have landed in Smolensk. The investigation was quashed 

however the prosecutors identified numerous instances of negligence on the part of the Prime 

                                              

71 Rzeczpospolita, 12 April 2010. 
72 Rzeczpospolita, 12 April 2010.  
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Minister’s Office in regard to the Smolensk crash. The Government sub-frame advocated that 

the negligence of governing institutions, such agreeing on the investigation together with 

Russia according to the 13th Annex of the Chicago Convention on International Civil 

Aviation, instead, contributed to the biased investigation (Investigation and Reports sub-

frame). However, the former governing party did not claim the blame. 

Tusk was also the first, who was talking about the “truth” in the Smolensk 

catastrophe, calling for not to blame whoever for the crash but investigate the causes step by 

step: 

On one thing we must agree on without compunction: Either we simply 

want the truth to be revealed as soon as possible […] else the truth is 

inconsequential, and we just want to find someone to accuse, to strike 

down, for our own gain. 

— Gazeta Wyborcza, 29 April 2010 

The desire for truth is articulated by the two master frames: Accident and Conspiracy.. Still, 

these frames bear different messages. This part of the chapter is devoted to the Accident 

master fame and the meaning of the truth in the Conspiracy master frame will be explained in 

the next section. The truth of the Accident frame, is based on discovering the causes of the 

crash in the official investigative committees and available evidence. They are not one truth 

cemented in facts—in the public’s mind—but each narrative possesses its own “truth”. The 

Accident frame acknowledges the “Smolensk Truth” as a conspiracy theory (the Conspiracy 

Theory sub-frame)—namely, as truth in name only, a fictional story only believed by 

conspiracy theorists. Consequently, the conflict between those two different narratives was 

depicted by the media as “the dispute over the truth” [spór o prawdę]. Hence, the 

legitimisation in the public sphere of a conspiratorial story, as being true. 

A month after the catastrophe, in May, another argument emerged—a “pro” argument 

of the Pilots sub-frame. Based on the political conflict between the main political parties PO 

and PiS—and therefore between the President’s Office and the Prime Minister’s Office—as 

well as on evidence and speculations, the argument “pressure on pilots” of the sub-frame 

Pilots appeared in the media. That argument was about the pressure the pilots were under to 

land from the President and/or an army general, and the head of diplomatic protocol. It is 
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relevant to underline that the trip of L. Kaczyński to Katyń was not an official presidential 

visit to Russia, but to take part in a commemorative event on Russian territory, marking the 

Katyń Massacre. Tusk, the then Prime Minister of Poland, arrived in Katyń on April 7 2010 

to attend a ceremony with his Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin, which became a symbolic 

step toward Polish–Russian reconciliation. 

It was commonly speculated that it was the wish of the twin brothers, especially J. 

Kaczyński, to be at the Katyń Massacre commemorations to reduce Tusk’s public profile, 

while simultaneously increasing theirs by being the sole representative of the Polish 

government during the ceremony.73 Moreover, there was a precedent for the president’s 

alleged approach on the flight to Katyń. During the 2008 Russia–Georgia war, he conducted 

himself on the flight in a way consistent with his foreign policy stance, demanding to fly to 

Tbilisi directly to express his support for the plight of Mikheil Saakashvili. The president 

demanded that the pilot land directly in Tbilisi thus ignored the potential threat from Russian 

ground forces. The pilot refused and landed in Azerbaijan instead. The Polish media 

frequently made mention of this event in the months following the Smolensk crash as a 

reference to the sub-frame concerning pressure in the cabin. The sub-frame Pilots based on 

the above speculations, references and blame, presents the accident as a cause of pressures 

from the president and people who were present in the cockpit (an evidence from onboard 

record) to disregard rules. 

Palikot: On Monday, I shall submit an interpellation to the prosecution 

service, the Ministry of Justice and the Internal Security Agency. I shall be 

monitoring the findings of the investigation. If I come to feel that the 

organs of the state are not fulfilling their obligations to ascertain if the 

                                              

73 Therefore, some actors of the Accident master frame (e.g. Palikot) claimed the President’s possible reluctance 

in flying to Minsk or Moscow might have been a strategic political choice. What is certain is that neither of 

those airports was ready to accept the president’s plane, and the head of diplomatic protocol Mariusz Kazana 

intimated that the presidential party would never make the commemorative ceremony in time, if the plane were 

to be diverted. Captain Protasiuk expressly stated that the plane would have difficulties in landing in the 

prevailing atmospheric conditions, that a single approach would be attempted, and that a decision regarding 

alternate airports would need to be made before long. Kazana immediately responded that “this causes a 

problem”, left the cabin, returned shortly after and informed the captain that the president had not yet come to a 

decision. Shortly after, the Commander of the Air Force, Lieutenant General Andrzej Błasik, entered the flight 

cabin, but his words were not recorded well by the black box. Further communication in the cabin was between 

the pilots, until the moment of the crash. (Based on the transcripts of discussions in the cabin.) 
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thesis that L. Kaczyński is responsible for this catastrophe holds true, then I 

shall organise protests, a social movement. I shall demand that the issue be 

explored and explained fully and exhaustively. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 13 July 2010 

Palikot in his first speech used the phrase: “Lech Kaczyński has blood on his 

hands”, suggesting he had pressured the pilots to land. J. Kaczyński used a similar 

phrase (Tusk has blood on his hands) suggesting the ill will of the former prime 

minister is the cause of the crash, as well as a lack of modernisation in the air force: 

This [the Smolensk Catastrophe] is the result of your criminal political 

manoeuvrings—you failed to buy new aircraft. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 15 July 2010. 

What is particularly interesting as already elaborated upon in previous sections of this chapter 

is the way most of the sub-frames of the Accident master frame were introduced. Namely, the 

sub-frames usually have the two tones (pro and con); making it impossible to exhaustively 

explain the causes of the crash. The following argument of two journalists from 

Rzeczpospolita, Reszka and Majewski—who were responsible for a great number of articles 

devoted to the Smolensk catastrophe—offers an example: 

The potential results of the investigation remain unknown. However, if we 

are meant to believe that the aircraft and navigational instruments operated 

faultlessly, that there was no terrorist attack, that weapons were not used, 

the fuel was fine, and the airport traffic control tower had sent out warnings 

of poor weather conditions, then we can surmise that responsibility for the 

catastrophe can by placed squarely on the shoulders of the flight crew. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 15 May 2010 

The gathered evidence proved that there was no particular problem with the plane (sub-frame 

Evidence). Although the plane was old compared to a Boeing or Airbus plane, and had flown 

in the service of the Polish government since 1990, it was carefully serviced and in good 

condition. The airport was not equipped with the ILS system for landing in poor weather 



 

177 

 

conditions. I would like to underline that the sub-frame about the poor condition of the airport 

in Smolensk appeared very seldom, to the point of statistical insignificance. The only salient 

argument about the technical context of the crash was one of the Air Force sub-frame and 

pertained to a poorly managed military and blame the government for wrong decision-

making. 

Immediately following the crash, the President of Russia, Dmitry Medvedev, 

announced the creation of a joint investigative committee to look into the details behind the 

crash. Both countries also elected to establish separate investigations. I have already 

mentioned the complex context of the Polish–Russian relationship in the Chapter 2. The issue 

of investigations divided public opinion and precipitated the sub-frames Investigations and 

Reports as well as the sub-frame Russia, with both positive and negative tones. Political 

actors used moral and logical references—emotions pertaining to the history of Polish-

Russians relationship (moral references) and references to the procedures combined with 

regulations (logical references). The issue was salience throughout the whole period of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate, at the beginning of which Tusk said: 

Demands for Poland to take over the investigation into the Smolensk crash 

from Russia [MAK] are based in accusation [distrust toward the Russian 

authorities] and insinuation. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 8 May 2010 

Initial findings or rather assumptions of the joint investigations (certainly not an investigative 

report), reported in May 2010, found fault with the pilots for landing in extremely poor 

conditions. The final version of the MAK report was published in January 2011. By then the 

sub-frame Investigations and Reports begun to be salient and influential, just like the sub-

frame Russia, which is about the cooperation between Polish and Russian authorities. Those 

protesting against the Russian investigation found that the \MAK report is inaccurate because 

the plane wreckage was not provided for examination, and the Russians allegedly did not 

allow access to all the documents. These references to evidence were present in the sub-frame 

Evidence, especially when actors talked about insufficient evidence. 

The sub-frame Investigations and Reports was based on logic and pragmatism 

(protocols, interviews, the black boxes, recordings, examination of the place of the 
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catastrophe etc.), and pertains to the investigation’s findings – either they are impartial or 

deeply biased, as well as to the experts of the investigative committees – that they are not 

objective, independent experts. In January 2011, after the publication of the MAK report, 

Tusk admitted that the MAK report was incomplete: 

The prime minister indicated that the MAK report is incomplete. Although 

the government does not have any greater misgivings regarding the essence 

of the report, it lacks facts detailing actions of the Russian flight 

controllers, the state of the airport and Russian procedures. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 14 January 2011 

This and other similar statements on this matter could weaken the strength of the sub-frame, 

because it advocates for the mistakes and unreliability of the investigation. However, it might 

just as well have worked conversely. It is important to add that Polish public opinion in 

general tends to express negative attitudes toward Russians. Therefore, it can be claimed that 

the disagreement with the MAK report, as well as the change of the argument of the sub-

frame cooperation with Russia to a negative evaluation might have been caused by public 

attitudes toward Russia.  

The Polish committee [KBWLLP] yesterday received the initial version of 

the final MAK report investigating the circumstances of the Smolensk 

crash. “There will also appear a second, Polish report”, affirmed the 

Minister of Interior Affairs, Jerzy Miller. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 22 October 2010 

The prime minister stated that any tardiness, un-cooperation or lack of reaction to Poland’s 

postulates would: 

allow us [the Miller Committee, KBWLLP] to unequivocally ascertain that 

certain conclusions of the MAK report are unfounded, so as not to say 

false. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 18 December 2010. 
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The Russian President Dimitry Medvedev said that the reaction of Tusk on the MAK report 

was: 

“emotional and resulting from internal policy, Tusk was always a paragon 

of reservedness and clear thinking among Polish politicians. What 

happened to him?” asks Komsomolskaja Prawda. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 20 December 2010 

 

In the words of Professor Żylicz, an expert in the field of aviation law: 

The Miller Committee is the only legal instrument affording a distinct 

possibility of resolving the issue and obtaining new facts […]. In other 

words, the assassination hypothesis will gain even more followers. Last 

year, 8 per cent of Poles believed in an assassination; in spring of this year, 

18 per cent. I had recently heard that 45 per cent of people believe in the 

assassination hypothesis. The moment the majority begins to believe in 

this, and concludes that our government is concealing the truth, Tusk’s 

cabinet may also begin to believe it, and ultimately decide that this 

catastrophe will be impossible to explain […] reconvening the MAK would 

be a senseless act, as it is intrinsically devoid of neutrality. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 11 September 2012 

The last quote is from 2012, and came from an expert of the KBWLLP. The MAK report had 

already been published in 2011. I argue that due to the salience of the Conspiracy master 

frame and a change in the attitude toward Russia, caused by MAK perceived lack of 

responsibility, the results of investigations are considered to be incomplete and unfinished 

(the sub-frame Investigation and Reports). Moreover, the actor here refer to the Assassination 

sub-frame of the Conspiracy master frame, as well as to the Evidence sub-frame of the 

Accident master frame. The Evidence sub-frame says there is no proof for the assassination 

hypothesis. The actors did not claim otherwise. However, in the very act of bringing the issue 

to media attention so forcefully, they legitimised the sense that it was something requiring 

further public debate and discussion. 
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In the months following the publication of the MAK report, the sub-frame Russia with 

the argument of “positive relations and good cooperation” was replaced by the argument 

presenting the said cooperation in a negative light. Russia was no longer presented as a good 

partner, but rather one unwilling to acknowledge its mistakes or follow set rules during 

investigations. In other words—an unreliable partner. Still, the explanation for the crash did 

not change. The sub-frame continued to support the narrative of an accidental crash, while at 

the same time confirming that blame lay both with the Polish pilots and institutions but also 

the Russians.  

It might be claimed that the change in public opinion was facilitated by the 

Conspiracy frame, and the Accident frame had to adapt and change in reaction to the shift in 

public opinion. .The public opinion poll74 was taken in September 2010, and its results show 

that 56 per cent of Poles negatively judged the action of Russian authorities in the 

investigation, and 53 per cent thought that Russia did not want to run the investigation 

honestly. 62 per cent criticised the way Russian authorities were sharing documents 

pertaining to the plane crash. For a comparison, in the previous poll, in May 2010, 60 per 

cent of Poles claimed that they believe in the good will of Russian authorities, and 32 per cent 

thought otherwise.. 

The Conspiracy sub-frame of the Accident master frame is a narrative that the 

explanation of the crash given by PiS is a conspiracy theory that harms the Polish nation. The 

sub-frame was used as a counter-frame to what the other side of the framing contest, that is 

PiS, was saying. 

 

J. Kaczyński himself told of his initial reaction to the news of the 

catastrophe: “The government is responsible—I do not need an 

investigation to be carried out.” This hostility, coupled with the repeated 

mentioning of “moral responsibility” proves that PiS’s actions were devoid 

of any rationality. Neither J. Kaczyński nor his party are interested in the 

conclusions of any committee or investigation. 

                                              

74 CBOS. The survey was conducted on September 2, 2010 with a representative sample of 1,041 adults in 

Poland. 
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—Gazeta Wyborcza, 16 July 2010 

We shall have to correct the inaccuracies and outright lies spoken by 

members of PiS regarding the Smolensk Catastrophe, many hundreds of 

times. 

—“Tusk’s declaration”, Gazeta Wyborcza, 16 November 2010 

The Conspiracy Theory sub-frame was present in the public debate throughout all the 

analysed years, but it was not as prominent as the sub-frames Pilots, Investigation and 

Reports, Evidence, or Government. Its message was a response to allegations about the 

assassination or conspiracy hypothesis. The Conspiracy theory sub-frame was used by both 

actors—mostly by journalists, and by political actors of PO to a lesser degree. The sub-frame 

Conspiracy theory suggests that PiS, and especially J. Kaczyński and Macierewicz, spread 

conspiracy theories about the accident in Smolensk. These included an assassination, a 

Polish–Russian plot against President Kaczyński, intentional procedural chaos, alleged 

hidden pieces of evidence, a bomb on the plane etc. Further, the sub-frame emphasises how 

these conspiracy theories are dangerous for Polish citizens, as well as destroying the 

credibility of Poland internationally. 

The Memory sub-frame articles are concerned mainly with the crash victims, commemorative 

ceremonies, and the necessity of monuments proposed by various groups and individuals. 

One side of the Smolensk debate wanted to build statues commemorating President 

Kaczyński and other victims of the accident, and the other side saw that as unnecessary 

actions mythologising the Smolensk catastrophe, these are the arguments of the last sub-

frame of the Accident master frame, the sub-frame Memory. 

In conclusion, the Accident master frame is built from sub-frames pertaining to the pilots’ 

performance; partial or impartial investigations and their reports; enough evidence to 

disregard the assassination claims; negligence of the government in the aftermath of the crash 

(especially regarding the chosen procedures); a positive or negative attitude toward 

commemorations; poor conditions and risky and rule-breaking habits of the air force; worthy 

but later corrupt cooperation with the Russians; and the harmful influence of conspiracy 

theories. 
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The Accident master frame was the most prominent frame in the media. It consists of 

nine sub-frames, which were used in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate with either a positive 

or negative tone. The two most frequent sub-frames were those of Pilots, as well as, 

Investigation and Reports. The sub-frame Evidence was also salient, however mostly used 

with the positive tone of not having evidence for the assassination claims or that all the 

evidence points toward the accidental explanations of the crash. Contrarily, the sub-frame 

Government was mostly used with a negative tone expressing negligence of the government 

in dealing with the aftermath of the Smolensk crash. These four sub-frames were the most 

prominent sub-frames of the Accident master frame. 

However, this does not mean that the other five were less important. They were not as 

salient as the four mentioned above, but they were important for constructing the Accident 

master frame. The sub-frames were used strategically, as counter-frames and as a reaction to 

the events, which were key points of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. 

5.2. THE CONSPIRACY FRAME 

‘We want the truth about Smolensk. The truth is needed [if we are] to build 

a strong nation. 

—J. Kaczyński, Rzeczpospolita, 10 April 2015. 

The Conspiracy master frame is the narrative of the harmful plot, whose purpose was to 

eliminate everyone on board the plane, indicating the Russians as being possessed of strong 

anti-Polish attitudes collaborating with the Polish government from 2010. The “truth” is 

being masked by both the Russian and Polish governments, for which Tusk should be 

blamed. The plane crash was not an accident but an assassination (although this is not always 

indicated directly), with this theory being termed as the Smolensk Truth. The “truth” will 

liberate the nation; therefore, there is a need for further investigation. 

The Conspiracy Frame (25 per cent) is the second cluster the framing analysis shows. 

The Conspiracy Frame deals with the topics related mainly to Russia (35.2 per cent), the 

collaboration with Russians, seen as something treacherous, the topics of Smolensk Truth 

(27.6 per cent) and Assassination (20.4 per cent), meaning a bomb or other means used to 
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overthrow a plane. The least frequent topics in the Conspiracy frame are Investigation and 

Reports (7.2 per cent), and Poland (5.6 per cent). These represent all the most important sub-

frames of the Conspiracy master frame, namely the evidence for the assassination and biased 

investigations hypotheses. The Conspiracy master frame is based on denying official reports 

and evidence, while simultaneously presenting the theory of a plot against the president as a 

scientific hypothesis. It is also based on creating the term “Smolensk Truth” that is built on 

religious and nationalistic premises. 

Table 5.2. The most important sub-frames of the Conspiracy master frame with the most 

important arguments for each side 

The Sub-frames of the Conspiracy Master Frame Percentage 

Deceitful Russia 

 Pro (Russia hides relevant info) 

 Con (Disregard—the Russians made mistakes leading to the crash) 

 Pro (Russians have always wanted to harm the Polish nation) 

 Pro (Polish government is weak on Russia) 

35.2 

11.6 

8.4 

8.0 

7.2 

Smolensk Truth 

 Pro (Government hides the Smolensk truth) 

 Pro (Smolensk Truth will liberate the nation) 

27.6 

11.6 

10.2 

Assassination 

 Pro (evidence points to an assassination) 

 Con (wrongdoing not assassination) 

20.4 

14.0 

6.4 

Investigation and Reports 

 Pro (biased official investigation) 

 Con (negligence) 

7.2 

8.4 

7.2 

Poles 

 Pro (Poles: crash unsolved) 

 Pro (Social change of Polish public opinion) 

5.6 

3.6 

1.6 

Total 100% 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

The Deceitful Russia sub-frame 

Table 5.2 clearly shows that the sub-frame Deceitful Russia was the most frequent used sub-

frame of the Conspiracy master frame. This was shown in 35.2 per cent of the articles of both 
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newspapers. Whereas the Accident master frame used the Russia sub-frame in 5.7 per cent of 

articles. These sub-frames have different arguments. The Deceitful Russia sub-frame contains 

four arguments. It claims that: (1) the Russians hid relevant information and evidence in 

relation to the crash (11.6 per cent). The two other arguments suggest: (2) the Russians have 

always wanted to harm the Polish nation (8.0 per cent) and that; (3) the Polish government is 

weak on Russia (7.2), meaning that the Russian authorities lead the investigation and steer the 

Polish government as they wish. The Deceitful Russia sub-frame has one argument that is 

marked as a “con” argument—namely Disregard (8.4), the argument that: (4) the Russians 

made mistakes leading to the crash but these mistakes were made due to contempt for L. 

Kaczyński. In the understanding of this position, the Russians intentionality disregarded the 

visit of the president but did not necessarily wanted the crash to happen. The sub-frame 

Deceitful Russia blames for the crash the Russians implicitly suggesting that information they 

hide pertains to their mistakes or involvement in the crash. The actors deploying the Deceitful 

Russia sub-frame also blame the Polish government for being docile toward Russia. 

The Smolensk Truth sub-frame 

The Conspiracy master frame assumes that the truth is at odds with the Polish government’s 

official stance. The Conspiracy Frame introduced new phrases to the public discourse: “the 

whole truth” [cała prawda] and “the Smolensk truth” 75—both understood as in opposition to 

“the government’s truth.” This sub-frame is the second most frequent sub-frame in the 

published articles (27.6 per cent). The Smolensk Truth sub-frame is not only the name of the 

sub-frame but it is an important catchphrase for supporters of the Conspiracy frame. It 

represents the alternative truth to what the Polish government and the Polish investigative 

authorities claim to be true. The Smolensk Truth does not refer directly to conspiratorial 

hypotheses, but to the concealment of information regarding the explanation of the crash. It 

creates mystery and introduces doubt into the debate, refers to metaphors of nobility and 

betrayal. People who believe that the Smolensk Truth has been concealed feel betrayed, 

because they need to fight to uncover the “truth”. The actors of this sub-frame often stated 

                                              

75 The expression were used by the promoters of the Conspiracy Frames and uncovered through content analysis 

of Rzeczpospolita and Gazeta Wyborcza newspapers.  
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that “the truth will rise to the surface”, which strongly implies that it was hidden. They also 

tended to assert that “we are closer and closer to the truth, but the path to the truth is not 

easy”, because those who investigate the crash are the Russian authorities not to be trusted or 

Polish authorities being in favour of the Russians taking control over the investigation. 

People, who are “believers” of the Smolensk Truth are often referred to in the media as “the 

Smolensk People” or “Smolensk Sect”. 

The Smolensk Truth sub-frame includes three arguments: (1) the Polish government is 

hiding the “real truth” (Smolensk Truth) about the Smolensk Catastrophe (11.6 per cent), (2) 

the Smolensk Truth will liberate the nation (10.2 per cent), and (3) Tusk is collaborating with 

Putin (5.8 per cent). All the arguments have the same position—they support the Conspiracy 

master frame and are against the Polish government. The second argument, Smolensk Truth 

will liberate the nation, refers to what Pope John Paul II said on the Victory Square in 

communist Poland on 2 June 1979: “Let your Spirit descend, and renew the face of the earth, 

the face of this land”.76 The Pope was speaking about the role of political and moral truth in 

the liberation of the Polish people from the oppression of ideological communism—the 

antithesis of moral truth. The argument also invoked the old adage “the truth will set you 

free”. Actors who apply this argument were also saying that there is a moral and legal 

obligation to uncover the “real truth”. In the more pragmatic sense, it advocates for voting for 

those politicians who want to discover “the real truth”—namely, PiS. The blame for the crash 

is put on the Russians and the Polish government, especially Tusk, who (as portrayed on the 

cover picture of one of the weeklies) is collaborating with Putin. The Smolensk Truth, in the 

perspective of this sub-frame, is the only just and accurate portrayal of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe. 

The Assassination sub-frame 

The sub-frame Assassination (20.4 per cent) is about the being the result of an explosion. The 

sub-frame includes two arguments. The first presents the most radical side of the Conspiracy 

                                              

76 The source of the speech: http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/homilies/1979/documents/hf_jp-

ii_hom_19790602_polonia-varsavia.html. Accessed: 15.11.2018. 
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frame claiming that there is sufficient evidence to support the contention that the crash was in 

fact an assassination attempt (14.0 per cent), and the other, which is indirectly against the 

assassination claims says that there was no assassination (a bomb) but intentional wrongdoing 

to harm the Polish president (malice) (6.4 per cent). The second argument does not contradict 

the Conspiracy frame, because it still suggests malice, but it has a much milder tone than an 

assassination. As I mentioned frequently, the choice of the sub-frames is strategic. The milder 

argument was introduced to reach moderate voters. The narrative of an explosion might have 

not been acceptable to moderate voters, therefore PiS directed the first argument to the core 

voters of the party, and the milder version, of the wrongdoing, to those who might doubt in 

the accident but would not support the assassination claim. 

