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Abstract

This essay focuses attention on aspects of border politics that give evidence of nation-building and national
consolidation processes in Central Europe. In a normative, policy-oriented sense this is a question of borders
as framing conditions for regional development. In a more critical and analytical sense this involves interrogat-
ing the actual use of borders in politically and ideologically framing national interests within a wider European
context. The essay begins with a brief discussion of Europeanisation processes understood in terms of the
promotion of cross-border cooperation (CBC) in Central Europe. Here, the significance of national structural
conditions for implementation of Cohesion and regional policies and hence CBC will be discussed. One result
that emerges is that while EU-European principles of cross-border cooperation have been partly mainstreamed
into regional development policies they have at the same time been superimposed by the domestication of EU
policies in the interest of nation-building. More specific evidence is then provided by Hungarian experience
where national scale and nation-building have played key roles in conditioning the quality of cross-border
cooperation and in the framing of state borders as resources. Attention will focus on: (1) Hungarian exploita-
tion of CBC in the service of ethnopolitical development objectives and (2) Hungary’s recent policy of border
securitisation which essentially entails a re-nationalisation of its border regime and a framing of the physical
border as a protective barrier against threats to national and European identity.
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Introduction

Commenting on the ‘misery” of small states
within postwar Central and Eastern Europe,
Hungarian political theorist Istvan Bibd (1946)
drew clear parallels between frustrated pro-
jects of nation-building and the difficulty of de-
fining ‘good’ borders. From Bibd'’s perspective,
the West European experience of forging polit-
ical borders around political nations appeared
distant from Central and Eastern European
reality - a reality in which psychological and
linguistic frontiers retained central impor-
tance. After more than 70 years since the end
of WWII, and several territorial reorganisa-
tions of Central and Eastern Europe states, Eu-
ropean integration and cross-border networks
have provided a new historical context for im-
proved relations and more relaxed attitudes
towards ideas of nation and ‘stateness’. Per-
haps for this reason, research interest in Cen-
tral European cross-border cooperation (CBC)
has been sustained for close to three decades
and shows no signs of diminishing.

The normative European context, that pro-
vided by European Union membership and
the EU’s political objectives, is an intriguing
point of departure. Political exigencies of in-
tegration and enlargement as well as basic
principles of European Union policy, structural
policy in particular, have decisively influenced
the development of transboundary co-opera-
tion within Europe as a whole. For example,
in preparation for EU membership, Central Eu-
ropean states have collaborated with the EU
in promoting a ‘de-bordering’ strategy based
on financial incentives, the development of lo-
cal and regional institutions across borders
and project-based cooperation. These policies
have also been aimed at integrating previ-
ously divided border regions in order to build
a more cohesive European space.

Research on Central European CBC has
followed wider European trends, particularly
in two areas: (1) policy-focused approaches
that analyse cooperation processes in order
to test assumptions of mutual benefit and po-
tential synergies (see Bufon & Markelj 2010;
Domaniewski & Studinska 2016; Hakser 2017)
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and (2) interpretations of CBC as a processes
of state re-scaling, region-building and inte-
gration at flexible territorial scales (see Lados
2005; JanAczak 2013; Medve-Bdlint & Sven-
sson 2013). Such analyses provide highly use-
ful insights into experimental forms of regional
development by applying structural-critical
and policy-focused approaches regarding the
potentials of and limits to cooperation at the
local and regional levels. These analyses have
also attempted to reveal the extent to which
socio-political borders, as well as institutional,
organisational and material conditions, affect
local and regional cooperation within Central
Europe. As a result, the local and regional
focus has been of great value in understand-
ing the vicissitudes of de- and re-bordering,
particularly in conjunction with critical assess-
ments of multilevel governance. Local and
regional CBC has also been indicative of the
ways in which borders have, since 1989, be-
come to be understood as essential political re-
sources in the pursuit of various development
aims. And yet, perhaps due to the dominance
of Western European perspectives, CBC has
generally been interpreted in terms of putative
governance or re-scaling functions that critical
regionalist thinking has assigned to them (see
Perkmann 1999, 2007; Blatter 2001; Jessop
2002). As Pickels (2010) has argued, post-
socialist transformation can only be partly
understood in terms of ‘universal projects’
of institutional harmonisation and economic
integration; in order to understand the ‘spirit
of post-socialism’, specific spatial practices,
such as territorial politics, require greater
attention. Similarly, Jacobs and Varré (2014)
suggest that an exclusive focus on what differ-
ent forms of territorial politics, such as cross-
border cooperation, are supposed to do with
regard, for example, to economic, political and
social integration, can limit understandings
of their concrete political significance.