The Investigation and Reports sub-frame 

The sub-frame Investigation and Reports was not present in the articles as often as the 

previously mentioned sub-frames (7.2 per cent). The sub-frame Investigation and Reports 

occurred also in the Accident master frame, and it was the most frequent sub-frame together 

with the sub-frame Pilots. The Investigations and Reports sub-frame of the Conspiracy 

master frame implied the biased results of investigations and alluded to anti-Russian 

sentiments. Whereas, the same sub-frame in the Accident master frame pertained to a 

discontent with the Russian cooperation. The sub-frame Investigation and Reports of the 

master frame Conspiracy poses only one argument. Namely, that the Polish and Russian 

investigations are biased (7.2 per cent). The biased investigation has a strong anti-government 

and anti-Russian position. The sub-frame states that due to either political reason or possible 

mistakes the investigation is biased. The argument, biased investigations, supports the 

Conspiracy frame and states that all the investigations apart from those of the Macierewicz 

Committee are biased and unreliable. 

The Poles sub-frame 

The last sub-frame of the Conspiracy master frame is the sub-frame Poles (5.6 per cent). This 

pertains to the belief held by a section of public opinion that the causes of the crash remain 

unexplained. It consists of two arguments—Poles think that the Smolensk crash is unsolved 
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(3.6 per cent) and Poles became more critical of the government when its actions in the 

context of the Smolensk Catastrophe were exposed (argument-social change of Polish public 

opinion, 2 per cent). The arguments support the master frame because they introduce doubt in 

the public debate—a common feature of any conspiracy. 

The claim of the social change of the Polish public opinion in regards to the Smolensk 

Catastrophe’s revelations is very similar to that of the Accident master frame. The difference 

lies in the positions. The Poland sub-frame in the Accident master frame has a negative 

position toward the social change in Poland, as the change was caused by conspiracy theories. 

Whereas, the Poles sub-frame in the Conspiracy master frame express the same outcome, the 

social change, but it is seen as a positive effect. 

At this point, I would like to recall that a master frame is comprised of sub-frames, 

and their effect might not be to convince public opinion by with each separate sub-frame, but 

as a whole. Therefore, the sub-frames “Poland” (of the Accident master frame) and “Poles” 

(of the Conspiracy master frame)—which do not bear directly on whether the crash was in 

fact an accident or, alternatively, an assassination—might still function as a mechanism for 

sowing doubt in the public consciousness, whether the results of the official investigation are 

truly accurate and convincing or not. Moreover, the sub-frame Poles refers to nationalism, 

touching upon the credibility of the Polish state, as if it were dependent on the way the crash 

is explained—implying that the truth remains hidden. 

The Conspiracy Frame element—Blame 

The blame is assigned mainly to Russians (33.2 per cent), Tusk (18.8 per cent), and 

(separately) to the Polish government generally (18 per cent). Actors using the Conspiracy 

frame also blame (unnamed) assassins, without elaborating further (11 per cent). 

The Conspiracy Frame element—Treatment 

Treatment recommendations, given by actors, are to (1) “Reveal the Truth” (15.2 per cent), 

(2) “Investigate more” (21.2 per cent), and (3) dismiss all politicians involved in the 

conspiracy, i.e. Tusk (9.2 per cent). It is interesting that the most frequent treatment 
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recommendation in the articles with the Conspiracy master frame is exactly the same as the 

most frequent treatment recommendation of the Accident master frame—to investigate more. 

The difference lies in the intention: the Conspiracy Frame’s proposed treatment 

recommendation is to investigate all the possible hypotheses of the causes of the crash with 

the same amount of importance given to each of them. The treatment recommendation of the 

Accident frame on the other hand mainly is to further investigate the crash in Smolensk. 

The Conspiracy Frame element—References 

The vast majority of references are based on moral attributes (40 per cent), which means that 

the actors used mostly emotional, symbolical, and religious indications in the structure of 

their narrative. They also refer to history (6.8 per cent), Russians as a negative “Main Other” 

(9.6 per cent), and pragmatism (12.4 per cent). All of the catchwords are a part of the master 

frame Conspiracy and have a task of either creating an aura of mystery and influencing 

hesitant voters by underlining the Deceitful Russia and Investigation and Reports sub-frames, 

or cementing convinced voters’ opinion by talking about the Assassination sub-frame. 

THE CONSPIRACY MASTER FRAME IN THE SMOLENSK CATASTROPHE 

DEBATE 

Only a few articles were published with the Conspiracy frame in the first days following the 

Smolensk disaster. Those were not underlying the most radical sub-frames of the Conspiracy 

master frame but mostly blaming the Russians for they culpability, which intensified during 

the course of the investigation. 

Having refrained from waiting for more specific information regarding the 

causes and circumstances of the catastrophe, a move was made toward the 

next step in conciliation and unity with Putin. Not with the Russians, with 

Putin. Representatives of the people and civil rights leaders forgot who 

Putin truly is, and what Russia has become under his rule. Today, he is 

written about as if he has always had the issue of charity close to his heart 

and had never worked for the KGB. 
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—Rzeczpospolita, 08 May 2010 

With time, the sub-frame Deceitful Russia became a strong feature of the master frame 

Conspiracy. From the very beginning, its message was that the only role of the Russian 

investigation was to hide truths uncomfortable to Moscow. Moreover, the sub-frame alludes 

to history, anti-Russian sentiments, and stereotypes. It strongly advocates for a disbelief in 

whatever the Russian authorities say and do, and by extension supports the words of those 

people who think otherwise. 

Don’t speak as if you were employees of the Russian MAK, it’s time you 

began to look out for Poland’s interests. 

—Jarosław Zieliński (PiS) to the Polish government. Gazeta Wyborcza, 18 

January 2011 

The core sub-frames of the Conspiracy master frame were not frequently pronounced at first. 

After J. Kaczyński’s concession speech, after losing to PO’s candidate in the runoff on 4 July, 

the master frame began to surface in the media. This was also when the parliamentary 

committee tasked with investigating the crash—the so-called Macierewicz Committee—was 

established. Macierewicz was the first political actor calling the Smolensk crash was a 

“crime”. When he became the head of the parliamentary committee, he said: 

We are presented with a situation so horrendous, so dramatic, that any and 

every word and phrase that would bring attention to this most dire of 

situations is appropriate. […] The entirety of this drama will be assessed 

once the work of the committee is done. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 21 July 2010. 

J. Kaczyński called the death in the plane crash a “tragic martyrdom”,77 and described the 

victims as having been “betrayed at dawn”,78 claiming to know who was responsible for the 

crash, without the need for an investigation. 

                                              

77 As stated by J. Kaczyński’s in his 2010 concession speech. Source: the archives TVP 1 ”Wiadomości” 10 

May 2016 
78 Gazeta Wyborcza, 11 April 2014. 
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The words used by the promoters of the Conspiracy frame to describe those who died in the 

crash are: heroes, the falls, forgotten, and devoted to the cause. These words are typical for a 

mythology, and this is what the Conspiracy frame is built from on the linguistic and 

metaphorical level—especially the sub-frames Smolensk Truth and Deceitful Russia. The 

Conspiracy master frame draws heavily on religious models and the messianic complex re-

born from the romantic era of Mickiewicz.79 “Martyrdom”, “the Defeated” and other 

religious phrases and symbols, such as “the Christ among Nations”,80 were prominent in the 

Conspiracy master frame: 

“Are we the Christ among Nations, or a nation that continues to design and 

implement its own dramas?” 

—Rzeczpospolita, 19 April 2010. 

“The political strength of the Polish nation is closely tied to Catholicism.” 

—Antoni Macierewicz, in a speech in California, Gazeta Wyborcza, 4 

September 2010 

The presence of religious patterns in public behaviour gave the hierarchy a strong base of 

action with a uniquely political character to influence voters. Some Catholic priests (such as 

Father Rydzyk or Bishop Stefanek) involved themselves in spreading the Conspiracy master 

frame, especially the Smolensk Truth and Assassination sub-frames: 

“All our heroes must be respected and emulated. Then those who died on 

10 April, will have done so in service of our motherland!” 

—Father Rydzyk, Gazeta Wyborcza, 14 January 2011 

                                              

79 Adam Mickiewicz was a poet and activist and the author of  “Dziadzy” (1832), which he wrote in the 

aftermath of the unsuccessful Polish uprising against Russia in 1830. He also wrote “Pan Tadeusz” (1834) a 

poem known by every Pole that recalls Polish customs, religion and patriotism during the 123 years that Poland 

did not exist as a state. Mickiewicz conveyed the messianic doctrine—Poland as Christ among Nations—

Poland’s suffering would save Europe as a whole The author presented a vision of Poland's tormentor and 

redeemer, which was to be the dawn of the freedom of nations. 
80 The concept implies suffering in the name of the greater good, which connects the messianic suffering of the 

Crucifixion collectively to the Polish nation, which—like Christ—is destined to return in glory. This concept 

became widespread in Poland and various other European nations in large part from the efforts of the Reformed 

Churches in the 16th to 18th centuries.  
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“They are martyrs, who heeded the call of history, so as to ultimately fulfil 

it.” 

—Bishop Stanisław Stefanek, Gazeta Wyborcza, 16 April 2011 

Some Catholic priests in Poland are also notable public figures, as was established in the 

previous chapter. Their opinion is influential in the public debate. The priests’ stances were 

also divided in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. Some were promoters of the Conspiracy 

master frame, for instance Father Rydzyk and the groups gather around Radio Maryja; others 

supported the Accident master frame, including Cardinal Dziwisz: 

It pains me greatly that a dispute over the cross even exists; that these 

unseemly quarrels, fights and political manoeuvrings continue. 10 April 

[...] was an accident, which cannot be allowed to hinder us in our daily 

lives and regular work. We must get on with life. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 5 April 2011 

The religious symbols were predominantly present in the public debate in the period of the 

so-called “Fight for the Cross”.81 The cross, spontaneously placed in front of the presidential 

palace in order to commemorate the victims of the TU-154 crash with a small inscription: 

“This cross is a cry from all the Boy Scouts and Girl Guides to those in power and our 

society—a monument must be erected here".82 At first it was a symbol of unity and 

remembrance of the victims. After a few weeks it turned into a symbol of social division. 

After the presidential election in July 2010, President Komorowski, when asked about the 

cross in front of the presidential palace, answered: 

The presidential palace is the nation’s sanctuary. The Cross [...] was placed 

here in a time of mourning. That time has passed, and this matter must be 

attended to. The cross is a religious symbol; thus we shall act in tandem 

with religious authorities in moving it to a more appropriate place. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 15 July 2010 

                                              

81 The event is described in Chapter 2. 
82 Source: Gazeta Wyborcza, 6 April, 2013. 
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J. Kaczyński responded to the words of the president, by saying: 

If President Komorowski removes the cross, then it will become abundantly 

clear who he is and where he stands on various disputes regarding Polish 

history and Polish matters collectively. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 17 July 2010. 

The conflict over the cross reached the highest political levels and will be elaborated upon in 

the chapter regarding social mobilisation. At this moment, I would like to underline the 

importance of religious symbolism in the Conspiracy master frame. The frame is built on 

religious references and martyrdom.  

The Conspiracy master frame in the first months of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

was mainly about the intentional malice against L. Kaczyński, who in the narrative of the 

frame put himself in danger by his actions over Georgia, his speech on Westerplatte, and his 

whole foreign policy concerning Russia. J. Kaczyński often said that he has the “moral 

imperative” to explain the causes of the crash and “remove from political power”, those who 

stand in the way of revealing “the real truth”. 

These are circumstances which allow us to expound moral and political 

responsibility, while indicating those members of the ruling political party 

who, in a properly functioning democracy, would have to resign from their 

posts and cease to exist in the political sphere.” 

—J. Kaczyński, Rzeczpospolita, 12 September 2010 

Tusk and Putin were playing a “monstrous game” the objective being to 

eliminate L. Kaczyński from politics. The Smolensk Catastrophe could 

have been an assassination, and the head of the Polish government may 

well have acted in a way that could be deemed treasonous. All of this, in 

the space of a couple of weeks. 

—Anna Fotyga, former Minister of Foreign Affairs (PiS), Rzeczpospolita 

16 October 2010 
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The sub-frame Assassination was either said directly (usually by Antoni Macierewicz), or 

was expressed as a speculation, like in the quote above. The sub-frame Assassination was 

previously described as having two tones (pro and con), where the negative tone is the 

argument of wrongdoing not assassination. The above quote reflects well the duality of the 

Assassination sub-frame. Sometimes it is conveyed as an allegation based on experts’ output 

and evidence. At other times, the Assassination sub-frame is articulated in the more 

metaphorical sense. I would like to underline that the more metaphorical sense of the 

Assassination sub-frame plays an important role as being a catalyst of the assassination 

allegation, suggesting a political elimination that might have gone too far (wrongdoing not an 

assassination). 

The argument wrongdoing is exactly what J. Kaczyński tends to say in promoting the 

Assassination sub-frame without talking about the bomb, explosions or killing. Wrongdoing 

is more likely to happen, especially if combined with the Deceitful Russia sub-frame. In 

2011, J. Kaczyński claimed that: 

Russia’s responsibility is clear. Its government orchestrated a situation that 

may have led to the crash occurring. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 1 July 2011 

The following quote opens the “White book of the Smolensk tragedy”, the report of the 

Macierewicz Committee: “It is not in your power to forgive in the names of those who were 

betrayed at dawn”.83 The Investigation and Reports sub-frame advocated that the Polish and 

Russian investigations were biased, and that therefore a fresh investigation able to uncover 

the “real” truth is in order. The assassination hypothesis originated within the committee, but 

in 2010, there was not a single word about a bomb. 

In the summer of 2011, Macierewicz claimed that the plane was “overwhelmed by 

outside forces”: 

The government instantly accepted that the lion’s share of the blame lay 

with the pilots, whereas when having found themselves in the midst of a 

                                              

83 Gazeta Wyborcza, 1 July 2011. 
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deadly trap, they did their utmost to escape its clutches. The Polish 

authorities did nothing to defend the heroic flight crew’s honour. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 1 July 2011 

The Macierewicz Committee was the original source and main proponent of the 

Assassination sub-frame. In September, one of Macierewicz’s experts, Professor Sloderbach, 

claimed that the pieces of the wreckage suggested that it could not have hooked a tree84 but 

that it appeared to have been destroyed from the inside out: 

It looks as if there were thermobaric charges aboard the plane. Sloderbach 

accused the investigators of having neglected the question of the fog, which 

“had disappeared far too quickly”, given that morning’s beautiful weather 

in Smolensk. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 12 September 2011. 

Other members of PiS had less controversial opinions about the crash, although they were 

framing it as a conspiracy. 

PiS is not suggesting that the Russians killed the president [L. Kaczyński]. 

PiS is also not suggesting that it was an assassination. We are merely 

posing certain questions. 

—Witold Waszczykowski,85Gazeta Wyborcza, 8 May 2012 

It [a controlled explosion] is one of a number of hypotheses, a theory that I 

do not subscribe to. 

—A member of PiS, Gazeta Wyborcza, 4 March 2013 

It was not the most prominent moment of the Assassination sub-frame yet. That moment 

came on the 30 October 2012 with the publication of the article “TNT on the Smolensk 

                                              

84 Tu-154 hooked the tree, which became a controversial symbol in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The 

experts of the KBWLLP concluded that hitching on the tree was final cause of the crash. Macierewicz’s experts 

claimed that the tree had been already broken. The tree, birch, became a pun in public discourse in the following 

years, described as the armed birch, which even the plane’s wing could not cut. 
85 The Minister of Foreign Affairs in Poland in the year 2015–2018 
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wreck”86, The second analysed newspaper, Gazeta Wyborcza, also reported on the alleged 

presence TNT on board the Tu-154, announcing that there was more information, yet to be 

confirmed. Immediately after the main article was published, J. Kaczyński said: 

The murder of 96 people, including the president, is an unprecedented 

crime. Anyone who had even the slightest hand in this, be it through lies, 

manipulation or direction action, should be held accountable. We shall be 

working toward this outcome. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 30 October 2012. 

The media salience of the Assassination sub-frame was heightened at this time, even after 

Rzeczpospolita apologised for the false information regarding the presence of TNT. 

Journalists were fired but the Assassination sub-frame took this fake news and incorporated it 

into its narrative as evidence. The sub-frame claim is that there is sufficient evidence of an 

assassination, and the source of information is different to the government source—“we have 

our own sources”87 said J. Kaczyński. Until the end of the analysed period the Assassination 

sub-frame has been pursued only at some particular periods of time, and mostly by a radical 

wing within PiS. 

The Smolensk Truth sub-frame of the Conspiracy master frame is presented in the 

media as an opposition to what the Polish and Russian government authorities propose to be 

the truth. It does not give a concrete explanation of the crash like the Assassination sub-

frame, but it pertains to a mysterious “real truth”, which is definitely not an accident. The 

Smolensk Truth sub-frame is based on emotional references and bonds of religion. The leader 

of PiS said almost every month during the commemoration marches that “we (the believers of 

the “truth”) are closer to revealing the truth.” The truth is, in the understanding of this sub-

frame, something people need to fight for, since it is actively hidden by Tusk, who is 

involved in the plot against L. Kaczyński. 

It is truly astounding, an event unprecedented in the history of our country 

and nation, wherein its most important figures, including the prime 

                                              

86 Rzeczpospolita, 30 October 2012. 
87 Gazeta Wyborcza, 31 October 2012. 
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minister, the head of the Ministry of National Defence and the head of the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs, having held in their hands proof of the MAK 

report’s speciousness, decided to hide that proof, preventing the public 

from learning the truth. 

—Antoni Macierewicz, Gazeta Wyborcza, 18 January 2011 

The Smolensk Truth sub-frame also reacts to the Accident master frame, mostly in the 

subjects of the Russians’ influence in the Smolensk crash and its investigation, undermining 

evidence and blaming the Polish government: 

The pressure put upon the pilots by General Błasik may be added to the list 

of Smolensk lies and manipulation. A long list. Although many are 

impregnated [sic] against it, the truth will out. 

—Marek Pyza, journalist, Rzeczpospolita, 23 January 2012 

The sub-frame Smolensk Truth has been pursued constantly throughout the whole period of 

time as the “only truth” about the Smolensk catastrophe. J. Kaczyński, a month after his 

victory in the parliamentary elections of 2015 said: 

I believe that we shall uncover the truth [...] Poland must find the truth of 

Smolensk on her own and I believe that the conditions for this are finally 

right. 

—J. Kaczyński, Gazeta Wyborcza, November 2015. 

In conclusion, the Conspiracy Frame is based on denying official reports and evidence, while 

simultaneously presenting the theory of a plot against the president as a scientific hypothesis. 

Polish public opinion was immersed in a series of speculations from Macierewicz’s experts. 

They implied that fog at the airport was diffused by Russian soldiers; then they said there was 

an explosion in the air, after some time implying that a thermo baric weapon was used to 

carry out the assassination. In the Conspiracy master frame Tusk’s government has been 

accused of at least co-responsibility for the catastrophe, and certainly of showing no political 

will in trying to explain it fully. It is also based on creating the term “Smolensk Truth” that is 

built on religious and nationalistic premises. Actors pursuing the master frame suggest that 
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Poland is not an independent state, because the authorities do not want to uncover the truth of 

the “plot” in Smolensk, and they rely on the Russian influence. The following quote of J. 

Kaczyński is an example of the religious and nationalistic references within the Conspiracy 

master frame: 

Deliver freedom unto our motherland, Oh Lord. 

—J. Kaczyński, speaking at a monthly commemorative march, Gazeta 

Wyborcza, 22 March 2013 

The emphasis on finding the truth within the investigation has remained a theme of the 

Conspiracy master frame throughout all six years of the debate. 

5.3. THE POLITICAL INSTRUMENT FRAME 

The Political Instrument master frame is the narrative of using the plane crash for political 

goals by polarising society and playing with human emotions, employed by the two main 

political parties—PiS and PO. They pursue their political strategy to move public opinion, to 

garner greater support, and to triumph over the opponent’s narrative. 

The Political Instrument master frame (26 per cent) is a journalistic conflict frame that 

emphasises the conflict between the two main political parties in Poland as a means of 

capturing audience interest (Semetko and Valkenburg, 2000:95). This conflict evolves around 

different political viewpoints and tensions between the two sides in the context of the 

Smolensk crash: politicians are attacked by journalists whilst simultaneously blaming and 

criticising each other in the media. The topics of the Political Instrument frame are presented 

in Table 5.3, and are as follows: Political Strategy (45.0 per cent), Intra–Polish Divide (19.5 

per cent), Conspiracy theory (19.4 per cent), Religion (11.1 per cent), and Media (5 per cent). 

Articles with the Political Instrument frame present the political conflict between PiS and PO 

within the Smolensk context, where their words and actions are carefully planned and 

arranged. Therefore, the topics employed in the Political Instrument frame concern the 

criticism of using communication and manipulation strategies by the two parties (the Political 
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Strategy topic) and the Intra–Polish Divide topic. The topics combined with arguments from 

sub-frames, and the name of the topic becomes the name of the sub-frame. 

Table 5.3. The most important sub-frames of the Political Instrument master frame with the 

most important arguments for each side 

The Sub-Frames of the Political Instrument Master Frame Percentage 

Political Strategy 

 Pro (Strategy—PiS adapts its Smolensk Truth narrative to voters) 

 Pro (PO uses Smolensk Catastrophe to advance its goals) 

 Pro (PiS wants to morally and politically delegitimise PO) 

45.0 

25.6 

9.8 

9.6 

Intra–Polish Divide 

 Pro (Polarisation of PL society) 

 Pro (Intra–PL conflict aggravated) 

19.5 

14.1 

5.3 

Conspiracy Theory 

 Pro (Smol. Truth—a political PiS mythos) 

19.4 

19.4 

Religion 

 Pro (Cath.Church—political instrument) 

11.1 

10.7 

Media 

 Con (Media promotes conspiracy) 

 Pro (Media repeats government propaganda) 

5.0 

1.9 

3.1 

Total 100% 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

This cohort is versed in the use of one social mechanism—attacking its 

enemies and destroying their image. These are exceptionally vile attacks. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 26 March 2013 

I am surprised by PiS’s accentuating of the Smolensk Catastrophe’s 

anniversary. They are trying to cement the symbolism of a murdered 

president, buried in Wawel’s royal crypt. But this won’t garner them 

support from voters 

—Prof. Janusz Czapiński, social psychologist, Gazeta Wyborcza, 3 April 

2012 
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The Political Strategy sub-frame 

The sub-frame Political Strategy (45.0 per cent), presented in Table 5.3, is the most frequent 

sub-frame of the Political Instrument master frame. Indeed, it can be said that this is the main 

sub-frame of the master frame. The sub-frame Political Strategy pertains mostly to PiS’s 

strategic usage of their narrative to cultivate public support. The Political Strategy sub-frame 

consists of three arguments two of which are against PiS and criticise the party for its 

instrumental treatment of the Smolensk Catastrophe. Only one is against PO. 

The first argument was very salient in the articles with the Political Instrument master 

frame. It says that PiS changes its narrative of the Smolensk Catastrophe, particularly the 

Smolensk Truth narrative, according to whether it wants to aim at the core electorate 

(enhance their opinion) or moderate voters to mobilise them (25.6 per cent). The next 

argument, much less frequent in comparison to the first one, has a position against PO. It 

pertains to strategic use of the Smolensk crash for political goals by PO (PO uses Smolensk 

Catastrophe to advance its goals, 9.8 per cent). The last argument is the argument against PiS, 

almost as equal as the one against PiS. The argument says that PiS’s goal is to morally and 

politically delegitimise the PO (9.6 per cent). 

In the second chapter of the thesis, I discussed the Polish party system and party 

cleavages. The most important political parties in Poland since 2005 as mentioned have been 

PO and PiS. While PO has been the ruling party (although always in coalition), PiS has been 

the largest and strongest opposition, and vice versa. The argument of PO’s delegitimisation 

by PiS refers to the political conflict between these two parties, which PiS—in the 

understanding of the sub-frame—brought into the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The last 

argument concerns PO and it is about PO’s usage of the Smolensk Catastrophe to advance its 

political gain. 

The Intra–Polish Divide sub-frame 

The sub-frame Intra–Polish Divide (19.5 per cent) is linked to the political conflict between 

the two largest parties, PO and PiS. The concept of political conflict is strongly rooted in 

political science literature. What is interesting in the case of the Smolensk Catastrophe is the 
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conflict viewed through the prism of political communication. According to the media logic 

concept, which defines what is deemed worthy of being published, conflict is a determinant 

of media attractiveness. Moreover, Stromback and Esser (2009) underline that media 

prioritise stories containing conflicts, because this builds on the dramatic capacity of the 

story. The confrontational attitudes exhibited by PiS and PO toward each other are 

newsworthy for the media, and therefore are closely followed by journalists. 

The Polish Divide sub-frame consists of two arguments, which unequally divided. 

The first argument, with a vast majority, claims that the strategic use of the Smolensk disaster 

by political actors has altered society politically, particularly in polarising it, with this 

polarisation serving both PO and PiS’s political needs (14.1 per cent). The polarisation serves 

these two political parties, because they can differentiate more from each other (see more in 

the context chapter) The second argument claims that the intra–Polish conflict has been 

aggravated (5.3 per cent). Although the intra–Polish conflict refers to the polarisation of 

society, it references other issues, which is why it is treated as a separate argument.   

The intra–Polish conflict is a term used in a political context and relates to ideological 

differences between PO and PiS. This conflict is reflected in the society—two ideologically 

alien camps concentrated around two parties that cannot find a common language, though 

they belong to the same society. The intra–Polish conflict is a full-blown conflict based on 

the nation’s cultural identity axis, which does not serve to spur policy debate or foster 

political settlements but on the contrary exacerbated internal conflicts. The conflict is 

embedded in political and social cleavages: “patriots” vs. “Europeans”, “liberals” vs. 

“conservatives”, “metropolises” vs. “rural areas”. 

The term intra–Polish conflict [“wojna polsko–polska”] particularly rose in 

popularity, when J. Kaczyński declared an end of the conflict during the 2010 election 

campaign. For a short moment in time the importance lay in the intention to bring the intra–

Polish conflict to an end, and not in the “conflict” itself. After J. Kaczyński lost the election 

he swiftly changed the nature of his political discourse and called for taking the responsibility 

for the Smolensk Catastrophe. The emotions that dominant political parties emit are 

generated and intensified by methods that are more akin to psychological games, than to 

sound political debate. The intra–Polish conflict, in relation to the Smolensk Catastrophe, 
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pertains to the deep divisions in the society, increased by the fight for supremacy over the 

political narrative. 

The Smolensk Catastrophe can no longer remain a permanent pretext for 

the waging of political conflict in Poland,” said Tusk in his address to the 

Sejm, “The decision now rests with Mr. J. Kaczyński. Let us end this 

conflict!” 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 28 September 2012 

The Conspiracy Theory sub-frame 

The sub-frame Conspiracy Theory (19.4 per cent), presented in Table 5.4, is quite similar to 

the Conspiracy Theory sub-frame of the Accident master frame. As a part of the Accident 

narrative, it focused on the conspiracy theories’ impact on the Polish society (dangerous for 

voters). Whereas in the Political Instrument master frame, the sub-frame Conspiracy Theory 

is related to the content of the conspiracy theory of PiS in relation to the Smolensk crash. The 

sub-frame contains only one argument, which says that the PiS’s “Smolensk Truth” narrative 

is based on a mythologised version of events (19.4 per cent). The argument says that the PiS 

narrative of the “Smolensk Truth” is a “political mythology”, which is a complex story built 

as a legend or myth but expressed as truth about the causes of the Smolensk crash and used 

for political goals. These political goals are not directly mentioned in the articles; rather, they 

are related to gaining support for the party from voters. 

The Religion sub-frame 

The sub-frame Religion (11.1 per cent) has also only one argument claiming that the Catholic 

Church is being instrumentalised in the political battle between the political parties (10.7 per 

cent). The religious issues and actions in the Smolensk Catastrophe, for example the riots 

surrounding the cross at the presidential palace, have been politicised (were used by 

politicians in their manoeuvrings and machinations). The sub-frame Religion relates to these 

events as a political and cultural war, criticising PiS for utilising religion to further its agenda. 
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The Media sub-frame 

The last and least frequent sub-frame is the one of media (5.0 per cent). It is interesting that 

the sub-frame about media is a part of the Political Instrument master frame, whose main 

promoters are journalists, which confirms the theory regarding the journalistic agency that 

“affects the degree to which journalists intervene in the conflict-frame-building process” 

(Lecheler and de Vreese, 2019: 30). The sub-frame has two opposing arguments. However, 

the both positions are not against the Political Instrument master frame, but the position of the 

Polish media. The most frequent argument says that the media repeats government 

propaganda (3.1 per cent) when it comes to the Smolensk Catastrophe issue. The second one 

says that the media promotes conspiracy theories (1.9 per cent). One could expect that the 

frequency of these arguments would be the other way around, since the Political Instrument 

master frame is in the contra to the Conspiracy master frame. This very low number of 

articles with the argument of promoting the conspiracy theories by media might be explained 

by the type of main actors of the Political Instrument frame, namely journalists, who would 

not like to offend themselves by reporting that it is media to blame for spreading conspiracy 

theories but they also report on other media outlets, which for the most part deal with the 

Accident frame. The argument of the repetition of government propaganda refers to reporting 

the messages about the Smolensk crash from public official representing the official 

investigative bodies. 

The Accident frame element—Blame 

Articles with the Political Instrument master frame, which refers to the attribution of blame 

for the use of the crash for political gain, mainly implicate J. Kaczyński (39 per cent). On the 

second place are politicians in general (24.4 per cent), who are blame for creating and 

maintaining conflicts in the society for their political goals. Politicians are also blamed for 

politicising the Smolensk crash. On the third place of the blame attribution is the media (6.1 

per cent), followed by Tusk (4.6 per cent), his government (3.4 per cent), and PiS as a 

political party (3.8 percent). I would like to underline that leaders of the two main political 

parties, and at the same time political rivals, are separately blame for politicisation of the 

crash. 
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The Accident frame element—Treatment 

The treatment recommendation is to “behave according to common sense” (11.1 per cent), 

which means to not to get involved in political conflicts and manipulations; to dismiss 

politicians for their poor performance in public office (8.4 per cent), to fight against 

propaganda (5.3 per cent), where it is understood as conspiratorial hypothesis, and for 

separation of Church and state (5 per cent). However, I would like to underline that for most 

articles with the Political Instrument master frame, a treatment recommendation was not 

suggested (59.2 per cent). 

The Accident frame element—References 

As mentioned, operationalisation of the element frame reference was based on Habermas’ 

scheme of arguments (1993). The main references of the Political Instrument master frame 

were pragmatic references, which pertained mainly to political strategies, as well as, relying 

on experts’ opinions. The second category of references was composed of moral references. 

This occurrence might be seen as surprising, since the Political Instrument master frame was 

based on political strategy and polarisations. However, the master frames’ sub-frames were 

also about religion, conspiracy theories, “political mythology”, Smolensk Truth, and intra–

Polish conflict. These sub-frames especially alluded to emotional references. 

THE POLITICAL INSTRUMENT MASTER FRAME IN THE SMOLENSK 

CATASTROPHE DEBATE 

The very first article with the Political Instrument master frame appeared a day after the 

Smolensk Catastrophe and was issued by the Business Centre Club, a member of the 

European Economic and Social Committee. The BCC expressed words of caution: 

 “We would like to express hope, that the death we experienced today, will 

not be exploited for political games on account of the accelerated elections, 

or to sour Polish–Russian relations, which could harm the evolving bilateral 

economic relations." —Gazeta Wyborcza, 11 April 2010. 
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The Political Instrument master frame is embedded in Polish political culture and media 

logic. The subject of conflict also fuels emotions among journalists, who are more prone to 

report on stories riddled with strife and/or those containing sensationalistic elements. The 

Political Instrument master frame was prominent in the Polish media from the very 

beginning, in large part due to the presidential elections of 2010. The articles with the 

Political Instrument master frame often report a two-sided story, pitting the Conspiracy and 

Accident master frames against each other. 

 […] Grzegorz Schetyna has for example stated, “PiS is appropriating the 

tragedy.” Sławomir Nowak declared, “J. Kaczyński won’t change.” 

—Rzeczpospolita, 11 May 2010 

It was known from the beginning, that the report into the causes of the Tu-

154’s catastrophe in Smolensk would please no one. The question remains, 

whom it will harm, and who will make use of it to fuel the conflict between 

the government, and the so-called “Smolensk camp”. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 13 January 2011 

That which had proved impossible to achieve by PiS for many months—to 

bring into question the citzens’ faith in Tusk, to lessen his credibility in the 

public’s view—was accomplished by MAK’s single report. The old saying 

goes: “Lord protect me from friends, I can handle my enemies on my own.” 

Especially—Tusk could add today—from friends of Vladimir Putin’s ilk. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 22 January 2011 

The brief statements above offer an example of the Political Strategy sub-frame wherein 

political actors use the Smolensk crash for their political games. The Political Instrument 

master frame mostly criticises PiS for creating the “Smolensk Mythos” (the Conspiracy 

Theory sub-frame) and using it to manipulate voters (the Political Strategy sub-frame). Thus, 

PiS either hides or underlines its narrative (the Political Strategy sub-frame). For example, 

during the election campaign, the party touched upon various issues, seldom mentioning the 

Smolensk crash. Actually, the main proponent of the Conspiracy frame, Antoni Macierewicz, 

stopped mentioning this hypothesis during the campaign. PiS’s political strategy is described 
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in articles as being based on messianic reflection and symbols, myths, religion and playing on 

the emotions of Polish citizens (the Conspiracy Theory sub-frame). Moreover, PiS’s goal is 

to maintain the Smolensk Mythos as an unsolved mystery and delegitimise PO. 

However, in the initial weeks after the Tu-154 crash, J. Kaczyński made no mention 

of the conspiracy theories, which are nowadays so popular in the Smolensk Catastrophe 

context. He took a course whose aim was to reach the moderate Polish voter, situated at the 

centre of the political spectrum. Having lost the election, his rhetoric and behaviour changed 

substantially. 

Is this PiS’s new strategy? Or are the chairman’s emotions following the 

death of his brother subordinate to appeals for cooperation and putting an 

end to the intra–Polish conflict? […] In his first speech after losing the 

presidential election, J. Kaczyński declared that the issue of the catastrophe 

must be explained. During a meeting of the parliamentary club—as told to 

us by a PiS politician—he [J. Kaczyński] stated that the catastrophe 

question needs to be addressed swiftly and decisively. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 15 July 2010 

J. Kaczyński has clearly decided on the “Long March” strategy. He’s 

ascertained that he won’t win against PO in next year’s parliamentary 

elections. Even if by some miracle he managed to do so, PiS wouldn’t have 

anyone with whom they could form a coalition. That’s why he’s chosen to 

cement the party’s hard-line electorate. He isn’t skirting any issues that 

may be important to this group of voters. And they are mainly interested in 

an explanation of the Smolensk Catastrophe. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 10 September 2010 

Articles with the Political Instrument master frame were present throughout the entire 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The vast majority of articles with that frame conveyed the 

Political Strategy sub-frame, criticising mainly PiS for strategically spreading conspiracy 

theories, with the actors attacking each other: 
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I am still possessed of enough patience and understanding that I will refrain 

from turning the Smolensk Catastrophe into an instrument of political 

warfare. I leave J. Kaczyński to his morose passions, but I do not accept his 

beliefs and opinions. 

—Donald Tusk, Gazeta Wyborcza, 15 September 2010 

The intention of the debate surrounding the “Smolensk coffins” was to heat 

up the political atmosphere, but it only caused distaste. It showed J. 

Kaczyński’s party that the Smolensk card could no longer be played in the 

way that it had been up to this point. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 28 September 2012 

J. Kaczyński does not reply to the Political Instrument master frame as Tusk does. In the 

analysed articles whenever the leader of PiS is accused of using the Smolensk crash to gain 

voters’ support and delegitimise the PO–PSL government, he continuously pursues the 

Conspiracy frame, talking about the “Smolensk Truth.” By contrast, the leader of PO often 

talks in the media about Kaczyński’s political game, describing it as the source of all the 

conspiracy theories pertaining to the Smolensk Catastrophe. For example: 

The whole difference between J. Kaczyński and me is based on the fact that 

he wants to cause mayhem around this matter, and I don’t. He will do 

everything he can to carry on with this fight, and I shall do everything I can 

to put a stop to it. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 15 September 2010 

The most salient time of the Political Instrument master frame was during the period of the 

conflict over the wooden cross in front of the presidential palace. This was also the time the 

Religion sub-frame originated. The Political Instrument frame was as salient as the 

Conspiracy frame but started slightly later. The cross had become an object of political 

conflict (the Religion sub-frame), with some protesting in favour of it being left where it was, 

and others protesting to the contrary. In fact, both sides took a stance on religious symbols in 

the public space, as well as their personal religious identity. A sociologist for Rzeczpospolita 

said: 
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The patterns of public behaviour in Poland have been demonstrated as 

being strongly based on religious paradigms, which allowed the religious 

hierarchy to undertake decisive actions of an expressly political nature. 

Besides, this effect was only fully revealed itself later, during the election 

campaign; during which the influence of the priesthood, who fully 

supported the choice of the deceased president’s brother, was 

unquestionable. And that’s despite the fact that the opposing candidate, 

Bronisław Komorowski, has always been an exemplary Catholic! 

—Rzeczpospolita, 2 August 2010 

The journalists reported the events from the streets in front of the presidential palace with the 

Religion sub-frame, cultivating a riotous atmosphere. After the conflict ended, journalists 

turned to the Polish Division and Political Strategy sub-frames, as for example: 

Alas, people are growing tired of this conflict. Progressively fewer 

individuals find this dispute to be exciting. It seems that people have 

understood that the essence of this conflict is found elsewhere—namely, 

that it has nothing to do with the cross or those who died in Smolensk, the 

symbolism of that event. Or with faith. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 18 August 2010. 

In conclusion, the Political Instrument master frame is a conflict frame, but with a specific 

substantive content; that is the discussion regarding the communication strategies employed, 

and stances taken on the Smolensk crash by political actors. The frame is in opposition to the 

Conspiracy frame. The Conspiracy Frame is also clearly in opposition to the Accident frame, 

since it presents the crash as an accident, basing the argument on evidence and logic. The 

relationship between the Accident Frame and the Political Instrument Frame is more 

complex. It seems that the ultimate message of both frames is the same—the plane crash was, 

simply put, accidental. However, the Accident frame focuses on the causes of the crash, the 

circumstances, investigations, and actors involved, and in small part, responds to conspiracy 

theories. While, the Political Instrument Frames deals with the consequences of the accident 

in the political and social context, carrying the message of the instrumental treatment of the 

crash by politicians.  
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5.4. DETERMINANTS OF THE STRENGTH OF FRAMES 

The reader will recall that frame strength was operationalised as a function of the frame’s 

salience in the media, its resonance in public opinion, and provocation of defensive reactions 

by opponents. In other words, the strong frame is the one that resonates with public opinion, 

is repeated most frequently, and generates reactions from opponents. The credibility factor 

was taken into theoretical consideration but was omitted in the empirical analysis due to 

restrictions of the available data pertinent to the studied case. The strong frame in regards to 

public opinion is measured by successful framing that is influencing people’s attitudes. This 

is easy to control in experimental studies, but in a real event case study, the only possible 

option is public opinion data. Using this data, we can only ascertain whether an individual or 

group supports a certain frame. We cannot see if, despite their support for a frame, they 

remain partially unconvinced, which would call the frame’s validity into question. Moreover, 

due to restricted data on public opinion, I cannot discuss how people reacted to the Political 

Instrument frame. The data regards the Accident and Conspiracy frames. 

I discuss here the factors influencing the frames regarding provocative features of the 

frames. The factors, influencing the frames regarding provocative features of the frames are 

identified as an introduction of new arguments and topics, including the content of the frame. 

Table 5.4. The frame strength concept as it pertains to the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

Master Frames Strong frame features 

 

Most salient 

(%) 

Provokes defensive 

reactions 

 (%)  

Accident frame 49 42 

Conspiracy frame 25 50 

Political Instrument frame 26 8 

Total 100 100 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

The Conspiracy frame provoked the largest number of defensive reactions from the frames, 

and mainly from the Accident frame (50 per cent). However, the Accident frame was almost 
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equally robust in regards to the provocation of defensive reactions (42 per cent). Although, 

the Accident frame was the frame that introduced the most new arguments and topics to the 

Smolensk catastrophe debate (51.4 per cent), it had to defend its narrative more often against 

the Conspiracy frame’s new topics and arguments (28.6 per cent of new topics and 

arguments). The Conspiracy frame provoked defensive reactions mostly on the issues 

pertaining to the sub-frames Deceitful Russia, Assassination and Smolensk Truth, especially 

concerning arguments about the government hiding the truth and that revealing the Smolensk 

Truth will liberate the nation. The Accident frame provoked defensive reactions particularly 

regarding the sub-frames Evidence, Investigation and Reports, and Russia (cooperation with 

Russians). We can notice that these sub-frames are in contrast to each other: Deceitful Russia 

(RU hides relevant info) vs. Russia (Collaboration RU—good), Assassination (sufficient 

evidence for the assassination claim) vs. Evidence (no proof of assassination plot), Smolensk 

Truth (Government hides the Smolensk Truth) vs. Investigation and Reports (Macierewicz’s 

experts incompetent). The Accident and Conspiracy frames, react to each other’s topics and 

arguments. The content of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate is provided mainly by these two 

master frames. The Political Instrument frame exists in the opposition to the Conspiracy 

frame, but it is slightly different, as stated before, it deals with the outcome of the Smolensk 

crash while the two others address the causes of the crash. 

Table. 5.5. List of new arguments in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

Date Arguments Sub-frames Master frames Actors 

10/04 Accident—evidence says so Evidence Accident Experts-neutral (ne) 

10/04 Social change caused by-crash Poland Accident Experts-neutral 

12/04 Human error Pilots Accident Journalist (Rzeczposp.) 

14/04 RU—always wanted to harm PL Deceitful RU Conspiracy PiS (Gorski) 

14/04 Evidence-assassination Assassination Conspiracy Experts-neutral 

16/04 Commemorations—inappropriate Memory Accident Journalist (Rzeczposp.) 

19/04 Collaboration with RU-good Russia Accident PO (Komorowski) 

19/04 Risky and rule-breaking habits Air Force Accident Politicians-ne (Bielecki) 

24/04 RU hides relevant information Deceitful RU Conspiracy Experts-ne (sowietolog) 
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26/04 Negligence Government Accident Journalist (Rzeczposp.) 

26/04 Pilots did well Pilots Accident Journalist (Rzeczposp.) 

26/04 Polarisation of PL society Polish Divide Polit.Instrum. Experts-ne (sociologist) 

29/04 Assassination—no proof Evidence Accident PO (Tusk) 

30/04 Performed well Government Accident PO (Tusk) 

30/04 PO uses Smolensk—polit.goals Political Str. Polit.Instrum. Journalist (Rzeczposp.) 

07/05 Poor conditions—regiment Air Force Accident PiS (Polaczek) 

08/05 Partial official investigation Inv.& Reports Accident Interest gr. (10 April) 

11/05 Smolens Truth—political mythos Con. Theory Polit.Instrum. PO (Schetyna) 

11/05 Weakness on Russia Deceitful RU Conspiracy Journalist (Rzeczposp.) 

12/05 Cath.Church—polit. instrument Religion Polit.Instrum. Experts-neutral (Wajda) 

20/05 Pressures on pilots Pilots Accident MAK (Anodina) 

21/05 Tusk collaborates with Putin Smol. Truth Conspiracy Journalist (Rzeczposp.) 

21/05 PiS adapts narrative to voters Political Str. Polit.Instrum. Experts-neutral 

04/06 Evidence isn't sufficient Evidence Accident Journalist (Rzeczposp.) 

12/06 Commemorations—appropriate Memory Accident Journalist (Rzeczposp.) 

17/06 Government hides Smol.truth Smol. Truth Conspiracy PiS (J. Kaczyński) 

17/06 Macierewicz's exp—incompetent Inv.& Reports Accident Journalist (Wyborcza) 

13/07 PiS's goal—delegitimise PO Polit. Strategy Polit.Instrum. Journalist (Wyborcza) 

15/07 Wrongdoing not assassination Assassination Conspiracy PiS (Blaszczak) 

17/07 Smolensk Truth—liberate PL Smol. Truth Conspiracy PiS (J. Kaczyński) 

19/07 Intra–PL conflict aggravated Intra–PL Divide Polit.Instrum. SLD (Kwasniewski) 

21/07 Cons theory dangerous-PL Con. Theory  Accident Journalist (Rzeczposp.) 

08/10 Biased official investigation Inv.& Reports Conspiracy PiS (Polaczek) 

04/12 Poles: crash unsolved Poland  Conspiracy Interest groups (bishop) 

21/12 MAK is not credible Inv.& Reports Accident PO (Tusk) 

Source: Authors’ Compiled by the author. 
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DECEITFUL RUSSIA VS. RUSSIA 

Table 5.5 presents the date of the introduction of a new argument, the sub-frames and master 

frames to which the arguments belong, and an actor introducing the argument. The Accident 

and Conspiracy frames were competing intensely with each other in the case of a sub-frame 

pertaining to Russia. The Conspiracy Frame was the first frame introducing the subject about 

Russia, saying that the Russians have always wanted to harm the Polish nation. The argument 

was introduced by Artur Gorski, a PiS politician (Table 5.5). Shortly after the Accident frame 

introduced its sub-frame Russia, saying that the cooperation with Russians authorities is 

satisfactory. This argument was presented by a PO parliamentarian, and later President of 

Poland, Bronisław Komorowski. We can see that these two arguments were introduced by 

politicians of the two opposing parties. The Conspiracy Frame reacted to this sub-frame by 

adding a new argument of the sub-frame Deceitful Russia to the Smolensk Catastrophe 

debate, but this time provided by a neutral expert, a sovietologist. The actor claimed that the 

Russian authorities hid relevant information regarding the causes of the crash in Smolensk. 

If we compile the information, even if it has to do with various 

eventualities, and even if we take into account the Russians’ possible 

intentions, then we can say, although not with absolute certainty, that 

Russia is in some way responsible for this new Katyn. 