The question of how open borders, EU inte-
gration and targeted initiatives of CBC have
affected national societies of Central Europe
is highly complex and has numerous ramifica-
tions. In fact, it is only possible to approach
this question from specific and highly selective
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vantage points. Given that measurements
of cross-border integration are notoriously
difficult and inherently lack stability, a focus
on concrete political uses of borders and how
these have shifted might provide a more accu-
rate - if partial - sense of how borders function
as resources. One strategy for understanding
the contextual significance of CBC is to sim-
ply take a theoretical step back and interpret
more than 25 years’ experience in using the
tools of local and regional cross-border coop-
eration as but one example of shifting Central
European border politics. At the same time,
it is necessary to take into greater account
the role of national scale and nation-building
in Central (and Eastern) Europe - an aspect
that the research state of the art has often
ignored. Here, nation-building represents un-
finished business, a process that was curtailed
by war and its geopolitical aftermath and that
now coincides, often uncomfortably, with the
simultaneous project of European integration.
Following the observations of Nagy and Nagy
(2013), Pisciotta (2016) and Varré (2008) re-
garding territorial politics in general, | suggest
that in order to interpret Central European
border politics and appropriations of CBC
more substantially, questions relating to the
creation of stable conditions for national de-
velopment and economic transformation need
to be taken into consideration. In short, the
quest for national consolidation in response
to profound political, social and economic
change is a major conditioning factor of Cen-
tral Europe’s re-bordering.

This essay will focus attention on aspects
of border politics that give evidence of nation-
building and national consolidation processes
within the EU. State borders reflect and thus
help us interpret tensions as well as points
of connection within intercultural and inter-
state relations. They can also indicate tensions
and contradictions inherent in Europeanisa-
tion processes that have taken place since
1989. In a normative, policy-oriented sense
this is a question of borders as framing condi-
tions for regional development. In a more criti-
cal and analytical sense this involves interro-
gating the actual use of borders in politically

and ideologically framing national interests
within a wider European context. The es-
say begins with a brief discussion of Euro-
peanisation processes understood in terms
of the promotion of cross-border coopera-
tion in Central Europe. Here, the significance
of national structural conditions for implemen-
tation of Cohesion and regional policies and
hence CBC will be discussed. One result that
emerges is that while EU-European principles
of cross-border cooperation have been partly
mainstreamed into regional development poli-
cies they have at the same time been super-
imposed by the domestication of EU policies
in the interest of nation-building. More spe-
cific evidence is then provided by Hungarian
experience where national scale and nation-
building have played key roles in conditioning
the quality of cross-border cooperation and
in the framing of state borders as resources.
Attention will focus on: (1) Hungarian exploi-
tation of CBC in the service of ethnopolitical
development objectives and (2) Hungary’s
recent policy of border securitisation which
essentially entails a re-nationalisation of its
border regime and a framing of the physical
border as a protective barrier against threats
to national and European identity. Ironically,
we can conclude that the ethnopolitical and
securitisation agendas that inform Hungarian
border politics have in fact made cooperation
much more complex by politicising everyday
CBC and arousing mutual mistrust. Hun-
gary’s national development interests would
be much better served through dialogue and
a productive understanding of cooperation
as a trust-building project.