—Górski in “Nasz Dziennik”, Rzeczpospolita, 14 April 2010 

In these difficult times for our nation, we were not alone. Thus, we are 

grateful to Russia’s citizens who showed Poland and Poles their 

compassion. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 19 April 2010 

The amount of disinformation from the Russian side is clear to see: these 

tales of four landing attempts, of the pilots’ errors […]. It must be reiterated 

that the four landing attempts were spoken of by the head of the air force 

himself. [The Russians] Omit as much as is possible and agree to as little as 

possible. Whatever may have happened, [they] stick to one notion and 

never stray. That is the way of the Russian system, so that—if something 



 

212 

 

had happened—those responsible would never be found. Anyway, someone 

else is always guilty, be it Polish pilots, Chechnyan terrorists or the 

Georgians. 

—Sovietologist, Rzeczpospolita, 24 April 2010 

Klich also intimated that he in way felt as if the Russians were trying to 

hide something. As an accredited expert, he has access to all the 

documents. Eight to ten of our experts are working closely with the 

committee (MAK). 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 20 May 2010 

Wildstein, the right-wing journalist, was saying that the Russians had not changed their desire 

to “harm the Polish nation”, but had only shifted in appearance.  

Nothing has changed apart from the smiles and gestures, said Wildstein last 

Sunday in his program, about the chances of a Polish–Russian 

reconciliation. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 27 April 2010 

Tusk pursued the opposite opinion about the Russian authorities; his argument was about 

good cooperation between Russia and Poland. 

We will keep patiently explaining that the investigation is being carried out 

by a prosecution team independent of Polish jurisdiction. It will ascertain 

who is responsible and guilty. The Russians allowed that team access to 

any and all materials it might need from the very first hours after the crash. 

—Donald Tusk, Gazeta Wyborcza, 8 May 2010 

Again, the Conspiracy frame promoters reacted by defending J. Kaczyński and maintaining 

the sub-frame Deceitful Russia. 

Wildstein: it is the political opposition and their subservient media who 

have shown J. Kaczyński in a Russophobic light. Identifying the danger 
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that Putin’s neo-Imperial political orientation poses to Poland is a sign of 

political realism, not of hatred toward Russia. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 15 May 2010 

SMOLENSK TRUTH VS. INVESTIGATION AND REPORTS 

The other example of defensive reactions against the Conspiracy frame’ topics and 

arguments, pertains to the sub-frames Investigation and Reports, as well as the Smolensk 

Truth. The Conspiracy Frame’s promoters introduced a new argument within the sub-frame 

Smolensk Truth: “the government hides the Smolensk Truth”. Shortly after the introduction 

of this argument by J. Kaczyński, a journalist from Gazeta Wyborcza reacted to it by saying 

that Macierewicz’s experts are incompetent (a part of the sub-frame Investigation and 

Reports). Two of these arguments were very salient in the entire Smolensk Catastrophe 

debate. 

The basis for the statements of these [the Macierewicz Committee] 

scientists is purely theoretical. Not one of them had been at the crash site, 

analysed the plane wreckage, or had access to most of the documentation. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 9 April 2012 

On 10 November, seven months after the catastrophe, the head of PiS [J. 

Kaczyński] chanted with the crowd on Warsaw’s Krakowskie 

Przedmieście: “We demand the Smolensk Truth!” 

—Rzeczpospolita, 11 November 2010 

Although the Conspiracy frame is disregarded in the media, it is still treated at the same level 

as the official investigations results: 

Although I have deemed the findings of Macierewicz’s team to be 

nonsensical, they need to be treated as fact and taken through the 

verification process, to ultimately be discounted once and for all. 
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—Words of an aviation law expert, Gazeta Wyborcza 11 September 2012 

The Conspiracy frame blamed Tusk for hiding the truth about the Smolensk crash, covering 

up all the mistakes of the investigative process, and more besides: 

From this embrace, you will be unable to escape,” prophesised Anna 

Fotyga [PiS, former Minister of Foreign Affairs]. She asserted that Tusk 

and Putin were playing a “monstrous game”, whose aim was to eliminate 

the politician L. Kaczyński. The Smolensk Catastrophe may have been an 

assassination, and the head of the Polish government’s actions were close 

to treasonous; all this in the space of a couple of weeks. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 16 October 2010 

The discovery in September 2012 that the bodies of the deceased had been placed in incorrect 

coffins resulted in exhumations and subsequent burials by the actual families of the victims. 

That discovery raised questions regarding whether the results of the other examinations at the 

crash scene in 2010 can be treated as truthful. In reaction, Tusk apologised to the families and 

to the general public for mistakes: 

I am apologising, because I realise that mistakes may have been made in 

the course of the work carried out by over two thousand people involved in 

the investigation. I am unable today to establish, though this debate will 

surely bring us closer to finding out, when and where these mistakes may 

have taken place. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 27 September 2012 

The above quote is an example of a defensive reaction provoked by the Conspiracy master 

frame, which increased its salience. The actors of the Accident frame had been pursuing a 

narrative of a good cooperation with Russian authorities (sub-frame Russia) as a reaction to 

the sub-frame Deceitful Russia (Conspiracy master frame), which was introduced before the 

preliminary MAK report was even published. The Accident frame had been pursuing a 

narrative of independence of the MAK investigation, which is the argument of the 

Investigation and Reports sub-frame. After several months, exactly at the end of December, 

the new, oppositional argument in the sub-frame Russia (the Accident master frame) was 
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introduced: MAK is not credible. It has already been said that the Russian context is 

extremely crucial for understanding why the references to anti-Russian sentiments can be so 

strong. By the time that the preliminary MAK report was published, public opinion had 

already been exposed to the Conspiracy frame, and especially its Deceitful Russia sub-frame. 

Thus, it can be assumed that vast swathes of the public may have formed negative attitudes 

toward Russia, particularly taking into account the context of Polish–Russian relations 

historically. When presented with the preliminary results of the MAK investigation, which 

claimed that only the Polish side was to blame for the accident, the Polish government 

rejected these findings, and did not accept the report. The sub-frame Russia introduced a new 

argument of the troubled cooperation with Russia. KBWLLP published transcripts proving 

the Russian side made critical mistakes as well. The media concluded that it was: “A good 

answer to the Russian report”:88 

PO presents the opinion that the investigation into the Smolensk Catatrophe 

is heading in the right direction and we must peacefully await its findings. 

[…] The Smolensk Catastrophe case is to be deemed as having been 

concluded. The problem is that the government’s opinion that the Russian 

side is carrying out the investigation correctly, when coupled with newly 

emerged facts and the public opinion, is difficult to agree with. Reports 

that, for example, the Russians have destroyed the wreckage lessen the 

credibility of the government’s view of the investigation’s trajectory. These 

are the facts that the opposition is trying to highlight, as it is invested in 

giving exposure to the topic of the catastrophe. Kochan, (expert neutral), 

Rzeczpospolita, 22 November 2010. 

EVIDENCE VS. ASSASSINATION 

The first argument in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate was about evidence proving the 

accidental causes of the crash. It was introduced by neutral experts on the day of the crash, 

                                              

88 Gazeta Wyborcza, 29 July 2012. 
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and it belongs to the sub-frame Evidence. The argument, which reacted to the Evidence sub-

frame, was that of the Assassination sub-frame, it says that there is sufficient evidence for the 

assassination claim. There is an interesting observation that the argument of the incomplete 

evidence of the Evidence sub-frame has a tone of doubt, resulting in hesitance toward the 

investigation’s results. As underlined before, there is no disagreement with the accidental 

explanations, but with the attribution of blame. Conversely, evidence in the assassination 

claim is very vague—factually speaking, it does not exist—but this doubt of the argument of 

the Evidence sub-frame was the basis for questioning about other evidence that might show 

different results. The argument of the evidence for assassination claims was a reaction to the 

argument of the evidence for the accident claims. The Accident frame was a leading frame in 

this case. 

The other defensive reactions concerned such arguments as the pressure on pilots 

(sub-frame Pilots), against which the Conspiracy frame reacted by saying that Tusk 

collaborated with Putin (sub-frame Smolensk Truth). Initially the Conspiracy frame’s 

reaction might not seem adequate but I would like to underline the circumstance that, as 

discussed earlier, L. Kaczyński was the one blamed for pressuring the pilots to land: 

This is a dispute over Poland. For the first time in III RP,89 blood was 

spilled. No, not just in Lodz. Earlier, in Smoleńsk. there died the president, 

who was ceaselessly hounded, and whose politics angered a world power, 

on whose soil he perished. He angered them with his actions in Georgia, his 

speech in Westerplatte, his entire stance on eastern politics. 

— Zdzisław Krasnodębski, sociologist/journalist, Rzeczpospolita, 29 

October 2010 

The Accident Frames provoked defensive reactions almost as often as the Conspiracy frame. 

However, the Conspiracy frame also used the weaker arguments of the Accident frame, for 

example incomplete evidence and incorporated it to its own narrative introducing a new 

argument, like the government’s weakness on Russia. The Conspiracy Frame also provoked 

                                              

89 III RP [III Rzeczpospolita Polska] is the term used in the Constitution of the Republic of Poland (1997), 

defining the Polish State after the political changes that have occurred since 1989. 
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defensive reactions from the Political Instrument frame but rarely responded to arguments of 

that master frame. Whereas the Accident frame provoked reactions from the Political 

Instrument frame, and also defended its topics and arguments against the Political Instrument 

frame. 

The Political Instrument frame, which rarely provoked any defensive reaction (9.0 per 

cent), also responded to what the Conspiracy and Accident Frames promoters were saying: 

We do not know if the campaign will be won with a tone of Russian-Polish 

reconciliation, one also present in a speech that L. Kaczyński did not 

manage to make in Katyń, or with a tone of suspicion and enmity. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 26 April 2010 

Jarosław Kaczyński yesterday declared the publishing of a “white tome” 

about the Smolensk Catastrophe [...] He is not interested in an explanation, 

only in taking attention away from crucial questions relating to the 

catastrophe. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 17 July 2010 

J. Kaczyński’s radical change in course toward the “Smolensk direction”, 

and keeping to the theory of an explosion on the presidential plane is also 

the effect of pure political calculation. That’s why PiS commemorated the 

fourth anniversary of the Tu-154’s accident with so much pomp and 

circumstance. That is also why the subsequent version of Antoni 

Macierewicz’s report aims to convince us that the bomb was detonated in 

the president’s suite. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 24 April 2014 

The Political Instrument frame seems to provoke defensive reactions, especially during 

election campaigns. 

[J. Kaczyński] He has assessed that he won’t win against PO in the 

parliamentary elections in a year’s time. Even if he did, PiS would have no 

one with whom they could form a collation. That is why he has chosen to 
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strengthen the party’s hard-line electorate. He is not avoiding any topics 

that are important to this group of voters. They are most interested in 

explaining the Smolensk Catastrophe. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 10 September 2010. 

[In the electoral campaign] the cooperative, reasonable wing of PiS has 

spoken. During the presidential campaign, we saw J. Kaczyński wearing 

“sympathy-inducing glasses”90, in which he gave a speech to our Russian 

friends, which afforded him many followers. However, a particular 

viewpoint had grown stronger—one accusing the Russians of purposefully 

creating the fog that led to the catastrophe. 

—Rzeczpospolita, 2 August 2010. 

Not long ago, J. Kaczyński stated during an interview that he can 

simultaneously talk about the economy, and radically postulate on the 

Smolensk issue. These findings suggest otherwise. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 6 November 2012 

One of the most important arguments of the Political Instrument frame belongs to the 

Conspiracy Theory sub-frame and it says that the Smolensk Truth narrative is based on a 

mythos fabricated by PiS. This argument was introduced by a journalist from Rzeczpospolita 

on 11 May. The argument does not seem to be a particular strong defensive reaction, nor did 

PiS respond to it. However, it is an important argument because it explains the moral and 

religious content of the Smolensk Truth sub-frame, which as quoted below is based on moral 

and political references: 

Jarosław Kaczyński, on the day that the election results were revealed, 

when congratulating Bronisław Komorowski on his win, declared a quest to 

                                              

90 The metaphor is a reference to Kaczyński’s tone toward the Smolensk Catastrophe and especially to the 

Russians. In the first weeks after the crash, Kaczyński took a mild approach, and did not accuse the Russians or 

the government for the crash. This, however, changed after the presidential elections in 2010. 
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establish the moral, political and legal responsibility for the Smolensk 

Catastrophe. This is in the interest of the Polish state. 

— Zbigniew Ziobro [PiS, Minister of Justice 2015–2018] Rzeczpospolita, 

24 August 2010. 

The next argument was a reaction to what the Accident frame introduced, which were 

arguments presented by Tusk of the government’s good performance and lack of any 

evidence for the assassination claims. The argument of the Political Instrument frame was 

newly introduced by a journalist of Rzeczpospolita—namely, that PO uses the Smolensk 

Catastrophe to advance its goals. This argument was not greatly salient among other of the 

Political Instrument frame that focused on PiS’ strategy and narrative, but it was the first to 

be introduced. The next sub-frames and arguments of the Political Instrument frame pertained 

to the events of the “defence of cross”, which were discussed in the previous chapters. 

 The argument of PiS’s goal to delegitimise PO was introduced as another argument of 

the Political Strategy sub-frame and this time by a journalist from Gazeta Wyborcza. The 

argument of the Intra–Polish conflict being aggravated (Intra–Polish Divide sub-frame) was 

introduced by former president Aleksander Kwasniewski (SLD) in the end of July, and it 

seems to be a reaction to the framing actions of PO and PiS. 

The Conspiracy frame changes its arguments; it veers from the more radical, the 

assassination narrative, to the milder, more ambiguous “Smolensk Truth”, which supports the 

general view that Russia harbours ill will toward Poland and is in some way responsible for 

the crash. The political actors and journalists disregard the Conspiracy sub-frames, but still 

increase their salience in the media:  

Before this view emerged, a whole slew of theories appeared over the 

course of a dozen or so months; sometimes full of directly contradictory 

sensationalism and absurdity. That is the “real Smolensk lie.” Let us remind 

ourselves of what is most important in all this. 

—Journalist, Gazeta Wyborcza, 9 April 2012 

This kind of expression might strengthen the Conspiracy frame, legitimising its arguments 

regardless of their accuracy. The Conspiracy frame also refers to the arguments of the 
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Accident frame, they usually pertain to new evidence backing up the main claim or providing 

proof of procedural mistakes. In this way, the Conspiracy frame seems to have originated in 

real events and real stories, for example as a reaction of the Conspiracy frame to the fake 

news about TNT on board and adapting it as fact to the narrative: 

The giving of credibility to the word “assassination” by J. Kaczyński took 

place in autumn, when an article about TNT aboard the Tu-154 appeared in 

Rzeczpospolita. Now nobody will speak euphemistically about those who 

were “betrayed at dawn”. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 11 April 2013 

The introduction of new topics and arguments is a factor that makes a frame strong in regards 

to provocative defensive reactions. A frame in communication could change the content of 

individual beliefs by introducing new considerations and attacking those of the opposition. 

The Conspiracy Frame followed by the Accident frame drove the discussion about the 

Smolensk Catastrophe in Poland. The Accident frame provided the greatest number of new 

topics, thereby stimulating the debate. The Conspiracy Frame introduced such arguments to 

the debate, to which other frames had to react. The Conspiracy Frame maintained the 

Smolensk mythos and formed something else—a new determinant of party identification 

(that will be elaborated further on in the thesis). The situation changed in autumn of 2015, 

when PiS became the new ruling party in Poland. No longer in the opposition PiS could now 

begin to make decisions and carry out the promises they had given their voters regarding the 

Smolensk issue, such as bringing the plane wreckage to Poland and “uncovering the truth”. 

PiS had not lived up to their promises by the end of 2018, (2015 in the collected data).  

As discussed in the Chapter 1 “Theoretical Framework”, the content of frames is 

important for the construction of a strong frame. Content does not consist solely of a topic 

and an argument but also of references, blame attribution and treatment recommendations. 

The Conspiracy Frame talks about pilots in a positive manner, evaluating their actions as 

sound and devoid of any basis for blame, having done everything in their power to save 

everyone aboard the plane, as well as being unable to defend themselves from any 

accusations levelled at them posthumously. These kinds of statements provoked emotional 

reactions toward the victims of the crash, their families, and by association, those who defend 
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them. The media and other actors tend to talk about beliefs when it comes to forming an 

opinion about the Smolensk Catastrophe. Whether one believes in the official result, or 

whether one believes in the hypotheses proposed by PiS is a personal matter. 

But I do not believe in the possibility of an assassination. Why? The 

question of faith is personal matter, one that is difficult to explain. 

— Bolesław Piecha (PiS), from an interview with Rzeczpospolita, Gazeta 

Wyborcza, 15 April 2013 

Another example of the importance of phrasing are words such as “evidence” and “experts.” 

Both sides of the political conflict had their own “experts,” “evidence” and “investigative 

committees.” An example would be: “Macierewicz has proof—the birch tree did not harm the 

Tu-154”.91 This observation is a result of the content analysis of the newspaper articles. There 

were many articles with the Accident frame or the Political Instrument frame calling the 

experts promoting the Conspiracy frame “pseudo-experts”. They were experts in the filed of 

physics, engineering, plane accidents or mechanics. They were called “pseudo-experts”, 

because they belonged to the Macierewicz Committee and they were spreading conspiracy 

theories. 

The institutional factor was not important to the strength of frames in the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate. Although, PiS won the 2015 election against PO with a parliamentary 

majority, the victory was not rooted in the Smolensk Catastrophe narratives. The subject 

during the electoral campaign pertained mostly to economic and social justice issues. The 

main promoters of the Assassination sub-frame of the Conspiracy frame were not present in 

the media during the campaign. 

                                              

91 Gazeta Wyborcza, 12 September 2011 
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CHAPTER 6 

MOBILISATION AND PUBLIC OPINION 

INTRODUCTION 

In the Chapter 5 we focused on the three master frames in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. 

We analysed the entire debate, focusing on the content of the frames and the way they guided 

the debate. Chapter 5 showed also how various actors argued over the issues of the Smolensk 

crash and what arguments they used. The mechanisms of the strength of frames in regards to 

the Smolensk Catastrophe were analysed and discussed at the end of the previous chapter. We 

now turn in Chapter 6 to cover the role of mobilisation in the context of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe and its influence on public opinion. In this chapter, I will study how the frames of 

the Smolensk Catastrophe debate resonated with public opinion, and which of them was the 

strongest. At the end of the chapter, I will describe the supporters of the frames. 

I would like to strongly underline that the gathered public opinion data is not 

individual level data but aggregated public opinion data. I am aware of the fact that my data is 

limited and I only can claim a correlation relationship. I will show the existence of 

correlations and associations bearing in mind that they are arbitrary, and accounting for the 

limitations of the acquired data. 

 As mentioned at the beginning of this thesis, political elites, interest groups, and the 

media have adopted frames in the Smolensk Catastrophe case to influence the attitude of the 

general public on the question of the crash and its implications—a crucial event in modern 

Polish history. Frames lead perceptions and representations of reality and point out to the 

public which part of that reality is important and what to think about the issue in question. 

Political issues and policy proposals are the result of complex problems, which are often 

distant from the experiences and understandings of citizens (Lippmann, 1992; Edelman, 

1964). Citizens’ evaluation of and opinion on such issues rely heavily on the issue frames of 

political elites, interest groups, and the media. Considerable evidence supports the idea that 

opinions are strongly shaped by the way issues are framed (e.g. Chong, 1996; de Vreese, 
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2003; Zaller and Feldman, 1992). As Chong and Druckman (2007c: 116) contend: “Strong 

frames are those that emerge from public discussion as the best rationales for contending 

positions on the issue”. In Chapter 1, ”Theoretical Framework”, I argued that the strong frame 

is the one that resonates with public opinion, is most salient, and provokes reactions from 

opponents. This chapter will present data on the resonance of the frames among the general 

public. Specifically, it premises a support for the various frames. This analysis will allow me 

to see whether the assumption that public support for frames reflects the underlying political 

polarisation. 

Moreover, the chapter focuses much-needed attention on the role of social 

mobilisation—which in this thesis is mostly in the form of protests and marches—in the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate. Protests are a means to draw the attention of the public to 

grievances and for the actors involved to galvanise public support for their concerns. 

Wolfsfeld (1997: 47) underlines the importance of professional and political culture of 

journalists, by stating that the key factors for challengers is to find political resonance in the 

media. Those challengers who are able to attract the interest of the most important media 

outlets by curating public events that resonate with them are in the best position to dominate 

rivals. Wolfsfeld (1997) emphasises that challengers seeking to tailor their message so it 

resonates with the public should form political movements. They should do so, because media 

especially convey political movements in their coverage and therefore reflect changes in 

political context. In other words, the successful communication of challengers’ political 

message should take a form of political movement, because in such form it has the biggest 

chances to reach the public. I assume after Wolfsfeld (1997) that demonstrations are also a 

means to disseminate or promote frames. Moreover, they allow an individual to identify with 

a group that shares the same opinions and beliefs. Kriesi (2016: 71) claims that in the absence 

of available options in established institutional arenas, discontented citizens will choose 

protest and try to force political concessions from political elites by appealing to the general 

public. Thus, bringing in public opinion data and mobilisation data regarding the Smolensk 

Catastrophe is fundamental. 

The chapter begins by identifying the protest actions occurring during the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate. I will discuss their subjects, the actors and the groups that support them, 

as well as mobilisers of the protests. Subsequently, I will explain the relationship between 
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various protests. Next, I will discuss public opinion data with regard to the Smolensk 

Catastrophe. I will particularly study how the master frames can resonate with public opinion 

and I will scrutinise who are the people who might support the frames. Finally, I will turn my 

focus on mobilisation’s influence on the strength of a frame and the question of which frame 

was, in fact, the strongest—the one that probably was most convincing for the general public. 

6.1. MOBILISATION  

Achen and Bartels (2016) emphasise that voting behaviour is not predominately determined 

by ideology, but by social identity, the saliency of which increases when certain political 

events intensify the attachment of an individual to a group. The Smolensk Catastrophe has 

become the key issue for partisan mobilisation during the period covered (2010–2015). 

Political parties have utilised social movements activities in order to capitalise their political 

support. Especially, the “believers” of the Conspiracy frame were bond by protest 

movements. 

The literature on social movements shows that political mobilisation depends on the 

interaction between such factors as grievances, opportunities and organisation. Grievances, 

understood as an external shock caused by particular crises like the death of ninety-five 

people on board: all very senior members of the Polish establishment travelling to Katyń. 

Crises facilitate protest mobilisation. People, having a need to express their grievances, must 

find an opportunity to join public demonstrations (Hirschman, 1970). Organisational needs 

are necessary for the protest to occur; whatever its action form is, an organisational 

infrastructure is required. In the Smolensk Catastrophe case, the key political organisations 

are political parties and interest groups. The aim of the political parties was to either change 

or maintain its constituency’s consciousness about the catastrophe. 

Esser (2008) claims that events are produced following “media logic”. According to 

this argument, politicians practice the “self-mediatisation of politics” and produce “pseudo-

events” (Boorstin, 1961). In other words, they cater to the demands of mass media aimed at 

vast audiences and spectators, practising symbolic politics (Edelman, 1987) in order to 

influence others and garner public support. The success of mobilisation also depends on the 

assistance of the media. Political issues are judged by their newsworthiness, which tends to 
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reflect factors such as negativity, intensity, cultural proximity, and the size of the gathering. 

The more spectacular the protest, the greater is the media’s attraction toward it (Wolfsfeld, 

2011). 

On the tenth day of every month from 5 May 2010 until 10 April 2018 (until 

December 2015 for the period studied in this analysis), a memorial march in tribute to the 

victims of the Smolensk Catastrophe was organised. These marches—known in the media as 

“Smolensk Marches” [Marsze Smoleńskie]—provide a perfect example of the strategy of 

producing “pseudo-events”. These marches were always structured in the same way: 

participants would first take part in a Catholic service in the Archcathedral of St. John the 

Baptist, and then march to the presidential palace along one of Warsaw’s most popular 

thoroughfares—Krakowskie Przedmieście. The demonstrations centred on these marches, 

which included speeches by political actors, the Polish national anthem or a religious song 

being sung, accompanied by Polish flags, pictures of the deceased president, L. Kaczyński, 

religious symbols and other emblems. By the end of 2015, some sixty-eight Smolensk 

Marches had taken place (not all of them were coded). The public was mobilised to 

participate either by the Law and Justice Party (PiS) or interest groups, especially right-wing 

media outlets, supporting it—chiefly but not exclusively (Gazeta Polska and Radio Maryja). 

The demonstrations presented in Figure 6.1 are divided into two categories—pro-PiS 

demonstrations and anti-PiS ones. The pro-PiS demonstrations consist of those supporting the 

pursuit of the so-called “Smolensk Truth”, and thus indirectly PiS also, as well as to defend 

the presence of the wooden cross in front of the presidential palace. Anti-Russian 

demonstrations also come under this category (6 protests). The anti-PiS demonstrations 

consist of demonstrations against the PiS, their monthly Smolensk Marches, as well as the 

demonstrations against religious symbols in public spaces.   
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Figure 6.1. Volume of public demonstrations during the Smolensk Catastrophe debate (April 

2010–December 2015) 

 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

As the Figure 6.1 shows, the overwhelming majority of all the demonstrations are in favour of 

PiS and its pursuit of the “Smolensk Truth”. The first marches had a morose, mournful tone 

and did not assume any particular partisan hue. This changed with time and with the 

development of the Conspiracy frame. The marches drew between one thousand to a few 

thousand people, with decreasing attendances over time. Demonstrations against the Russian 

authorities also took place. Participants in those had the same message: disclose “the truth of 

the Smolensk Catastrophe”. The monthly Smolensk Marches (5 May 2010–10 April 2018) 

had become a method of mobilising supporters to PiS’s cause. J. Kaczyński spoke to the 

crowd at every march, with much of the rhetoric being focused on elections, as in the 

following case: 

We march toward victory, but let us remember, that most of the road is still 

ahead, that what brings us joy today, now, is not yet a victory […]. We have 

many difficult months ahead, during which we shall have to remember 

about unity of thought and action. […] If we want a monument erected to 
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those who died; if we want President Kaczyński—who truly came from a 

free, unshackled Poland92—to be justly venerated, then we must win [the 

elections]. We must change Poland and rebuild it. We must give the Polish 

nation a real chance. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 11 August 2013 

J. Kaczyński called for a change of government. His speeches—always on a stage at the front 

of a large crowd—were often interrupted by applause, with attendees chanting “Jarosław! 

Jarosław!” at the demonstrations. The only other name called out at rallies was that of 

Macierewicz, the main promoter of the Assassination sub-frame. The leader of PiS often 

referred to the attendees at the monthly marches as “the elite of the nation”. At some of the 

demonstrations, there were also references to Tusk. 

The monthly Smolensk Marches took certain ritual elements from the Catholic faith 

and there was always a mass conducted by Catholic priests, which afforded the gatherings a 

processional tone. J. Kaczyński also quoted the Bible in his speeches, for instance from the 

Gospel of St. John—“only the truth will give us freedom”. Demonization of the opposition 

was also cultivated fervently. Every religion has myths and heroes—“the Smolensk religion”, 

as the congregation of marchers were referred to in the media—also had its martyred 

protagonist, the tragically deceased president whose body had been interred in the royal tombs 

of Wawel Castle. “A hero,” as Campbell (1994: 153) describes, “is one who gave his physical 

life […] conscious of the embodiment of his actions”. President L. Kaczyński was being 

portrayed exactly as a hero. Soon after the catastrophe, a nun took a fragment of the Tu-154 

from Smolensk, which was then placed in the Jasna Góra Monastery93 in Częstochowa, 

Poland—a leading shrine to the Virgin Mary and site for Polish and other Catholic pilgrims.94 

                                              

92 By this phrase, J. Kaczyński referred to L.Kaczyński’s involvment with Poland’s Solidarność movement in the 

process of Poland’s democratisation through the late communist period. In 2010, J. Kaczyński stated that his 

brother—and not Lech Wałęsa—should be the symbol of Solidarność, because (according to Kaczyński) Wałęsa 

had been an agent of the communist regime’s security service, the SB. It is true that the SB did attempt to recruit 

Wałęsa several times and maintained a file on him between 1970 and 1976. 
93 The Jasna Góra Monastery is a destination of Catholic pilgrims, journeys of spiritual significance. Every year 

thousand of Poles go in pilgrim groups to visit the Polish shrine to the Virgin Mary. Among the monastery’s 

other treasures and artefacts of interest is the medal from the 1983 Nobel Peace Prize received by Lech Wałęsa. 
94 https://www.tvn24.pl/wiadomosci-z-kraju,3/zdobyty-za-cene-wielkiej-odwagi,132491.html. Accessed: 

10.09.2018. 

https://www.tvn24.pl/wiadomosci-z-kraju,3/zdobyty-za-cene-wielkiej-odwagi,132491.html
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This is an example of the sacralisation of the catastrophe. A myth is not only a tale of the past, 

but also of the present and the future, therefore the frame needs to give a recommendation: 

“the present evil forces will be vanquished”. This quote relates to the Conspiracy frame, 

indicating that the road to discovering the “Smolensk Truth” leads through a battle with those 

who would keep it hidden. The actors deploying the Conspiracy frame use highly 

metaphorical language when appealing for votes. The Smolensk Truth sub-frame with a 

strong implication toward the Smolensk mythos was pursued at the pro-PiS demonstrations 

every month. 

The mobilisation of voters had certain political implications. It strengthened PiS’s 

electorate, forming it into a cohesive group of supporters, ready to come on to the streets and 

rally in support of the party. I mentioned, in the discussion on frame strength in the chapter 

devoted to the three master frames, that episodic frames generate more emotions and are 

stronger and thus move public opinion toward a certain narrative. This holds true only for 

those people who respond emotionally to frames. Those, who took part in the demonstrations 

were certainly emotionally affected by the frames. Therefore, it is reasonable to state that 

further mobilisation could only strengthen the PiS electorate but not necessarily moderate 

voters, for whom radical demonstrations are not appealing. 

The other category is that of counter-demonstrations. These were far less frequent, and 

they were manifested as a “mirror reflection” of the PiS rallies. They also gathered numbers 

ranging from approximately one to four thousand people. Some came close to five thousand 

participants. They called for an end to the Smolensk Marches and protested PiS’s activities 

during the investigations into the Smolensk Catastrophe. 

 The most well attended protest was the “Cross Demonstration”, which in fact 

consisted in several weeks of protests. The cross was placed in front of the presidential palace 

on 15 April 2010, after the five-day period of national mourning. It became a subject of 

interest for the public, political actors, and the media in July, when the newly elected 

president, Bronisław Komorowski, announced the cross would be moved to another site. His 

reasoning was that no religious symbol could remain in front of the presidential palace, which 

is a representation of the secular Polish state. This stance provoked a discussion about the 

most appropriate place for the cross, which morphed into a broader social conflict in the 

media, regarding religious symbols in public space. In the end of July, the so-called 
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“Defenders of the Cross” began to gather around the cross. Interest groups in favour of the 

cross remaining in front of the presidential palace, as well as those against, joined the 

demonstrations. 

By this point, the conflict had moved beyond the question of a single wooden cross to 

a broader contest over the place of religion in the Polish public square and in the society more 

generally. Several thousand people were present at the demonstrations in Warsaw in the first 

days of August. Police needed to act swiftly in order to separate “the Defenders of the Cross” 

(people who wanted to leave the cross in the front of the presidential palace) and “the 

defenders of the secular state” (people who wanted to remove the cross). When the physical 

gatherings of proponents and opponents around the cross descendended into a melee in 

August 2010, liberal voices in Poland were awakened—or at least emboldened to enter the 

debate in a more forceful way. The Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) publicly appealed to the 

president, government and parliament to comply with the constitution on the separation of 

Church and state. It is important to note the ambiguous nature of constitutional provisions on 

the separation of church and state in Poland, which is commonly expressed as the “friendly 

separation of church and state”. The Polish Constitution does not introduce the principle of 

the "secularity" of the state, but confirms its impartiality in ideological and religious 

matters.95 This ambiguous nature of the church-state relations leads to controversies as to 

whether the principle of separation of church and state is established in Poland, and if so, 

whether it is implemented to a sufficient degree and whether Poland is a denominational state. 

This ambiguity also leads to other problems, such as the aspirations of some politicians to 

sacralise political power as a means of increasing their influence among the more religious 

sections of society, especially in the face of political polarization of the electorate. Religion in 

contemporary Poland has become a tool for the mobilization of the electorate, and the Church, 

relying on financing from the state, influences the exercise of public authority. 

Interestingly, the Church was as polarised on the matter of SLD’s appeal, as Polish 

society generally when it comes to interpreting Church-state relations. Cardinal, Archbishop 

of Warsaw Kazimierz Nycz, said that “the cross should not to be hostage in a dispute about 

                                              

95 Art. 25 para. 2 of the Constitution of the Republic of Poland reads: "Public authorities in the Republic of 

Poland remain impartial in matters of religious, philosophical and philosophical beliefs, ensuring freedom of 

expression in public life". 
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the forms of commemoration of the victims of the Smolensk Catastrophe.” In September, the 

cross was removed from the presidential palace without any violent incidents taking place. 

 These demonstrations, called in the media—the Smolensk Cross Clash—polarised 

public opinion and politicised the issue of religious symbols in public space. Pro-PiS monthly 

demonstrations often referred to the clash in August. Figure 6.2 shows the actors who 

mobilised the public to take part in the demonstrations and offered support to the various 

issues at hand. A total of five actor-groupings make up the set of the protests mobilisers: 1) 

PiS, the right-wing media (Gazeta Polska), the Polish Catholic Church, political parties in 

opposition to PiS (SLD, PO), and a set of interest groups (Solidarni 2010 Association, the 10 

April Movement). 

Figure 6.2 Actor-groups mobilising protest action during the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

(2010–2015) 

Source: Compiled by the author. 

The Figure 6.2 shows the mobilisers-actors mobilising citizens to take part in the 

demonstrations regarding the Smolensk Catastrophe issues. All these actors, apart from PiS 

and the right-wing media, mobilised their constituents in the days following the day of the 



 

231 

 

plane crash (10 April 2010), i.e. the mourning period. However, after the mourning period 

ended, only PiS and the right-wing media continued to activate their electorates—other actors 

toned down their mobilisation efforts. The right-wing media both organised and mobilised the 

public to attend the monthly Smolensk Marches with PiS. Moreover, PiS worked closely with 

the interest groups (Solidarni 2010 Association96 and the Gazeta Polska clubs97), who also 

mobilised people to attend demonstrations. Short video adverts were distributed to convince 

members of to the public to attend the party organised demonstrations. Mobilisation turnout 

was therefore high (from several hundreds to a few thousand people). Moreover, attending the 

monthly rallies created bonds among those who were convinced by the Conspiracy frame, and 

identified with the Smolensk mythos. 

There was a slight change in actor mobilisation in 2013 (see Figure 6.2). The 

opposition to PiS mobilised its electorate again to protest against further marches in support 

of the Smolensk Truth sub-frame. The sudden increase can be explained as follows. By 2013 

it was observed in the public sphere that the marches turned into political rallies in support of 

PiS and against the PO–PSL government. Thus, the public rallies were not solely about 

commemorating the Smolensk disaster victims, but to show and maintain political power, as 

well as the Conspiracy frame. The number of people protesting against the marches was not 

as high as for the pro-PiS marches. The anti-PiS protesters usually did not clash with the 

marchers, but there were some minor scuffles with police. 

The public was asked about their attitudes toward the monthly rallies. The survey98 

was carried out between 10 and 13 May 2012. At least 58 per cent of respondents had viewed 

the protests on television. As we can see in Table 6.1, although only 23 per cent of 

respondents sympathised with the demonstrators, almost half of the public (46 per cent) 

believed that the protests were justified by the authorities’ actions during the investigation.  

                                              

96 An organisation constituted of a protest group, which emerged in 2011 as a reaction to the PO–PSL handling 

of the Smolensk crash aftermath. 
97 This is a network of local clubs established by readers of the weekly Gazeta Polska, in Poland and among the 

Polish diaspora. These clubs are focal points for the presentation and discussion of ideas of the conservative 

right. 
98 “Marchers and Demonstrations 04/10”. TNS OBOP K.030 /12. 
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Table 6.1. Public views on the mobilisers and mobilised of the monthly Smolensk 

Catastrophe marches 

Do you sympathise with the organisers of protests and protesters? 

 Yes Difficult to say No Total 

Public overall 23 20 57 100% 

PiS supporters 62 13 25 100% 

PO supporters 9 8 83 100% 

Palikot supporters 19 15 68 100% 

Actively religious 32 21 47 100% 

Somewhat religious 19 23 59 100% 

Not religious 3 5 91 100% 

Do you think that the authorities’ actions (regarding the investigation) justified the protests? 

 Yes Difficult to say No Total 

Public overall 46 17 37 100% 

PiS 76 11 12 100% 

PO 19 8 73 100% 

Palikot supporters 38 11 51 100% 

Actively religious 44 18 29 100% 

Somewhat religious 45 17 39 100% 

Not religious 31 8 60 100% 

Source: TNS OBOP, K.030 /12, 2012. 

The most interesting tendency is the strong difference in opinion dependant on the party 

preferences of respondents. Some 62 per cent of PiS voters were on the side of demonstrators 

in support of the “Smolensk Truth”, whereas 25 per cent were against. Among PO voters, the 

proportions are reversed: 9 per cent were on the side of the demonstrators, and 83 per cent 

were against the monthly marches. This dynamic shows that the monthly rallies were 

perceived more as political rallies than as a public show of support for the victims of the 

crash. The Palikot Movement political party (Your Movement from 2013) was introduced in 

the survey alongside the two main political actors—PO and PiS—of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate, and this allows us to test the assumption of partisanship in the support for 

PiS demonstrations. The party was described in the Chapter 2, and here I would like to 

underline that Your Movement is a liberal, anti-clerical, and pro-European political party. It is 
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very interesting that Your Movement voters supported the protests in greater numbers than 

PO voters did, because PO is a more conservative party. This result shows that the support for 

the Smolensk Catastrophe monthly marches were polarised along partisan lines. Religious 

factor plays a role in whether one supports the protesters, but it is not a very strong 

determinant. Of course, people who think that the authorities’ actions regarding the 

investigation validated the protests are by enlarge religious; conversely the majority of 

religious people do not deeply sympathise with the protesters (32 per cent of actively religious 

people and 19 per cent of somewhat religious people sympathised with the protesters). 

However, the less religious people, the more likely they disagreed with the protesters and 

organisers of the protest. The religious factor is not as strong as partisanship, and might not be 

the decisive factor in leading to the belief in conspiracy theories, but it cannot be discounted. 

The public was also asked whether Polish authorities (e.g. the government) had 

validated the protests due to its actions regarding the crash investigations. The results are only 

slightly different and pertain to smaller differences of answers within the groups. In general, 

more people think that the authorities’ actions validated the protests. In this case, the answers 

are polarised along partisan lines. The majority of PiS voters supported the claims, and a 

majority of PO voters opposed them. Palikot’s Movement voters also think that Polish 

authorities did not validate the protests, however in fewer numbers than the voters of PO. 

There is a more substantial change regarding the religiosity factor, yet it is not immense. 

Religious people tend to agree that the authorities actions validate the protests but do not 

sympathise with the protesters. These results show that the monthly Smolensk Catastrophe 

marchers were seen as being politicised by organisers. 

PiS’s opposition stopped further mobilising their electorate, as well as the interest 

groups, from 2013 onwards. Conversely, PiS continued to organise these monthly 

systematically, all the way to the end of my data collection period (and beyond). As time 

passed, PiS’s rhetoric became further entrenched in the narrative of possible collusion 

between the Polish and Russian governments, insinuating cover-ups and government betrayal, 

while sometimes spreading the Assassination sub-frame. 

J. Kaczyński was not a likeable figure in pre-Smolensk Poland. His party lost the 2007 

parliamentary elections and continued to lose every election until 2015 (2010 local elections, 

2010 presidential elections, 2011 parliamentary election). The risk of marginalisation was 
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undeniable for PiS. PO was a popular party both in the media and at the voting booths. It 

might be said that PiS would not be able to thrive without the political fuel the Conspiracy 

frame gave it, ergo without the Smolensk mythos. It does not mean that PiS won 2015 

election on the Smolensk mythos grounds, since politicians elected not to raise the issue 

during the campaign. However, the Smolensk mythos was the ideological stand of the party, 

which had not such powerful ideological agenda before. J. Kaczyński, during his speeches at 

the rallies, talked about the spectacular return to power that would have to transpire for PiS in 

order to uncover “the Smolensk truth”, otherwise it would remain hidden. PiS’ politicians 

while using the Conspiracy narrative conveyed other political issues, such as pro-family 

policy or their disagreement with government's reforms. When J. Kaczyński talked about “the 

renewal of the Polish nation”, he meant depriving PO of its governing power, because PO was 

the party in favour of the Russians and “against the Polish nation” (for instance “allowing” 

the Russians authorities to lead the Smolensk crash investigation and not bringing the wreck). 

When he talked about “Polish values”, he was also talking about religion and nationalism. 

The demonstrations afforded PiS opportunities to address their electorate, which was bound 

by the “Smolensk Mythos”, about various political issues under the Smolensk Truth narrative. 

The below quote is a short part of J. Kaczyński’s speech he gave at the monthly Smolensk 

Catastrophe march in March 2014: 

In a month’s time, we will have to take a demonstrable stance, while 

extending an olive branch to everyone who is capable of changing his or her 

mind in the shifting circumstances. To those who are ready to stand on the 

side of truth, to stand on Poland’s side: We must do this, for we must be 

together. However, [we must] join in the truth, not in lies. We will meet 

here in a month’s time, to demonstrate to all of Poland, to the world, but 

also to that capital to the east of us, to Moscow, that Poland will not be 

cowed. 

—Gazeta Wyborcza, 10 March 2014 

In sum, the vast majority of demonstrations concerning the Smolensk Catastrophe issues were 

in favour of PiS and its pursuit of the Smolensk Truth, apart from very first few 

demonstrations, which had had a morose, mournful tone and did not imply any particular 

partisanship. The monthly marches were organised in favour of the Smolensk Truth and 
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against the PO–PSL government; their participants demanded disclosure of “the truth of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe”. As time passed, PiS’s rhetoric became further entrenched in the 

narrative of possible collusion between the Polish and Russian governments, insinuating 

cover-ups and government betrayal, while sometimes spreading the Assassination sub-frame. 

PiS’s opposition stopped further mobilising its electorate, as well as the interest groups, from 

2013 onwards. The counter-demonstrations were marginal, and they manifested as a “mirror 

reflection” of the PiS demonstrations. 

6.2. PUBLIC OPINION 

Below, I present aggregated public opinion data representing citizens’ reactions toward the 

claim of the assassination of L. Kaczyński (in this thesis represented by the Conspiracy 

frame). Respondents were asked whether they thought that L. Kaczyński may have been 

assassinated. A positive answer signifies support for the Conspiracy master frame, whereas a 

negative answer might signify support for the Accident master frame. It needs to be pointed 

out that public opinion was not questioned on whether it thought that the president died in an 

accident. However, as the frame analysis concludes, there were three master frames of which 

two deal with the causes of the crash: the Accident master frame represents the causes as a 

series of unfortunate events (mistakes, negligence, etc.) that led to the accident, and the 

Conspiracy master frame presents a government-level conspiracy as the cause of the crash. 

Therefore I would treat the negative answer to the above-mentioned question as support for 

the Accident master frame, keeping in mind that I can only claim a correlational relationship. 

Some respondents answered “difficult to say”. These people are not convinced by the 

explanation of the accident nor by the assassination theory. Therefore, they are neither true 

believers nor true non-believers, but we could say that a person, who hesitates to believe in 

conspiracy theories, already takes them under consideration, and therefore might think in 

conspiratorial terms. 

Conspiratorial thinking refers to a principal worldview in which events and conditions 

are relatively the product of conspiracy. It is the conviction that unorthodox explanations are 

true, a general attitude toward endorsement of individual conspiracy (Brotherton, French and 

Pickering 2013; Uscinski, 2018). Previous studies show that a person with strong 

conspiratorial predispositions is more likely to believe in conspiracy theories about scientific 
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findings (Lewandowsky et al. 2013) or downed aircraft (Nyhan et al. 2016). The more 

somebody thinks in conspiratorial fashion, the more likely that person is to believe in a certain 

conspiracy theory, a worldview that can lead the person to see reliable accounts as fabricated 

and powerful actors as conspirators (Wood et al. 2012). Subsequently, I shall describe the 

public support for each frame. In so doing, I will present the results broken down by a range 

of demographic factors: age, education, size of the city of residence, religion and party 

support. Unfortunately, I have no specific data for 2010, the year of the crash. A reader should 

bear in mind that I only claim a correlational relationship between the frame analysis and the 

public opinion data due to the lack of individual level data. 

Figure 6.3 clearly illustrates that most Polish people would support the Accident 

frame, with 59 per cent saying they think that the crash occurred due to misfortune. We can 

see that across the period 28 per cent, of the public supports the Conspiracy frame, which as 

mentioned at various points, depicts the crash as a conspiracy by the Russians against the 

Polish president, going so far as to term it an assassination. As I have shown, the Conspiracy 

frame does not merely hypothesise an assassination but invokes an apparent lack of clear 

answers (mystery) to what really happened and impugns the facts presented in official reports.  

Figure 6.3. Public support for the Accident and Conspiracy frames (2011–2015) 

Source: OBOP, Millward Brown. 
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The public was asked outright whether they believed that President Kaczyński was 

assassinated—a question that covered the most radical side of the Conspiracy frame: the 

Assassination sub-frame. Considering this, coupled with the literature on conspiracy theory 

discussed on the previous page, those people declaring themselves to pollsters as undecided 

can be reasonably assigned to the category of believers in the Conspiracy frame.  

The support for both the frames is stable over time. In fact, this stability is the most 

interesting aspect of the phenomenon. As mentioned in the previous page, 28 per cent of the 

public believed that the death of the president in Smolensk was not accidental, but L. 

Kaczyński was assassinated, while 59 per cent had the opposite opinion. When we look at the 

political partisanship in Poland over the period generally, these results become 

understandable. 

The vast majority of the supporters of the Accident frame are PO voters (Table 6.2), 

who believe in the accidental explanations of the crash in Smolensk. The theory of the attack 

on the plane is rejected by 27 percent of PiS voters. The overwhelming majority of PiS 

voters—60 per cent—believe in the attack, whereas just 5 per cent of PO voters do. There is 

also a difference among those who answered “difficult to say” to the question whether 

President Kaczyński might have been assassinated. The majority of “don’t know” 

respondents, 13 per cent, are PiS voters, and only 5 per cent are PO voters. These results, 

presented in Table 6.2, show that the support of the frames is highly polarised along the lines 

of political partisanship. Partisan identity determines the voters’ attitude. 