Cross-border cooperation,
national scale and border politics

CBC research - with its close ties to border
studies and political geography, has devel-
oped a contextually sensitive understanding
of the nature of borders, which, at its most
basic, involves socio-political processes of ‘or-
dering’ that allow for spatial framings of so-
cial action (van Houtum & Naerssen 2002;
Newman 2011; Scott 2012). Borders, however,
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also reflect the cultural and symbolic constitu-
tion of societies at a more general level and
as such play an important role in framing and
regulating social relations as well as setting
conditions for local and regional development.
As a result, borders have been used as explic-
it symbols of European integration, political
community, shared values and, hence, iden-
tity by very different actors (Perkmann 2007;
Popescu 2008). CBC has thus been related
only not to the functions but also the symbol-
ism of state borders as a spatial organisa-
tion of difference. The concept and practice
of cross-border cooperation (CBC), which be-
gan in the 1950s as gestures of reconciliation
between Dutch and German communities,
have now achieved an important role as ve-
hicles of local-level economic and social de-
velopment. Since 1989 different forms of ter-
ritorial cooperation across state borders have
become a ubiquitous feature in Central and
Eastern Europe. Cooperation forms include Eu-
roregions, cross-border city partnerships, Eu-
ropean Groupings for Territorial Cooperation
(EGTCs) and other associations (Lepik 2012;
Medve-Balint & Svensson 2013).

With respect to Europe, one important re-
search challenge remains in recognising the
different ways in which national and European
elements co-exist in the construction of borders
within and between different political cultures
and how these images continue to shape opin-
ions and attitudes on borders in different Euro-
pean countries. According to O’'Dowd (2002),
CBC has developed in Europe as a function
of shifting state formations and changing bor-
der regimes. O'Dowd has also indicated that
as part of integration and enlargement logics,
European borders have been being reframed
in terms of their (often conflicting) significance
as Barriers, Bridges, Resources and Symbols
of Identity and how these reconfigurations
relate to the project of European integration
and enlargement. Furthermore, O Dowd
(2010) has chided border scholars who since
1989 have engaged in ‘post-national thinking’.
He argues that this indicates a lack of histori-
cal reflexivity and careless ‘epochal thinking’
that ignores the fact that states, state borders
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and their impacts are very much in evidence
in Europe and elsewhere. O "Dowd has also
criticised the use of neologisms such as ‘de-
bordering’ and ‘rebordering’ that privilege
subjective agency and neglect the structuring
power of state borders.

Research on Central European CBC has
by no means ignored the conditioning ef-
fects of state agency despite its focus on lo-
cal and regional networks. This is evidenced
by a wealth of insightful research into pro-
cesses of CBC in Central Europe (Hajdu
1998; Hardi 2003; Lados 2005; Halds 2007;
Janczak 2013; Dotzbtasz 2013, 2015; Sarm-
iento-Mirwaldt & Roman-Kamphaus 2013;
Hakszer 2017). This research has also inves-
tigated the European Union’s impact on the
nature of cross-border relations in Eastern and
Central Europe, suggesting that the normative
political language of Europeanisation (e.g.
as a process of de-bordering regional devel-
opment) has in several ways contrasted with
realities at CEC borders - a situation where
cross-border co-operation has reflected com-
peting territorial logics at the EU, national,
regional and, local levels and conflicting at-
titudes towards more open borders.

However, as a means of developing and
complementing existing research, targeted fo-
cus on nation-building and state action could
provide more explanation regarding ration-
ales behind CBC as well as difficulties in devel-
oping cross-border social capital and networks
(Svensson 2015). In referencing the insights
of the Committee of the Regions, De Sousa
(2013) argues that propensities to engage
in local and regional CBC are conditioned by:
(1) overlapping interests, (2) shared historical
memories, (3) strong interdependence due
to geographical or economic factors, (4) more
general (e.g. national) political projects target-
ing future joint action. | would argue that con-
siderably more attention should be directed
to the last of these factors as major conditions
for regional cooperation within Central Europe
are set by political and structural contexts that
operate at and across national scales.