Bartels (2002) underlines that partisan loyalties have extensive effects on perceptions 

of the political world—partisanship shapes citizens’ perceptions of all manner of political 

issues. Achen and Bartels (2016) further emphasise that voting behaviour is not 

predominately determined by ideology, but by social identity, where saliency increases when 

certain political events intensify the attachment of an individual to a group. Identity, not 

ideology drives voter choices. Thus, in the Achen and Bartels’ (2016:313) realist view of 

democratic representation, it is not issue congruence, but identity congruence between voter 

groups and the candidates they elect. The Smolensk Catastrophe case was the event that 

intensified the attachment of PiS’s core voters to their political party. We could see that this 

group was mobilised and demonstrated in the name of the “Smolensk Truth” every month. 

The identify of “us” versus “them” was constructed a few months after the crash took place, 
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especially intensified by the protests of the “Cross Defence”, demonstrations and other events, 

which took place throughout the entire debate. Achen and Bartels (2016) also accentuate that 

people adopt their attitudes especially in polarising setting, which the Smolensk Catastrophe 

debate is. 

Table 6.2. Public support for the Accident and Conspiracy frames by partisan lean 

 PO 

Supporters 

PiS 

Supporters 

Public 

Overall 

Undecided 

Voters 

Non 

Voters 

Accident frame 90 27 59 64 57 

Conspiracy frame 5 60 28 23 27 

Difficult to say 5 13 13 13 16 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Source: CBOS, TNS OBOP. 

The Smolensk Catastrophe issue has produced one of the deepest political divisions in 

democratic (i.e. post-1989) Poland. In the section “Conspiracy Theory” in Chapter 1 

“Theoretical Framework” I argued that informational cues (information that induces 

conspiratorial beliefs found in various forms of communication), driving the conspiratorial 

belief being adopted are conditional on partisan cues and conspiratorial predispositions. It is 

the combination of partisan and individual predispositions that drives people’s belief in 

conspiracy theories. We can see that this is true in the Smolensk Catastrophe case: public 

support for the frames remains stable and strongly depends on partisan cues.  

The Political Instrument frame might have influenced the public but it is necessary to 

underline that the question included solely PiS and PO, not other parties. As we can see in 

Table 6.2, the majority of undecided voters support the Accident frame, (64 per cent), and 23 

per cent support the Conspiracy frame. The both political parties strategically used their 

frames in order to not only mobilise their own voters, but also to convince the undecided 

voters. Additionally, the public was asked in 2010 whether the Smolensk Catastrophe would 

be a subject of the political game between the political parties in the elections.99 A vast 

                                              

99 CBOS, BS/78/2010, 2010. 
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majority of respondents, 74 per cent, answered that indeed it would be a subject of the 

political game in the elections, and only 14 people stated otherwise 

Table 6.3 Public views on the candour of the Russian authorities (2011–2012) 

Are the Russians hiding proof for their 

mistakes and trying to cover their tracks? 

2011 2012 

Yes 60 68 

No 18 20 

Difficult to Say 22 12 

Total 100% 100% 

Source: CBOS, K.068/12, 2012 

Some polls additionally asked the public a slightly different question—namely whether they 

thought the Russians were hiding proof of their mistakes, while trying to cover their tracks. 

As we can see in Table 6.3, in 2011, 60 per cent answered “yes”, 18 per cent said “no”, and 

22 per cent claimed that it is “difficult to say”. In 2012, 68 per cent answered “yes,” 20 per 

cent, “no”, and 12 per cent answered “difficult to say.” These results show that an 

overwhelming majority thought that Russians hid proof of their mistakes, which caused the 

crash. As we learned earlier, the majority of public opinion (59 per cent) supports the 

Accident frame, and 28 per cent the Conspiracy frame. However, the sub-frame Deceitful 

Russia belongs to the Conspiracy frame, due to it being steeped in an anti-Russian narrative. 

Despite pursuit of the sub-frame Deceitful Russia by promoters of the Conspiracy frame, the 

anti-Russian attitude did not increased vastly among respondents. In fact, the anti-Russian 

attitude of the Polish public was robust and stable. 

The majority of the general public believe the incident was a terrible accident, while 

nevertheless being strongly convinced that the Russians hid proof of their mistakes in the 

aftermath and leading up to the crash (one of the argument of the sub-frame Deceitful Russia). 

This development shows us that the strategy of introducing and maintaining the Deceitful 

Russia sub-frame, which is based on the pre-Smolensk attitudes of Poles toward the Russians, 

not only gained support for the conspiracy claims of the one-third of the public but also 

gained approval to the sub-frame by the supporters of the Accident frame. Although the 

support for the frames is driven principally by partisan cues, the anti-Russian references were 
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crucial in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The large number of public opinion blaming the 

Russian authorities for the Smolensk crash, at the same time supporting the Accident frame, is 

not the only deviation from expectations. Public opinion also had a negative attitude toward 

the investigations of the Smolensk crash causes. 

Investigation and Reports was the sub-frame of the Conspiracy and Accident master 

frames. Both frames were concerned with evidence and reports of the investigations. Those 

subjects were in the public space from very beginning until the end of the entire debate. The 

public was asked about its opinion on the results of the investigation, particularly whether the 

Smolensk Catastrophe was thoroughly explained. Table 6.4 shows a distribution of answers 

for every year of the analysed period. There is the overall percentage of answers, and the way 

it was divided according to partisanship—information on the latter variable is missing for the 

years 2013 and 2014. 

It might be surprising that the majority of Polish public opinion thinks that the 

Smolensk Catastrophe is as yet unexplained. This is the tendency over the whole period 

covered (2010–2015). As we can see in Table 6.4, 51 per cent of respondents claimed in 2010 

that the catastrophe remained unexplained. That result might not be striking, since the 

question was asked in the year of the crash. It might be striking that in 2011 the percentage of 

people claiming that the crash remained unexplained was exactly the same: 51 per cent. 

However, these results do not come as a surprise either, especially in light of the anti-Russian 

attitude. The year 2011 began with the publication of the MAK report, which claimed that the 

Polish side was completely at fault, especially the pilots. The Polish prime minister did not 

accept the report. An investigation was carried out by the Polish committee, KBWLLP, which 

concluded that the pilots had indeed made mistakes during the flight, but so had the Russian 

traffic control crew. The MAK report was deemed by some to be proof of what PiS had been 

saying about the Russian authorities and the apparent collaboration between Tusk and Putin. 
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Table 6.4. Public views on whether the crash has been thoroughly explained (2010–2015) 

 The Smolensk catastrophe has 

not been thoroughly explained  

The Smolensk catastrophe has 

been thoroughly explained 

2010 

Public overall 51 37 

PO voters 51 43 

PiS voters 61 28 

2011 

Public overall 51 37 

PO voters 52 39 

PiS voters 90 6 

2012 

Public overall 43 37 

PO voters 33 49 

PiS voters 59 31 

2013 

Public overall 52 34 

PO voters 
Missing data 

PiS voters 

2014 

Public overall 48 38 

PO voters 
Missing data 

PiS voters 

2015 

Public overall 32 40—needs additional explanations 

(20—definitely yes) 

PO voters 15 38—needs additional explanations 

(39—definitely yes) 

PiS voters 57 37—needs additional explanations 

(6—definitely yes) 

Source: CBOS. 

These revelations did not change public opinion, or that of PO voters (in 2010—51 

percent, in 2011—52 per cent for the catastrophe remained unexplained) but the PiS voters 
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changed considerable. We can see in Table 6.4 that 90 per cent of PiS voters believed that the 

Smolensk Catastrophe was not thoroughly explained, and just 6 per cent thought otherwise. 

This high number can be explained exactly by the MAK report publication, the Conspiracy 

frame being salient in the media, and especially the sub-frame Deceitful Russia, as well as 

partisan cues. PiS was pursuing the Conspiracy frame with its sub-frame Deceitful Russia 

months before the publication of the report. PiS also began its own investigation into the 

causes of the crash and published the results before the Polish official investigation had done 

so. I think that those events, combined with the first commemoration demonstrations, 

strengthened the conviction of many PiS voters, who had deemed the results of the 

investigation to be inconclusive and suspicious. 

However, in 2012 the number of PiS voters claiming that the catastrophe remained 

unexplained surprisingly dropped to 59 per cent. The number of PiS voters, claiming 

otherwise increased from 6 to 31 per cent. This development has two explanations. First, by 

2012 the Polish official investigation (KBWLLP) published its report blaming, among others, 

the Russian controllers, and the conditions at the Russian airport. Therefore, those people, 

who had not been convinced before about the explained cause of the crash became more 

assured, and only core PiS voters did not change opinion. Second, the Conspiracy frame 

included such sub-frames as Smolensk Truth and Assassination, which too could have given 

radical explanations of the crash unacceptable for more moderate voters. Moreover, PiS 

mobilised its electorate via monthly demonstrations, which could also be too extreme a 

narrative for more moderate voters. There is also another explanation—the influence of the 

Political Instrument frame. As stated earlier, I could not test the frame’s resonance in the 

public due to lack of data. However, it does not mean the frame did not affect public opinion. 

We can see in Table 6.4 that the number of PO voters also believing in the unexplained crash 

dropped from 52 in 2011 to 33 in 2012, and a number of those voters, who claimed otherwise, 

increased from 39 to 49.  

In 2013, the percentage of people claiming that the Smolensk Catastrophe remained 

unexplained slightly increased to 52 per cent, and decreased to 48 per cent in 2014. The 

number of people claiming that the Smolensk Catastrophe has been thoroughly explained 

remained stable. The substantial change of opinion occurs only when we add the factor of 

partisanship. The general public opinion claims whether the crash has been explained or has 
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not been explained is steady, especially among those people stating that the Smolensk 

Catastrophe had been thoroughly explained. 

Presidential and parliamentary elections were held in 2015. The saliency of both 

frames was not prominent. The saliency of the frames increased during the anniversary month 

(April) and just before the presidential election; subsequently, it decreased, until the victory of 

PiS in the parliamentary elections in October 2015. There is not much movement among the 

public in 2015. We can see in Table 6.4 that there is quite significant drop among PO voters 

regarding the unexplained crash. However, respondents, in the survey in 2015, were asked a 

slightly different questions, and there was another answer to choose, namely whether the 

investigative report requires additional queries (explanations). Therefore, the respondents 

could answer that the Smolensk Catastrophe has been thoroughly explained or whether it 

additional explanations (but in generally it is acceptable). 

It can be observed that the vast majority of those members of the public who voted for 

PiS believe that the catastrophe remains unexplained. However, the number is substantially 

greater than the support to the Conspiracy frame. It is due to fact that the opinion about the 

investigation about the Smolensk crash does not imply that these people automatically support 

in the Conspiracy frame. They might believe in the attack and at the same time in the mistakes 

of the Russians authorities (sub-frame Wrongdoing). I mentioned in the theory chapter that 

the coexistence of logically contradictory beliefs of one person at the same time is a 

characteristic feature of conspiracy theories believers. Goertzel (1994) has noted that that 

Americans usually do not believe in one, but several (often mutually contradictory) 

conspiracy theories. Wood, Douglas and Sutton (2012) have shown that the more strongly a 

person believes that Princess Diana masked her own death, the more likely the person is to 

assume that she was murdered. Tversky and Kahneman (1974) suggest that people generally 

have big problems correctly estimating probability and thus often use different types of 

heuristics to do so, which can lead to cognitive errors. Ahn and Bailenson (1996: 82) have 

shown that if two explanations point to the one mechanism, they are assessed as more likely 

than single explanation that partially supports that mechanism. When the two explanations 

indicate two isolated mechanisms, one would be discounted. Therefore, several explanations 

(pilots’ mistake, general negligence, commonplace rule-breaking habits, bad weather, human 

errors etc.) that lead to one conclusion (the accident) will be assessed as more probable than 
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one explanation, which partially back that conclusion. Although the Conspiracy frame 

consists of several sub-frames as well, the explanations (the bomb, the Polish–Russian plot, 

the assassination, the wrongdoing) indicate that there was either planned assassination or 

collusion between Tusk and Putin against L. Kaczyński that unintentionally ended up deadly. 

The question of who the supporters of the Conspiracy frame are is even more interesting. I 

have shown that the majority of PiS voters support the conspiracy theory claims, but the 

question remains: who are they? 

WHO ARE THE BELIEVERS AND NON-BELIEVERS? 

The aggregated data on public opinion allows me to ascertain the possible supporters of the 

Accident frame or the Conspiracy frame. I would like to demonstrate the share of support 

according to the respondent’ age, gender, education, place of residence and religious 

affiliation, as well as the ideology they identify with. 

Education, place of residence, and income 

The level of education does seem to play a role in determining the supporters or non-

supporters of the Conspiracy frame too. It can be said that in general well-educated people 

tend to discard the Conspiracy frame. As we can see in Table 6.5, the more educated people 

are, the greater is the statistical divide between those who support or reject the Conspiracy 

narrative. Those with a middle-school education tend to support the Accident frame (69 per 

cent), with 22 percent supporting the Conspiracy frame. The largest divergence is found in 

members of the public with a higher education: 80 per cent of them believe in the accidental 

cause of the crash, whereas only 12 per cent of those holding a university degree believe in 

the assassination narrative. This is in line with the findings of the conspiracy theory literature 

more generally—less educated people tend to believe in conspiracy theories more readily than 

the well educated. Lack of competence and education may also result in an inability to 

distinguish between probable hypotheses from irrational ones. 

Similarly, place of residence also seems to be a factor. In major cities, 15 per cent of 

inhabitants support the Conspiracy frame and 79 per cent the Accident frame. In small towns 



 

245 

 

and urban areas, 25 per cent of people support the Conspiracy frame, while 65 per cent are 

convinced by the Accident frame. In rural areas, 35 per cent of respondents support the 

Conspiracy frame and 51 per cent the Accident frame. I would like to note that interregional 

differentiation of belief about the causes of the Smolensk Catastrophe might be caused by 

lower academic competences among residents of some areas of Poland. 

Table 6.5. Public views on whether President Kaczyński was assassinated (by education level, 

residence and income) 

Do you believe that President Kaczyński was assassinated on his way to 

Smolensk? 

 Yes No Difficult 

to say 

Total 

Education 

Primary 35 44 21 100% 

Vocational 31 56 13 100% 

Middle-school education 22 69 8 100% 

University 12 80 7 100% 

Place of Residence 

Rural areas 35 51 14 100% 

Urban areas up to 20,000 25 65 10 100% 

Small towns 20–100,000 21 64 15 100% 

Cities 101–500,000 16 76 8 100% 

Major cities 501,000+ 15 79 6 100% 

Income per family member 

Up to 500 PLN (130 Euro) 47 47 6 100% 

501–750 PLN (175 Euro) 37 53 9 100% 

751–1000 PLN (230 Euro) 30 56 14 100% 

1001–1500 PLN (350 Euro) 17 72 10 100% 

1,500 PLN + 12 83 5 100% 

Source: CBOS, BS/85/2012, 2012. 

Another factor that determines support for the Conspiracy or Accident frame is income. 

Almost half of respondents (47 per cent) with monthly income up to 500PLN (130 EUR) per 

family member support the Conspiracy frame. Exactly the same ratio of respondents in this 
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group rejects this claim. Despite the slight weakening of support for the Conspiracy frame 

when moving up the income-ladder, it is not as decisive as in the case of education. The 

majority of people reject the assassination narrative, regardless of their level of education. 

However, the more educated people are, the less they believe in the conspiracy theory 

regarding the assassination of the president. 80 per cent of respondents who attended 

university reject the Assassination narrative, compared to 44 per cent of respondents with a 

basic education. There is a similar tendency when it comes to respondents’ place of origin. 

People from rural areas are more prone to believe in the assassination claims (35 per cent), 

and only 15 per cent of respondents from major cities believe in the assassination claims. 

Similarly to the previous factors, the majority of respondents reject the assassination sub-

frame. There are more factors that should be included in order to study this dependency. 

To sum up, education and place of residence show grounds for claiming that these 

variables determine whether a person supports the Accident or Conspiracy frame. However, it 

needs to be underlined that this is a correlational relationship. It is influential, not decisive, 

meaning that the Accident frame predominates in every group; only in the case of extremely 

low income per capita, are the two frames equal in strength, with the Accident frame still 

retaining a higher salience when income increase just slightly. Less educated dwellers of rural 

areas tend to support the Conspiracy frame more often than the well-educated inhabitants of 

developed urban areas. 

Religion 

The religious factor seems to be highly compelling, after we have learnt the religious context 

of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. In the second chapter of the thesis, I explained in detail 

the function of the Church in the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. In the fourth and fifth 

chapters, I discussed religious events important to the Smolensk Catastrophe debate (the 

Defence of the Cross), as well as religious symbols and references especially typical in the 

content of the Conspiracy frame. 
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Table 6.6. Public views on whether President Kaczyński was assassinated (by religion) 

Frequency of religious 

observance 

Do you believe that President Kaczyński was 

assassinated on his way to Smolensk? 

Yes No Difficult to 

say 

Total 

A number of times per week 40 43 17 100% 

Once a week 31 56 13 100% 

Once or twice per month 22 66 13 100% 

Several times per year 18 72 11 100% 

No participation 18 76 6 100% 

Source: CBOS, BS/85/2012, 2012 

At first it seems that religion plays a role in determining whether a person will support the 

Conspiracy or Accident frame. However, the majority of people do not believe in the 

assassination. The participation in religious practices affects the relationship between support 

and non-support of the Conspiracy frame but it does not determine whether one believes in 

the assassination. The less frequent the adherence to active religious practices was declared, 

the greater was the acceptance of the Accident frame, which is in line with the conspiracy 

theory literature. Empirical studies on conspiracy theories state that individuals who practice 

conspiratorial thinking are more religious, besides trusting less in government and being less 

politically sophisticated (for example Brotherton and French, 2015; Enders et al., 2018; 

Oliver and Wood, 2014). They tend to view events through a conspiratorial lenses. 

It is necessary to consider the voters’ religiosity coupled with their political 

preferences, because partisanship might be more important in supporting the frames than just 

religiosity. Of course, PiS places religion at the centre of its ideology and activities, and as it 

was mentioned earlier, it is also supported by some religious authorities, be they members of 

the clergy or otherwise (e.g. Radio Maryja). The people who intend to vote for PiS are the 

people who are most involved in religious practice, of which three-quarters declare their 

participation in religious practices at least once per week.100 Over the entire decade (2005-

2015), the share of religious practitioners (practicing at least once a week) among PiS voters 

ranged from 70 per cent to 74 per cent (in the entire population this was at the level of 51 – 62 

                                              

100 CBOS, 141/2015, 2015. 
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per cent). The share of believers and regular practitioners among PO voters decreased with 

each subsequent vote: in 2007 it was 50 per cent, in 2011 – 45 per cent, in 2015- 42 per 

cent.101 The total proportion of people regularly attending church services practically did not 

change for PiS over the years. Both of the parties attract religious voters (after all 80 per cent 

of Poles consider themselves to be believers in a higher power102) but it is PiS, which attaches 

the greatest significance of all the mainstream parties to the traditional institutions and 

religion.  

Ideology 

Ideology is treated here as a possible factor that can influence frame strength. Ideology has 

rarely been used as a meaningful determinant of the kinds of processes and outcomes that 

framing analysts have sought to explain. Though ideology has many definitions and is applied 

in many ways (van Dijk 1998: 1; McLellan 1995: 1; Humphrey 2005: 225), perhaps the best 

way to approach it in this thesis is to characterise individual’s worldview, that meaningfully 

shapes a person’s political thoughts and behaviours. Most of a person’s ideology is drawn 

from her cultural background, and is therefore shared with others in society. Against the 

theory and context background of the thesis, I propose to treat ideology as conservative vs. 

liberal. 

In the Smolensk Catastrophe debate, liberalism and conservatism are not seen in the 

normative sense but more in a culture sense. The main political cleavages in Poland reflect 

differences of belief concerning cultural issues. Therefore the political parties struggle over 

the way the public perceives them. The grandest conflict occurs between PO and PiS, who are 

presented, in greatly simplified terms, as the liberal and conservative sides of the Polish 

political spectrum. Despite this, the parties’ ideologies are quite similar, and definitely PO 

would not be classified as a liberal political party. PO is a centre–right political party, and PiS 

is resolutely right-wing. I mentioned that from 2005 the two parties applied the strategy of 

distinguishing themselves from one another, with PO highlighting its pro-European 

                                              

101 CBOS, 130/2017, 2017. 
102 CBOS, 84/2017, 2017. 
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tendencies of openness and modernisation, portraying itself as the “modern” political party. 

Law and Justice, on the contrary, took a far more nationalistic stance, grounded in history, 

national security and a social market economy, portraying itself as the “normal” political 

party. Consequently, the ideological contest occurs between the Liberal Right (PO) and 

conservative right (PiS). 

Ideology is of paramount importance to these two parties. It helps them define their 

identity within Polish culture, and is especially pronounced during election campaigns. PO 

places itself as the political option seeking to modernise the country—in the direct sense, but 

also metaphorically. PiS portrays itself as the party whose main aim is to “make Poland strong 

again”—in the direct sense, in reference to Poland’s political institutions, as well as in a 

metaphorical sense, regarding the regaining of its “rightful place on the international stage”. 

PiS’s election campaign was based on the phrase “a good change”, and their last political 

slogan, in 2016, was as follows: “Poland rises from its knees”. 

Ideology might reflect political partisanship, but it does not determine whether a person 

believes in the Conspiracy frame or the Accident frame. Below, the aggregated public opinion 

data in regard to support of the Conspiracy frame is presented (Table 6.7). We can see that by 

enlarge, people holding conservative views do not believe in the conspiratorial claims. A 

minority of those with right-wing views believe in the assassination of President Kaczyński 

(29 per cent). It seems that a belief in the Smolensk Catastrophe conspiracy theory does not 

have its roots in any given ideology. 

Table 6.7. Public views on whether President Kaczyński was assassinated (by ideological 

lean) 

Ideological lean 

Do you believe that President Kaczyński was 

assassinated on his way to Smolensk? 

Yes No Difficult to 

say 

Total 

Left-wing views 14 81 5 100% 

Centrist views 27 65 8 100% 

Right-wing views 29 59 12 100% 

Source: CBOS, BS/85/2012, 2012. 
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 The Conspiracy Frame is formed on nationalistic premises; buoyed by a wave of 

patriotic emotions, but also by the perennial fears of certain elements of Polish society fanned 

by historical events (the partitions of Poland at the hands of the Russian Empire; the 

purported assassination of General Sikorski during the Second World War along with other 

“unexplained accidents”; the Katyń Massacre; the annihilation of the Polish aristocracy, 

landed gentry and intellectual elites; post-war communist rule etc.). Moreover, the actors who 

use the Conspiracy frame, incite their electorate by branding as traitors those who do not 

exhibit nationalistic tendencies or espouse the same viewpoint. During the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate, nationalistic ideology presented as patriotism was used by PiS, who 

employed it in creating a base on which the Conspiracy frame flourished. 

 The Accident frame was not steeped in ideology to the extent that the Conspiracy 

frame was. However, some important references can be observed. Firstly, the Accident frame 

referred to cosmopolitanism as being open to other nations; from the very beginning the 

arguments of positive cooperation with the Russians were placed within the frame. There was 

a moment when the frame moved toward nationalism but it was not as intense as in the 

Conspiracy frame. This occurred with the government’s official reaction to the MAK report, 

which had found no fault or negligence from its own (Russian) side. In other cases, the 

Accident frame criticised references to nationalistic symbolism, which the Conspiracy frame 

frequently presented. 