The conceptualisation of border politics that
will be applied here suggests an open-ended
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process of political, economic and social uses
of state borders in order to achieve specific
goals. While this notion is closely linked to the
idea of the border as a resource (see Sohn
2014), the focus will be on the national level.
As Paasi argues (2012: 2307), understanding
borders is inherently an issue of understand-
ing how states function and thus: “(...) how
borders can be exploited to both mobilise and
fix territory, security, identities, emotions and
memories, and various forms of national so-
cialisation”. The continued salience of border
politics should therefore not come as a great
surprise: the European experiment of tran-
scending nationally-oriented thinking never
seriously entertained the elimination of bor-
ders as such. What was intended was to make
borders less visible, less a part of everyday life
and much a less a constraint to interaction.
Similarly, Janczak (2011), Herrschel (2011)
and others have suggested that the momen-
tum of European integration has contributed
to overlapping processes of border transcend-
ence and confirmation, not least because
of deeply rooted historical memories that con-
tinue to imbue national borders with highly
symbolic meaning.

National development and the tenacity
of bordered thinking

Central Europe has been attributed a crucial
role in promoting Cohesion and CBC within
the context of the EU’s enlargement process.
Given its historic significance, Central Europe’s
post-1989 de-bordering was a milestone, and
indeed a major challenge, in the development
of European Union as a political commu-
nity. The elimination of border defenses and
barbed-wire between East and West was, for
example, highly symbolic in that it portended
a reconstitution of a pan-European space and
good neighbourhood relations between indi-
vidual states. For citizens of Central European
countries, and in terms of everyday life, de-bor-
dering was perceived as a new liberty to travel
and to express oneself as a ‘normal’ European.
The momentum of European enlargement
and process of pre-accession, accompanied

by large development subsidies, served to de-
emphasise the significance of borders as bar-
riers. This was also promoted by the gradual
integration of Central Europe into the logic
of European Cohesion Policy, which strategi-
cally targeted local and regional cross-border
cooperation.

As part of Cohesion Policy, CBC is an area
where the European Union and advocates
of local level cooperation have exerted con-
siderable adaptive pressure in countries such
as Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and the Czech
Republic. Nevertheless, as Popescu (2006,
2008) has suggested, EU inspired strategies
of institutionalised CBC in Central and East-
ern Europe - an area of complex social, eco-
nomic and political diversity - have tended
to be ‘co-opted’ by specific nationally defined
interests. In its edition of 20 October 2009,
the Hungarian daily ‘Népszabadsag’ openly
reflected on this state of affairs, lamenting
a lack of true cross-border cooperation with
neighbouring states, citing national particu-
larisms and limited European vision.! With
the instruments of European regional policy
highly centralised both in Hungary and neigh-
bouring states, the article claimed that very
little support was offered to local governments
for cooperation across state borders. | argue
that one of the reasons for this is that, while
avid learners of EU norms and governance
practices, Central European countries have
developed a much more domestically focused
interpretation of CBC. In fact, and for under-
standable reasons, national consolidation has
tended to dominate CEC regional develop-
ment thinking, a fact that has strengthened
core area perspectives and central man-
agement. This is exacerbated by adherence
to understandings of regional development
that have not fully adopted the concepts
and tools of territorial cooperation, resulting
in a focus on large-scale national develop-
ment projects and infrastructure (Kozak 2014;
Scott & Szalai 2015). In practical terms, CBC

! Reference is to the article “Nem jétt létre a régick
Eurcpdja” (the Europe of Regions has not come about),
reporter: Istvdn Tandcs.
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remains as a minimalist exercise - national
strategic plans generally take it into considera-
tion as an extension of national development.
At the same time, highly symbolic regional
cooperation vehicles, such as the Visegrad 4
and the Euroregion Carpathia have proved
too weak to actually form a basis for concrete
interstate projects and initiatives, networking.