Hence, the ideology factor may have played an important role in building the narrative 

of PiS, but it does not determine support for the frame. There is no statistically significant 

difference between the centrists and the conservatives when it comes to supporting the 

frames.  

CONCLUSION 

The most important factor to consider when assessing the occurrence of a strong frame is 

resonance in public opinion. The effectiveness of a frame in garnering support is indicated by 

its resonance in the public (Benford and Snow, 2000). The Smolensk marches—the monthly 

Smolensk demonstrations—gathered from around a thousand to a few thousand people with 

the declining attendance as the years passed by. The demonstrations took certain ritual 
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elements from the Catholic faith and were an arena for disseminating the Smolensk Truth and 

Assassination sub-frames with a particularly nationalistic narrative designed to influence the 

strength of the frame. PiS intensified links with social movements that protested the way the 

government was handling the investigations into the Smolensk Catastrophe. The monthly 

protests led to the formation of a strong core group within the PiS electorate, and helped 

portray PiS as a growing political force, even though the supporters were often portrayed in 

the media in an unfavourable light. The protests were not the only occasions when PiS 

mobilised its electorate for future elections, and there were other events where PiS could 

pursue the Conspiracy frame; however, they afforded PiS a certain sense of purpose. The 

ritualistic marchers intensified the attachment of an individual to a group—allowed individual 

voters to identify publicly with a wider group sharing the same views and beliefs. The 

Smolensk demonstrations became the key issue for partisan mobilisation. The monthly 

demonstrations mobilised the core PiS electorate, due to partisanship, PiS’s radical narrative, 

attendance of the key figure of the party, and the character of the demonstrations that is the 

commemorative marches starting with the service in the church and ending in front of the 

presidential palace. 

While the monthly rallies initially drew the attention of the media, in keeping with the 

concept of newsworthiness and mediatisation of politics, media outlets began losing interest 

in the monthly rallies, and only regained it when the protests opposed to PiS’s narrative took 

place. The protests allowed actors to disseminate the Conspiracy frame. However, they were 

mainly directed at those whom the frame did not have to convince, as they were already “true 

believers”. As we have seen, the public’s support for protesters highly depends on their 

political partisanship. Thus, 23 per cent of all respondents identify with the monthly 

Smolensk Marches, which corresponds to the percentage of people believing in the 

Conspiracy frame. Moreover, if the Conspiracy frame was a driving factor of mobilisations 

over the years and was a more newsworthy topic in terms of news media theory, it was still 

less salient than the Accident frame. 

The causes of the Smolensk Catastrophe as formulated by official institutions were 

contrary to the views of the largest opposition party and the Macierewicz committee. 

According to the official Polish government investigation, the crash was an accident. The 

Macierewicz Committee deemed it to have been the result of a Polish–Russian plot. Thus, 



 

252 

 

Polish public opinion was presented with a single choice—“accident or conspiracy?”. In 

particularly, public opinion was asked about the most radical sub-frame of the Conspiracy 

frame—whether the president L. Kaczyński was assassinated. To this question 28 per cent of 

public opinion responded affirmatively. The majority of Polish people, 59 per cent, believed 

in the narrative of the Accident frame. The frame that resonates the most with the public is the 

Accident frame; therefore with regards to the resonance factor this is indeed the strong frame. 

It convinces public opinion the most. These results might seem striking given the effects of 

post-truth politics such as undermining facts, and playing on prejudices and historical 

grievances. Still, the Accident frame is supported by the large majority of Poles. People who 

support the frame are richer, well-educated, less religious, and live in developed cities. 

Whereas those who are poorer, less educated, more religious, and inhabit rural areas tend to 

support the Conspiracy frame more often, though still advocating the Accident frame to a 

greater extent. This observation is in line with the literature on conspiracy theories regarding 

general beliefs in conspiracy theory.  

However, a greater proportion of people think that the Smolensk Catastrophe was not 

explained thoroughly, but they support the Accident frame. The explanation for such results 

might be searched for in the frames of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The strength of the 

Conspiracy frame lies in making people doubt facts and evidence, and is based on the post-

truth narrative. It is a very interesting dynamic. People would disagree with the Conspiracy 

frame, yet they would remain open to other suggestions and revelations. 51 per cent of public 

opinion claimed that the Smolensk Catastrophe has not been thoroughly explained, and 37 per 

cent thought otherwise. This dynamic was more or less stable for all the years of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The Deceitful sub-frame and general anti-Russian narrative 

introduced doubt about investigation process and results, even among PO voters, e.g. 2010 

(51 per cent), 2011 (52), and 2012 (33). 

It can be observed that public opinion is highly polarised, leading to negligible 

fluctuation in supporters—voters from both sides are quite adamant in their views. This has 

been the case from the very beginning of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. It is important to 

emphasise that polling agencies and centres for public opinion research have legitimised the 

Conspiracy frame by questioning the public on the issue, frequently making reference to the 

assassination of the president and his entourage. 
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There is a robust mechanism influencing frame strength. This is partisanship. Snow 

and Benford (1998) noticed that political actors produce meanings and ideas that mobilise 

people. Taking into account theory, data on public opinion and the results of framing analysis 

it can be observed that the support for a given frame depends on ones partisanship. This also 

explains why most people accept the Accident frame but still think that the investigation did 

not result in a clear, understandable and verifiable explanation of the crash. People follow 

their political leaders’ narrative, and this is eminently clear in the case of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe. 90 per cent of PO voters supported the Accident frame in 2012, and 60 per cent 

of PiS voters supported the Conspiracy frame. Moreover, the majority of PO voters believed 

that the Smolensk crash was thoroughly explained and the majority of PiS voters thought 

opposite. PiS is the only party whose supporters mostly agree with the narrative that President 

Kaczyński and those accompanying him could have been killed as the result of a conspiracy. 

Political preferences play the most important role in deciding which of the two frames public 

opinion believes in. This is even clearer when we add another factor; support to a left-wing 

party, for example SLD (Democratic Left Alliance party). More PO voters (90 per cent) are 

opposed to the Conspiracy frame, than SLD voters (83 per cent), although the PO is not the 

left-wing party. This result proves that the Smolensk Catastrophe has been highly politicised 

by PO and PiS, and polarised along partisan lines. 

Framing an issue often predetermines the pertinence of existing evidence: who has the 

right to speak, what solutions are appropriate, and what arguments for those solutions are 

strongest or weakest. Ideology is connected to a frame because it reflects the culture of the 

social structure that the frame encapsulates but it did not determine the support for frames in 

the Smolensk Catastrophe debate. The main political cleavages in Poland reflect divisions 

along cultural issues. Ideology is of paramount importance to these two parties. It helps them 

define their identity within Polish culture but this importance does not have an effect on a 

voter, it may just help a promoter of the frame to build up the narrative.  

Moreover, the Smolensk Catastrophe case became a trigger for discussions on social 

issues, for example religious symbols in the public space. The religious factor was mentioned 

in this study many times. PiS openly admits its religious associations. It results from the 

party’s nationalistic ideology—the “real Poles—Catholics”. However, as Stanley (2016:120) 

notices, PiS’s relationship with the Church has been ambiguous over the years. Some 
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fractions of the party were committed to the pursuit of a Catholic-nationalistic legislative 

agenda (Stanley, 2016:121), whilst others used that relationship strategically. Religion is 

deeply ingrained in Polish culture, and the overwhelming majority of Poles identify 

themselves as Catholics, expressing their faith as an intrinsic aspect of being Polish. The 

Conspiracy frame refers to the “Only Truth”, which shall be revealed to be in direct 

opposition to the findings of official investigative committee’s report. These references are 

rooted in religion. Moreover, the Conspiracy frame refers also to martyrdom as part of the 

Polish identity. Furthermore, a substantial segment the Catholic Church in Poland supported 

PiS and its conspiracy narrative, which had Law and Justice adopt religious symbolism in its 

narrative as it did it with nationalistic ideology. PO also aligns itself with the Church.  

There are divisions within the Church in regard to politics in Poland. I have already 

mentioned such divisions while discussing the Cross events (the Defence of the Cross). 

Stanley (2016) underlines that PiS, by exploiting the political potential of religious identity 

and values, brought into the mainstream of party politics the significant divide in the current 

Catholic Church in Poland, namely the split between “open” and “closed” Catholicism. The 

former one refers to “acceptance of the basic values of modernity, with freedom to the fore” 

(Stanley, 2016: 113). It is a critical approach to a mass-based popularisation of religion. 

“Closed Catholicism” is in opposition to the idea of religious freedom but in favour of 

connecting Catholic identity to the Polish identity. The distinction between “open” and 

“closed” Catholicism prevails in party politics in Poland. PiS has adapopted the “closed” 

Catholicism approach. Stanley states that the “positive attitudes” towards the Catholic 

Church’s involvement in the political process in Poland are associated with PiS whereas the 

“negative attitudes” towards such involvement are associated with PO. PO seems to adapt the 

“open” Catholicism approach, however there are divisions within the party among the liberal 

leadership of PO and the party’s conservative faction (over moral issues such as abortion and 

gay rights). The leaders of the Catholic Church in Poland are also divided into followers of 

“open” and “closed” Catholicism. Father Rydzyk is an example of a religious leader with a 

strong “closed” Catholicism approach, whereas priest Adam Boniecki disapproves of the 

ethos of “closed” Catholicism. The involvement of the Church in Polish politics and its role in 

policymaking is highly controversial, especially when the main religious divide is not 

between the religious and atheists, but between “open” and “closed” Catholicism.  
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The Accident frame does not truly tackle the issue of religion. The only moment the 

actors pursuing the Accident frame had to respond to the religious aspect was in 2011, in the 

context of so-called “Events of the Cross”. PO made strategic use of President Komorowski 

who had successfully run for office as a member of PO, with the president declaring that 

religious symbols should remain in the religious domain. These statements triggered a public 

debate concerning the presence of religious symbols in public spaces. PO typically abstains 

from expressing religious views, a strategy it has employed in order to attract Poland’s entire 

centrist electorate. 

The less frequent the adherence to religious practices was declared, the greater was the 

acceptance of the Accident frame. Religious people, who often attend Mass, tend to believe in 

the Conspiracy frame more often (40 per cent), in direct contrast to those who abstain from 

any form of religious adherence (18 per cent). However, even if religion, such a strong factor 

in the Smolensk Catastrophe debates and frames is considered, it does not overcome the 

partisanship factor. Some 40 per cent of religious people—those attending a Mass several 

times per week—believe in the assassination theory, whereas 43 per cent of regular church 

attendees do not agree with the claim. 

The Smolensk Catastrophe debate was rather binary: it was either an accident or a 

conspiracy. However, there is a third frame identified in the course of analysis of the news 

coverage, one that public opinion was not questioned on, one that was shaped by journalists—

the Political Instrument frame. Perhaps it was too obvious, since politicians try to take 

advantage of unfolding and past events to further their own goals (as the frame states). The 

large number of people who believed the causes of the catastrophe to have been as yet 

unexplained may have supported the third frame. Additionally, those without a cemented 

opinion on the issue would have found their position to be in support of the third frame, which 

is in line with the theory on conflict frames. The Political Instrument frame, even though it 

was repeated with a higher frequency in newspapers, was missing in the questionnaires. 

However, it does not deal with the Smolensk Catastrophe directly, as other frames, but with 

the political outcome of the crash, the political strategies and political parties’ conflict. 
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PART III 

CONCLUSIONS
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS 

The aim of this thesis has been to analyse the frames’ construction of the political reality 

surrounding the Smolensk catastrophe, which has meant answering the following research 

questions: How have Polish politicians framed the crash to sway voters and promote their 

own narratives? What kinds of mechanisms have affected a frame’s strength? What is the 

narrative of the post-truth politics of the Smolensk crash? Primarily, the dissertation is 

interested in the political interpretation of a national trauma and the subsequent manipulation 

of this tragedy for political gain. Political actors and journalists have set the frames and tone 

of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate until the present day. This thesis has elucidated all the 

narratives, including arguments and cultural references of the Smolensk Catastrophe through 

empirical analysis of a total of 1,002 newspaper articles. The study employed a quantitative 

content analysis of articles published between 10 April 2010 and 31 December 2015 in the 

two main newspapers in Poland, Gazeta Wyborcza and Rzeczpospolita. The tabloids were 

omitted due to pragmatic and substantive reasons. Tabloids, although important for a rich 

information environment, focus solely on the most sensationalistic stories, such as conspiracy 

theories. My analysis is conservative and relies on quality opinion making newspapers, which 

are a source for journalists in other media outlets. While the influence of entertainment 

media, such as tabloids, should not be underestimated, it is principally journalistic and news 

media that is considered to have the most powerful impact on people’s perception of politics 

(Vladisavljevic, 2015). Drawing on Entman’s framing theory, the thesis has identified and 

analysed nineteen sub-frames, which were found in the two newspapers and then grouped 

into master frames through the hierarchical cluster analysis. 

The thesis not only provides an in-depth analysis of the narratives of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe, it also highlights factors that have affect the strength of the frames deployed in 

the debate surrounding it. The three master frames are the Accident frame, the Conspiracy 

frame, and the Political Instrument frame. The Accident frame—adopted mainly by 

journalists, public officials, and experts and members from PO—presents a narrative of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe having been an accident caused by pilot error and procedural faults, 
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indicating general negligence as the ultimate cause of the crash. The frame also implies the 

harm caused by conspiracy theories, the incompetence of expert on the Macierewicz 

Committee, and Russia’s cooperation, but lack of credibility. The Conspiracy frame—

promoted primarily by politicians of PiS and certain journalists—depicts the incident as a 

plot perpetrated by the Russian government collaborating with Polish officials, especially 

Tusk, to eliminate president L. Kaczyński and the political officials on board. The “truth” 

about the Smolensk Catastrophe—as this frame has it—is being deliberately masked by both 

the Russian and the relevant Polish officials. Truth is a very important value within the frame, 

as something precious, the masking of which is highly damaging, underscoring the 

righteousness of exposing it to the light of day. It is presented as an alternative “answer” to 

that which has been given by the official channels to the public. The third frame, the Political 

Instrument frame is a journalistic conflict frame. It emphasises the conflict between political 

parties by speaking of how the plane crash has been instrumentalised for political gain, both 

by PiS and PO, but with a stress on J. Kaczyński, who is seen as having played on human 

emotions to cultivate support for the Conspiracy frame. 

I have examined the construction of frames in great detail. Political actors 

strategically chose frames that align with their parties’ viewpoints and are seen as capable of 

attracting the attention of the media and the public to their cause and steering it away from 

that of opponents. The two opposite frames that found most resonance in the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate were pursued by the two party protagonists—PiS and PO—which have 

mobilised supporters around those frames. For its part, PiS mobilised supporters through 

demonstrations—predominantly, the monthly commemoration marches on the streets of 

Poland’s capital, Warsaw. During the demonstrations, political actors deployed the 

Conspiracy frame, especially in talking about the “Smolensk Truth” waiting to be brought to 

light. PiS mobilised its supporters around the Smolensk Catastrophe issues but the subjects of 

the protests were not solely devoted to uncovering the Smolensk Truth. The demonstrations 

were also a way to mobilise PiS supporters before the elections in 2011 and especially in 

2015. In order to garner media attention during the whole six years of the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate, political actors rely primarily on public events for media input, such as 

press conferences, media releases, and demonstrations. The mobilisation will be further 

discussed in the next section devoted to the strength of frames. 
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Support for the frames was polarised by political partisanship. I expected such a 

result, although its degree was certainly unexpected. The support for the frames depends on 

political partisanship and is stable over the whole period of the analysed debate. In the 

empirical chapters of the thesis, I have detailed how people who support the Conspiracy 

frame are generally those who support PiS. Conversely, PO voters are persuaded by the 

Accident frame. People tend to follow the narratives advocated by their chosen leaders or 

political party. The Smolensk Catastrophe debate was thus bipolar, reflecting the overarching 

political conflicts in Poland. Moreover, the politicisation of the plane crash was a strategic 

choice of those two political parties. The crash was a focal point on which these parties could 

have differed from each other and pursued their ideological stances. Party elites can polarise 

the discourse by structuring the frames around an issue (Slothuus and de Vreese, 2010). The 

Smolensk Catastrophe was framed by increasingly polarised political elites in order to affect 

their attitudes, but these align with partisanship. Therefore, we can say that framing identified 

the supporters of the both parties, polarised society, defined the worldviews of the parties 

involved in framing - PiS and PO - and finally, mobilised the core supporters of PiS. We 

cannot forget about the Political Instrument frame, which enhanced the political conflict in 

the debate. 

The analysis of the Political Instrument frame showed us the aspect of journalistic 

engagement in the conflict-frame-building process. Journalists do not have the role of simply 

reporting on political events - they also shape these events. The pivotal notion, which is 

important in this process, is the journalistic agency and the extent of the journalistic 

intervention, which is the degree to which journalists take a formative role in shaping events 

(Semetko et al., 1991:3). The relationship between political actors and journalists can be 

defined as a “competitive symbiosis”: "each side of the relationship attempts to exploit the 

other while expending a minimum amount of costs” (Wolfsfeld, 1997: 13). The relationship 

between political frames and journalistic framing processes are characterised by the extent to 

which media content and coverage of politics is guided by media logic or political logic. 

When politics become increasingly mediated, political actors have to adapt to media logic. 

The Political Instrument frame displays media logic in the frame-building process, to which 

political actors had to adjust.  
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Turning to the effects on turnover in government, it can be said that—despite the 

intense nature of the debate—it did not play a crucial role. The shift in government in 2015 

occurred as a result of other factors (e.g. the program of 500+1 of PiS’s pro-family policy, 

security issues, anti-immigration positions, the anti-euro position, the change of the 

retirement age, the taxation of financial institutions and hypermarkets). This is largely 

because during parliamentary and presidential election campaigns, politicians consciously 

abstained from commenting on extreme conspiracy theories so as to appeal to moderate 

voters. This is not to say that the Smolensk Catastrophe debate had no partisan effects, 

however. 

As it was discussed in the thesis, the political contest in Poland is based on cultural 

stances and contest over a worldview, as well as national identity. PiS, by constantly framing 

the Smolensk Catastrophe debate from its lost elections in 2010 until the presidential and 

parliamentary elections victory in 2015, defined itself as a conservative, patriotic, Christian, 

pro-family political party with a strong views toward Russia and the EU (in regards to its 

influence on internal Polish politics). PiS won an ideological battle against PO, which was 

portrayed in the public discourse as a party void of ideology. Moreover, PO’s electoral 

manifesto was quite liberal, departing from its centrist political views, some of its objectives 

pertained to pro-immigration policy or ease of access to sex change. Furthermore, the PO–

PSL government introduced a pension reform in 2013. The Open Pension Funds (OFEs) were 

largely liquidated which was negatively evaluated by public opinion and used against PO in 

the electoral campaign by PiS. Therefore we can state that the Smolensk Catastrophe debate 

did not have a robust, direct effect on turnover in government but it revealed something 

intriguing: a shared belief in the conspiracy narrative has become an indicator of political 

identity that assumed a role previously reserved for religion or ideology. PiS in the Smolensk 

Catastrophe debate imposed the language of the public debate and disseminated its 

worldview. 

PiS, by mobilising its supporters at the Smolensk monthly marches, not only garnered 

support of its own electorate but also attracted the various national media to cover its rallies. 

                                              

1 500+ is PiS’s flagship state program, designed to help families raise their children through monthly child-care 

payments starting with the second and each subsequent child in the family, in the amount of 500 PLN. 
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Moreover, the Smolensk Catastrophe debate greatly strengthened the right-wing media’s 

position in Poland, which had been quite niche in terms of popularity. The Smolensk 

Catastrophe provoked emotions, which were developed by the right-wing media (e.g. Gazeta 

Polska, wSieci etc.)  For example, right-wing weeklies wrote about politicians and issues that 

might not have been covered by the mainstream media, and they gave a different perspective 

on the same issue. The mainstream media may also have become predictable. Moreover, 

professional journalists took employ in the right-wing media, which raised the quality of 

writing in those media outlets (e.g. wSieci). Finally, conservative readers might have 

recognised right-wing journalists as expressers of their thoughts, writing mostly in favour of 

right-wing parties.2 Of course, the Smolensk Catastrophe was not the sole cause of the rise in 

popularity of right-wing media outlets, but it was an issue over which the readers were 

mobilised. The right-wing media (e.g. Gazeta Polska) mobilised supporters of the Smolensk 

Truth and PiS by organising demonstrations and gatherings. The right-wing media has moved 

closer and closer to the mainstream, even though it conveyed the content, which supported 

the Conspiracy frame, as well as conveyed an alternative message to the government policies. 

The Smolensk Truth sub-frame was often called in the media the “Smolensk 

Religion”. The Smolensk Religion is purely ritualistic, and rituals always appeared during 

demonstrations, including masses conducted by Catholic priests, processional marches, and 

speeches with biblical or national references It is a narrative that romanticises martyrdom. 

Every religion has myths and heroes, and the Smolensk Religion, in the Conspiracy frame 

context, has its “noble president”, who held out the hand of reconciliation to the Russians, the 

“great enemy”, but was killed. Previous research has shown that people gravitate toward 

conspiracy theories that affirm or validate their political view—the Smolensk Catastrophe 

case is proof of that claim. According to public opinion polls, belief in conspiracy theories is 

more prevalent among rural residents, the less educated, those on lower incomes, who 

regularly attend to church as well as those with right-wing views. However, the majority of 

the public accepts the Accident frame. Only PiS voters accept the Conspiracy frame, whereas 

just 5 per cent of PO voters support that frame. The only robust factor of identification with 

                                              

2 https://tygodnik.tvp.pl/4473697/moda-na-prawice. Accessed: 29.4.2019 



 

262 

 

the conspiracy theory of the Smolensk Catastrophe was partisan cues combined with 

informational cues. 

Framing effects are more likely to endure when people are stimulated to form stronger 

opinions upon initial exposure to the frame (Chong and Druckman, 2010; Matthes and 

Schemer, 2012). When taking into account this factor, it can be said that the Conspiracy 

frame induces people to instantly form an opinion, whether they believe or not, regardless of 

the detailed explanation. I would like to underline that this might not show a complete picture 

of the Conspiracy frame’s quality. The Conspiracy Frame—with its range of sub-frames from 

assassination to unintentional wrongdoing—lessens trust in explanations based on fact and 

raw evidence of the Accident frame. That is to say, the successful deployment of the 

Conspiracy frame might be to make people question the Accident frame and ultimately 

change their opinion. However, the most important Conspiracy frame’s topics and arguments 

are based on introducing doubt into topics and arguments associated with the Accident frame. 

Clearly, these two opposing frames provoke defensive reactions from each other with a 

slightly more frequency of the Conspiracy frame. 

The mediated communication of conspiracy theories and the frames that constitute 

them have implications for understandings of reality. These framing themes also shed light on 

the conspiratorial world view, specifically regarding “others,” government, and mainstream 

media, which sees these actors as malevolent forces. The conspiracy frame is characterised 

by post-truth foundations.  