Reasons for the tenacity of bordered think-
ing have been suggested by Orlowski (2010)
who considers the stark consequences of en-
largement a major factor; the clear lack
of East-West convergence has in fact cement-
ed divisions within Europe as a whole and with
Central Europe in particular. This minimalist,
instrumental approach of CECs also reflects
difficult cooperation contexts which include:
lack of local capacity to promote co-opera-
tion, cumbersome EU regulations and project
management rules, interstate tensions and
ethnolinguistic conflict, as well as local orien-
tations to national centres and European core
regions rather than to neighbouring states
(see, for example, Baranyi 2008; Mezei 2008;
Hajdd et. al. 2009; Hardi 2010). As Hakszer
(2017) has indicated, Slovakian-Hungarian
cooperation has been highly polarised: most
activity has taken place between municipali-
ties located near the capital city regions while
peripheries, where demand for development
is greatest, have been clearly marginalised.
Apart from development goals that privilege
dynamic centres, an important reason for this
is the political prioritisation of ‘Hungarian-
Hungarian” relations and thus the targeting
of larger settlements with Hungarian minori-
ties on the Slovakian side.

One explanation for the limits to CBC
is thus structural, and relates to national level
development concerns. After having achieved
general de-bordering goals in a functional
sense, socio-economic and territorial divisions
have diminished impetus for greater social
and socio-economic interaction across Central
European borders (Janczak 2013). As several
EU Reports on Social and Economic Cohesion
document, despite increases in general wel-
fare the imbalances between Europe’s core
areas and its vast peripheries remain and
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depopulation of many rural zones continues
unabated.? Furthermore, regional disparities
as well as cultural and political heterogeneity
are certain to increase as a long-term result
of enlargement. Gorzelak and Smetkowski
(2010) have also shown that, in stark contrast
to the objectives of Cohesion Policy, a con-
solidation and ‘petrification” of territorial
patterns based on core-periphery inequali-
ties is taking hold in Central European states
(Gorzelak & Smetkowski 2007). This process
of growing territorial differentiation is based
on relative abilities to, first, attract/generate
investment, especially into innovative sectors;
and, second, relative proximity of and accesi-
bility to economically dynamic urban centres.
In Central Europe, both EU internal and exter-
nal borders are with a few notable exceptions
characterised by pronounced maginalisation,
regions at these borders are relatively under-
developed in both quantitative and qualitative
dimensions and continue to lose highly quali-
fied workers to metropolitan cores. As a result,
domestic polarisation reinforces structural
conditions of West-East dependence, and this,
in addition to ethno-political tensions, has
tended to fragment the region and thus limit
the overall impact of cross-border cooperation.

Finally, it should be mentioned that shifts
in European Union priorities and approaches
in programming Cohesion and Territorial Co-
operation Policy have also played an impor-
tant role in conditioning Hungary’s ‘domes-
tication” of European Union policies. There
is in fact little doubt that since the historic turn
of events of 1989/1991, and the heady days
of a creating a new European order, there has
been a shift in the EU’s focus on CBC. Most

? European Commission (2014) Investment for
Growth and Jobs. Promoting Development and Good
Governance in EU Cities and Regions. Sixth Report
on Social, Economic and Territorial Cohesion, Brussels:
European Commission; European Communities (2007)
Growing Regions, Growing Europe. Fourth Report
on Economic and Social Cohesion. Luxembourg: Office
for Official Publications of the European Communities;
(2004) A New Partnership for Cohesion, Convergence,
Competitiveness, Cooperation. Third Report on Eco-
nomic and Social Cohesion. Luxembourg: Office for Of-
ficial Publications of the European Communities.
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recently, CBC has been subsumed within the
more inclusive notion of Territorial Coopera-
tion (TC) and its main aim remains to reduce
the negative effects of borders as administra-
tive, legal and physical barriers, tackle com-
mon problems and exploit untapped potential.
Itis clear from recent debate on European Co-
hesion that the EU stakes much of its political
capital on more traditional instruments of re-
distribution that are nationally oriented even
if subject to supranational guidelines. Indeed,
the 2007-2013 budget of €8.7 billion for Terri-
torial Cooperation amounted to a mere 2.5%
of the total Cohesion Policy budget. Further-
more, a major overall share of Cohesion funds
are targeted to Central and Eastern European
countries where there appears to be less en-
thusiasm for CBC as a regional development
resource.