POST-TRUTH IN THE SMOLENSK CATASTROPHE 

Post-truth politics have been widely discussed after the elections of president Trump in the 

United States. But post-truth politics is not a feature of the Trump era. Indeed, before he 

emerged as the leading exponent of the “alternative truth”, Jarosław Kaczyński deployed the 

Conspiracy frame of the Smolensk Catastrophe, asserting that a previous president, who died 

in a plane crash, had been assassinated by Russia. The post-truth mechanisms are present in 

the narratives of the Smolensk Catastrophe and constitute the basis of the frames used mainly 

by PiS. The Conspiracy Frame—essentially a product of Law and Justice—bears all the 

hallmarks of post-truth politics. The post-truth narrative appeals to emotions, presents untrue 
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information as fact, deploys rumour and falsehoods strategically, mixing accurate and 

inaccurate statements for political effect. The post-truth narrative, the Conspiracy frame, 

coincides with polarised political beliefs in the studied case. 

The Smolensk Catastrophe narrative is also a tale of the disaster’s politicisation and 

advancement of a post-truth narrative in post-Smolensk Poland. Post-truth politics—

sometimes termed “post-factual politics”—is a political culture that embodies “willingness to 

persevere with a particular belief either in complete ignorance of, or with a total disregard 

for, reality” (Strong, 2017:137). This kind of culture is one in which empirical evidence 

possesses no persuasive value. Nyhan and Reifler (2017) have found that people convinced 

by post-truth narratives do not necessarily reject fact and evidence out of hand but simply feel 

uncomfortable in the implications of accepting correct information that challenges their 

established ideas. This means that exposure to more information might not be the correct 

method for convincing certain individuals to reject so-called “alternative facts”. 

Post-truth is different from fake news, as it does not provide false statements but 

rather alternative facts, whereas fake news has no basis in reality. The Conspiracy Frame 

touches upon subjects that are real but gives an alternative, inaccurate, explanation for that 

reality. A good example is the accusations that Tusk collaborated with Putin against President 

Kaczyński. Indeed, there was cooperation between the two governments but the Conspiracy 

frame offers a different story incorporating this fact—expanding on it to suggest there was a 

plot. The statements of the Conspiracy frame are interchangeable—what matters is to get 

public opinion to suspend disbelief for as long as possible, and then change arguments. This 

is why the Conspiracy frame includes such explanations of the Smolensk crash as: a 

government plot against the president, an explosive device on board the aircraft, or fake fog 

at the airport (though very rarely). The truth is not important, with ideological performativity 

being the base for the narrative.   

The other feature of post-truth narrative is the combination of both true and false 

statements. The Investigation and Reports sub-frame claimed that the investigations are 

biased (except the one run by Macierewicz). The vast majority of arguments given by PiS to 

support this claim were false. However, the actors of the frame claimed that the victims’ 

bodies were swapped or misplaced, and that was true. The actors built on one true statement 

an entire pyramid of false claims. Post-truth narratives succeed through false denials, attacks 
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on the media, and name-calling (McComiskey, 2017). The Conspiracy frame is a perfect 

representation of a post-truth narrative. Public opinion was moved by the frame, therefore 

was moved by misleading hyperboles and distracting metaphors—“the Smolensk mythos”, 

“the Smolensk truth.” Furthermore, post-truth rhetoric of the Conspiracy frame has been 

normalised in public debate. Those who claimed they possessed evidence of an assassination 

were called experts or “Macierewicz experts”, with all inquiries into the crash being 

described by the media as “investigations”. Journalists repeated the rhetoric of political 

actors, simultaneously strengthening its position in public discourse. 

The Conspiracy Frame’s strategy was based on language, not facts or realities. This 

post-truth narrative was not based on transferring any lies, but to use rhetoric strategy of 

bypassing the truth. The promoters of the Conspiracy frame referred to true events and 

sentiments in order to pursue a narrative of a Polish–Russian plot against L. Kaczyński. The 

appearance of credibility was instilled, regardless of whether it was true or false. Moreover, 

the leader of PO, Tusk was also a politician, and therefore trust in political institutions 

applied equally. Supporters of the Conspiracy frame might have reduced Tusk (in general the 

Public Officials actors) and journalists to the same level of distrust and disbelief. Therefore, 

the actors of frames were more or less on the same level of credibility. That might have 

strengthened the position of actors of the post-truth narrative. 

The leader of PiS often referred to historical (memory) events, especially to post-war 

communism in Poland in deploying the Conspiracy frame. Interestingly, these references are 

also in relation to other political issues such us international politics or economic reforms 

Post-truth narratives are centred on a strong leader and personality not credibility 

(McComiskey, 2017). J. Kaczyński, as the leader of PiS (described as a “great strategist” by 

his proponents and adversaries alike) led the parliamentary opposition from 2007 to 2015). 

He is perceived by many as being the de facto ruler of the Polish government ever since PiS 

won the electoral vote in the 2015 parliamentary elections. Playing a most Machiavellian role 

in Polish politics, it was he who chose Andrzej Duda to be the presidential candidate in 2015, 

ultimately leading to PiS controlling the Sejm and the Presidency. It was J. Kaczyński who 

proposed Beata Szydlo for the role of Prime Minister of Poland, knowing that if he were to 

run as PiS’s candidate, the elections would have most probably been lost, due to his lack of 

popularity even among many of PiS’s voters. Prime Minister Szydlo’s public remarks 
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concerning her “anointment by J. Kaczyński”3 are a clear indication of the almost religious 

reverence with which many of PiS’s party members—if not its voters—view their leader, and 

is definite evidence that J. Kaczyński learned from the mistakes that lead to PiS losing the 

2007 parliamentary elections, the blame for which had been placed largely on his shoulders. 

J. Kaczyński, who lost his twin brother Lech in the Smolensk Catastrophe, initially 

gave the impression that he believed what the evidence suggested—namely, that the plane 

crashed because of an accident, even thanking the Russians for their help in the aftermath of 

the crash. Gradually, his stance began to change, with statements of conspiracies and 

murderous plots against his brother becoming more and more frequent. Perhaps, he could not 

reconcile his twin brother’s tragic death in a senseless disaster. Maybe his sorrow bewildered 

him, or perhaps feelings of guilt, given his involvement in the planning of the trip to 

Smolensk. Or, possibly just as Donald Trump many years later, he may have concluded that 

espousing the existence of conspiracy theories could help him come to power. 

If we take into account his talent for leadership, we need to discard the hypothesis that 

his change of heart was due to feelings of deep guilt or sorrow. J. Kaczyński, like Trump, has 

been using conspiracy theories to mobilise his devoted voters, very often underlining “Tusk’s 

blame”. This phrase was quite prominent in the media. Journalists often joked that J. 

Kaczyński blames Tusk for all the wrongs in the world, real or imagined. The sudden change 

of J. Kaczyński in 2010 could have helped him to maintain the credible “authoritarian 

personality” (McAdams 2016:82). It showed his and the Conspiracy frame’s supporters that 

he had carefully considered the official explanation of the crash and concluded that it was not 

accurate. 

When PiS won the parliamentary elections in 2015, the new government removed the 

official report of the causes of the Smolensk disaster from all its websites. A new 

investigative committee was formed, comprised in its entirety of members of Macierewicz’s 

parliamentary committee, which he had formed in 2010. Macierewicz—the main promoter of 

the Assassination sub-frame and Minister of National Defence from November 2015— 

frequently changed his explanation for the airplane crash. He placed the blame on the Polish 

                                              

3 Polityka, https://www.polityka.pl/galerie/1677580,9,wielki-czlowiek-i-strateg-czyli-jaroslaw-Kaczyński-

oczami-politykow-pis. Accessed 10.04.2016. 
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and Russian governments—separately and collectively—indicating a joint conspiracy the aim 

of which was to conceal the truth of the crash from the Polish people. He indicated that there 

was a single explosion aboard the aircraft, later concluding that there were two explosions. 

Subsequently, much was made of the air traffic controllers’ mistakes and overall negligence 

on the part of the Russians. This mechanism of introducing continuous uncertainty into public 

debate is a clear sign of the post-truth narrative that PiS have been pursuing with the 

Conspiracy frame. 

In the Smolensk Conspiracy narrative there is little place for factual accuracy, with 

politicians misleading public opinion in an effort to gain support and control the debate. The 

conspiracy theory was adopted into the public debate, and other actors engaged in public 

discourse in response to any information the Conspiracy frame introduced, irrespective of 

accuracy. The promoters of the Conspiracy frame freely declared whatever they felt the 

public might have believed, at any given moment in time. The actors formed close ties 

between themselves and the affected voters. The Conspiracy Frame is a prime example of a 

post-truth narrative. 

THE STRENGTH OF FRAMES IN THE SMOLENSK CATASTROPHE DEBATE 

The concept of frame strength was explored in the thesis. One of the research questions was 

asking about the mechanisms influencing it. The strength of a frame is a function of its 

resonance with public opinion, it provokes defensive reactions by opponents, and it is salient 

in the media. The possible factors, influencing the strength of a frame, are categorised as: 

introduction of new subjects, time and actors, and mobilisation. The results suggest that the 

main frames on either side were strong frames in communication, since both could not be 

ignored, but rather prompted strong defensive reactions from the opponent’s side in the news 

media. The Accident frame seems to be the strongest; it highly moved public opinion, in 

other words—gathered the biggest public support, and was the most salient frame in the 

media. It also was the one that introduced the biggest number of new topics to the debate. 

However, the Conspiracy frame provoked defensive reactions from the Accident frame 

slightly more often that the Accident frame. The findings did not confirm Druckman’s (2007) 

theory that adverse frames have the contrasting dynamic. The Conspiracy and Accident 
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Frames most of time rose and fell in unison. The content of a frame influences its strength. 

Although the Accident frame was the most prominent narrative in the media, and also the 

largest number of public supported that frame, the Conspiracy frame due to its content 

became important in the media and widely discussed in the public. 

The second factor influencing the strength of a frame is time and the role of actors. 

The Accident and Political Instrument Frames opposed the Conspiracy frame. The Political 

Instrument frame introduced a narrative of the usage of the Smolensk crash for political gain. 

The Conspiracy Frame’s actors refrain from reacting to the Political Instrument frame often, 

but the actors of the Accident frame did do so. The Political Instrument frame was powerful 

during the elections. It wielded the power to direct people’s attention toward the actors’ main 

political rivals. Journalists were the main promoters of this frame. They were especially 

focused on publishing stories relating to politicians and their political strategy, with the most 

attention given to J. Kaczyński; this could have resulted from three issues. First, J. Kaczyński 

was leader of the largest, most influential opposition party. Second, he was the main 

promoter of the Conspiracy frame, a quite sensational and newsworthy story. Third, he was 

an interesting figure from the point of view of media logic. The main actor of the Accident 

and Political Instrument frame were journalists. However, because the issue was highly 

politicised and the journalists tend to follow the lead of political actors, the main actors of the 

Smolensk Catastrophe debate were indeed politicians and Public Officials in the case of the 

Accident frame. It is important for two reasons: partisanship and salience in the media. The 

support for the frames was closely linked to the support to political parties, therefore it was 

important which actors promote which frames. The media raised attention to frames by also 

talking about its promoters, therefore J. Kaczyński and Macierewicz gained their prominence 

in the media. However, the role of those two political actors was different. Macierewicz was 

the main promoter of the Assassination sub-frame, whereas J. Kaczyński mobilised the wide 

support for the party, he often abstained for the assassination reference. This also proved the 

strategic choice of framing in the Smolensk catastrophe debate. 

 The third factor influencing frame strength is mobilisation. In Chapter 6, I analysed 

the protest movements that took place in light of the Smolensk crash. PiS mobilised its 

supporters at monthly demonstrations in Warsaw. It certainly was a place where the political 

actors promoted their frames. However, successful framing occurs when the public changes 
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its opinion and when people become supporters of a particular narrative. The demonstrations 

organised by PiS gathered supporters of the party. They attended the demonstrations because 

they already supported the Conspiracy frame. Certainly, according to framing theory, the 

political party did not just want to convince people of one narrative but rather to catalyse a 

particular action—namely, voting for PiS in the parliamentary and presidential elections. The 

demonstrations begun from the very beginning of the Smolensk Catastrophe debate but over 

time their purpose shifted from commemorations to political rallies. Public support for the 

frames remained quite stable; therefore it can be assumed that the demonstrations did not 

recruit new supporters to the Conspiracy frame, but stabilised the core “believers”, at the 

same time creating the essential group of the Conspiracy frame’s followers, called in the 

media “the Smolensk sect” or “the Smolensk believers”. 

Moreover, conspiracy theory literature (e.g. Hart, 2008) provides us with another 

explanation. People join movement organisations - in this case PiS and interest groups 

surrounding the party - not because they agree with the conspiratorial narrative promoted at a 

demonstration, but because it gives them a chance to publicly perform their conservative 

identity. It is not only the conspiracy narrative that brought people to protest movements but 

the conservative and even nationalistic rhetoric of PiS. Furthermore, PiS’ conspiracy frame 

functioned to consolidate its supporter base against the then incumbent PO, consequently 

deepening the political fragmentation and creating a devoted core of supporters. This 

mobilisation also answers the question raised in the introduction of this thesis. Namely, why 

PiS politicians frame the Smolensk debate in conspiratorial terms despite the fact it does not 

garner more voters. PiS’ conspiracy frame functions to consolidate the core far-right 

electorates and it is used to discredit then incumbent PO-PSL government by solidifying 

fragmentation between the supporters of the Smolensk Truth and the supporters of the 

Accident frame (seen as supporters of then incumbent government). The Conspiracy Frame’s 

role in garnering PiS electorate also lies in the idea that many people are susceptible to 

believing in conspiracy theories, due to their distrust of authorities and their held beliefs of 

governmental wrongdoing and manipulation.  
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CONTRIBUTION OF THE THESIS AND MPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

This thesis contributes to the field by presenting new, original data on the Smolensk 

Catastrophe issue. It presents the frames of the Smolensk Catastrophe used by political and 

media actors over a period of almost six years. This study tests framing methodology in 

Poland, which is rather an atypical case study in framing research. Another contribution, 

methodologically speaking, is that the thesis also tests psychological experiments on the 

concept of the strength of frames in a real-world case study (Chong and Druckman 2007). In 

the thesis the conspiracy theory is treated as a frame that attempts to explain what is “really” 

behind the secret plots of powerful groups. The findings of the use of conspiracy frame by the 

main opposition and later the government (from autumn 2015) is emblematic of how the 

conspiratorial discourse can prevail in mainstream politics. Furthermore, PiS (also later as a 

governmental actor) did not refrain from proposing conspiracy theories against its opponents. 

This is an important contribution into conspiracy theory studies.  

 PiS politicians frame the Smolensk Catastrophe in conspiratorial terms despite the 

fact that it does not help them garner more voters, as the thesis has proved. So, why PiS has 

been pursuing such a frame? The answer has been already provided – the mobilisation of core 

voters. PiS’s politicians use framing to make the conspiracy theory a plausible frame instead 

of a just another conspiracy theory detached from reality, flouted in the public sphere. The 

thesis highlights the significance of political partisanship and values, in understanding the 

socio-political impacts of conspiracy theories. This contribution provides important insights 

into the literature on social movements and politics in Poland and beyond. To start with, we 

could have seen in the data that people support frames (including the Conspiracy Frame) in 

line with their political orientations. While PiS sympathizers tended to believe PiS’s 

conspiratorial rhetoric, almost all its opponents - mainly PO sympathisers - questioned the 

legitimacy of the given conspiracy theory. This could imply that the government’s conspiracy 

frame functioned to consolidate the core supporters of PiS, to alienate the people 

sympathizing with the government, and to increase political fragmentation. The conspiratorial 

style of Post-Smolensk politics in Poland could be seen as a powerful frame that legitimises 

social movement by greatening political fragmentation between the two main political rivals.  
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 Moreover, this thesis signalise the importance of the conspiratorial political style in 

post-Smolensk Poland. PiS’ use of the Conspiracy frame illustrates how this style can prevail 

in mainstream politics and media in Poland. Furthermore, the study also shows that 

conspiracy theories could be disseminated by any political actors in Poland. The Conspiracy 

frame was responded to by actors from different political camps.  

 The findings of this thesis show that conspiratorial thinking cannot be solely 

categorised as borderline ideas or alternative ways of thinking typical only for conspiracy 

theorists. This thesis reaches beyond the classical and cultural perspectives of conspiracy 

theories. It demonstrates that conspiracy theories could be conceptualised as a type of frame, 

for propaganda purposes, and should take people’s political orientations into account while 

considering their impact on public opinion. 

Finally, the thesis has introduced a tool for measuring frame strength in communication. A 

strong frame in communication has been defined in this thesis as a frame that provokes a 

defensive reaction from the opponents, resonates in the media and moves public opinion. I 

discuss three factors influencing the strength of a frame. These are: the introduction of new 

topics, the role of an actor and time, as well as mobilisation. 

Further research in necessary to ultimately conclude what makes a frame strong in 

communication or in thoughts, and what are the additional mechanisms of the strength of 

frames, especially in regards to frames in thoughts. As mentioned in relevant chapters 

(Chapter 1, Chapter 4, Chapter 5) the timing and new information might strengthen a frame 

in communication. However, it remains an open question why the strategists and politicians 

feel enforced to react to an opponent’s frame at the exact time or introduce a new argument. 

It would be highly relevant to conduct interviews with politicians and political parties’ 

strategies about the used arguments and topics in the Smolensk Catastrophe case. In order to 

learn more about what makes a frame strong, I suggest further interviews of those actors 

involved in frame development. While coding the articles I also coded names of journalists 

alongside political actors who promoted the frames. This data could be used for further 

research, especially in interviewing both actors regarding the strategic choices behind the 

usage of frames. Additional research would be needed in relation to journalists’ contribution 

to the framing process especially in regard to the degree to which journalistic agency is 

displayed. It would be intriguing to see what drives the media agenda in such highly 
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politicised cases as the Smolensk Catastrophe debate, and how it differs from the agenda of 

politicians involved. Furthermore, there is an immense gap in the studies of CEE media 

systems. The gathered data in the Smolensk Catastrophe case would be helpful to study the 

media culture and system in Poland. 

Further studies could build on the findings pertaining to the conspiracy frame and its 

usage by key political actors in Poland by looking into nationwide representative survey data 

on the impact of conspiracy theories and also by taking people’s political orientations into 

account. The study could be extended to important insights into socio-political conflicts and 

ethno-religious groups, which are often legitimised by conspiratorial rhetoric.  

This research theoretically contributes to studies on political communication by 

identifying processes and key factors contributing to frame strength. This thesis also 

contributes to the study of post-truth narratives. Moreover, it describes the political and social 

consequences of the Smolensk Catastrophe framing. Although, the Smolensk crash took 

place in April 2010 it remains a subject that can readily attract media attention. PiS invested 

strongly in maintaining the Conspiracy frame by organising monthly demonstrations until 

April 2018 and re-opening the official investigation of the causes of the crash. More recently 

still, on 12 October 2018, the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly in Strasbourg 

adopted a resolution urging Russia to return the wreckage of the presidential plane that 

crashed in Smolensk to the Polish authorities. Essentially, while the Smolensk Catastrophe 

has not always been the most prominent issue in the Polish media in the years since 10 April 

2010, it has never entirely disappeared from public view, and with its political salience still in 

effect to some degree it is unlikely to dissolve entirely anytime soon. 
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APPENDIX 

THE POST-SOLIDARNOŚĆ DIVISIONS IN POLAND 

The most influential parties are rooted in the division between “anti-communists” 

(Solidarność) and “post-communists” (the forces linked to the old regime). The two major 

parties that emerged in the 2000s—Law and Justice (PiS) and the Civic Platform (PO)—were 

both associated with the Solidarność camp. The old regime camp was the source for the 

Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) and partially for the Polish People’s Party (PSL). This 

partition was at the core of the left–right divide, which was transformed through the 

subsequent years. 

The initial problems of unity within the ranks of the post-Solidarność right (‘anti-

communists’) were partly caused by the ideological differences between its liberal and non-

liberal wings, and largely by personal rivalries and suspicions. A dispute regarding the 

relationship between the present and the past arose, with the emergence of the issue of 

historical responsibility (past), and—in general—the model of transition (present). The 

“regime divide” thus transformed into “transition divide” (Stanley, 2014). Liberal parties 

argued for civil rights but were not vocal about socio-economic rights or redistribution. The 

social-democratic left supported both civic and socio-economic rights, and the religious–

nationalist parties supported socio-economic rights, at the same time favouring a nation-based 

concept of society (Stanley, 2014). The main disagreement, however, was related to the 

process of so-called “de-communisation”. The tone and intensity of the criticism over the 

transition of the regime differed across the right-wing parties. The conservative wing of the 

right supported deep de-communisation, demanding that the representatives of the communist 

regime be deprived of some of their political rights, while more liberal parties were not 

necessarily in favour of deep de-communisation. The left opposed the principle of shared 

responsibility entirely. 

The original left–right divide has been associated with the religious divide as well. 

While the left camp is clearly secular, and in some cases anti-clerical (SLD, Your 

Movement), conservative parties of the right (PiS, LPR) have close relations with the 
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Catholic Church. Thus, major conflicts between the left and the right have been associated 

with the clash between the Church and the State—conflicts concerning abortion, religious 

education in schools and the place of religious symbols in public space. 

The ideological clash between the post-Solidarność new left and the right-wing parties 

started in 2005 when PiS formed a government. PiS declared that a “Fourth Republic” had 

been born when it introduced anti-corruption measures and reaffirmed Catholic values in 

politics and government (Millard, 2006: 1,016). At the same time, PO started to move away 

from such radical religious views toward the political centre—trying to distance itself from 

the so-called” it had negotiated with PiS—and attempted to become a “catch-all” party.   

 

MEDIA IN POLAND 

Political communication emerges from the interaction between media, politicians and 

citizens, which requires a set of rules and routines that govern the production and 

transmission of messages to the public. Democratic political communication requires more 

than just a different set of regulations but a change of behaviour by political actors and 

citizens involved in the process.  

The media bill from 1992 remained in force to until 31 December 2018. The 

broadcasting council consists of four persons appointed by the Sejm, two by the Senate, and 

four by the president. Of course, media policy is then dependent upon the political situation. 

The council has also a duty to grant or revoke licences based on a vague concept of 

Christianity, “Christian ethics” (Goban-Klass, 1997: 29), which was introduced in the bill 

(broadcasting “has to respect the Christian system of values as a basis”4) but what this 

concept means in practice and in news reporting has never been explained. There were 

several reasons for this outcome, but it was mainly because the Church became synonymous 

with faithfulness to the spirit of the Polish nation, expressing ideas of traditional Polish life. 

Moreover, the Church had been the only institution in legal opposition to the government 

under the communist regime. Hence, the Roman Catholic Church in Poland was given 

priority when new radio frequencies were allocated, and still has a visible presence on 

                                              

4 Dz.U.2017.0.1414.—The Media Bill of December 29, 1992. 
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television. The Church does not possess formal power as a measure of control over the 

content of the media, yet its indirect influence is obvious to the receivers of media messages. 

Practically all households have a television set. Television Poland (TVP)—a public 

broadcaster—has three generalist channels, TVP1, TVP2, TVP3 (with regional opt-outs), a 

satellite channel (TV Polonia) addressed to Poles living abroad and two other channels of 

note: TVP Kultura (which broadcasts programming on cultural themes), and TVP info (a 24 

hour news channel). There are two main players in commercial television: Polsat, controlled 

by Terrestrial (which is owned by a Polish businessman) and TVN. The latter was owned 

until 2015 by ITI Holdings, a large media conglomerate headquartered in Warsaw, then by 

Scripps Networks Interactive Inc., which was bought by Discovery Channel in March 2018. 

Polsat broadcasts a national channel under the same name, a news channel, and several 

specialist channels. TVN also broadcasts a national channel, as well as a news channel, and 

also several thematic channels 
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