The case of Hungary:
Cooperation, ethnopolitics
and securitisation

Hungary offers perhaps the greatest degree
of contrast in terms of shifting Central Eu-
ropean border politics. It is, in many ways,
a singular case, given the specific historical
experience of Hungary as a sovereign nation-
state. However, the marked transformation
in Hungary’s border politics indicate many
of the tensions between national and com-
munity interests that have emerged as part
of European enlargement and integration.
For historical and geographical reasons,
Hungary can be understood to be a labora-
tory of Europeanisation, both in terms of the
local adaptation of EU norms and practices
(Agh 2003), progressive legislation regard-
ing minority rights (Vizi 2009) and practices
of cross-border co-operation (Baranyi 2008,
Hardi 2010) As will be discussed in the follow-
ing, Hungarian border politics have been char-
acterised by change and continuity, reflecting
different strategic orientations and shifting
nation-building priorities as they have been
influenced by European integration. The actors
involved in these processes are many; while
political elites are the most visible, academics

and popular media are also important ar-
chitects of border politics. In the following,
three interlinked aspects of Hungarian border
politics will be elaborated that give evidence
of the significance of national borders and na-
tion-building. These are: the use of borders for
regional development purposes, ethnopolitical
concerns and national security.

CBC as Regional Policy

Initial openness to EU notions of de-bordering
and regional cooperation was at its apogee
and within the post-1989 context of European
integration Hungarian borders were concep-
tualised as regional development contexts
in close alignment with a wider European
reading of Cohesion Policy (see Barta 2006).
For example, in the case of Hungary, ‘post-so-
cialist’ regional studies since the first studies
of Rechnitzer (1990) very much focused on the
development of new local economic networks
between Hungary and its neighbours and the
roles that border regions play in their crea-
tion. As development trends in the early 1990s
indicated, post-socialist economic transforma-
tion and differential border effects contrib-
uted to the exacerbation of core-periphery re-
lationships. Distinctions were made in terms
of characterising Hungary’s borders between
successful and dynamic Western border areas
(those with Austria and Slovakia) and declin-
ing eastern border regions neighbouring Ro-
mania, Eastern Slovakia and Ukraine (Baranyi
2001; Kukorelli et. al. 2000; Bihari & Kovdcs
2005). Similar to the regional development
context, specific Hungarian borders were also
conceptualised within a wider European con-
text of economic integration and Cohesion.
The Concept of Border as National Periphery
was perhaps most vigorously expressed by Ba-
ranyi (2001) who depicted Hungary’s eastern
border regions as ‘peripheries of the periph-
ery’. Baranyi developed a number of argu-
ments in which border areas and settlements
were clearly identified as regional develop-
ment problems where cross-border co-opera-
tion held out prospects of linking in to more
general EU development processes.
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It the reading, the perspective of overall
national perspective of balanced development
was related to the re-establishment of urban
networks in the Carpathian Basin - a largely
Hungarian reference to the geographical area
encompassed by the Carpathian Mountains
and which historically formed the borders
of the Kingdom of Hungary. However, in this
regional development reading, emphasis was
squarely placed on cooperation and the re-
establishment of the functional relationships
between mid-size cities and different core ar-
eas of the region (Sili-Zakar & Czimre 2007;
Sili-Zakar 2002; Horvdth 2010). Within this
context, a mojor narrative was that of cross-
border cooperation as a positive value and
political strategy more in tune with the reali-
ties of an integration Europe and thus a clear
alternative to the fruitless irredentism of the
past (Eger 2000).

During the period between 1996 and
roughly 2010, the Hungarian government
demonstrated considerable commitment to fa-
cilitating CBC through the inclusion of region-
al and local actors (Sods & Fejes 2007). In ad-
dition, there was a clear emphasis on regional
development and spatial cohesion as a part
of national strategy, even though the welfare
of Hungarian minorities certainly remained
an important political goal (Rechnitzer 2001).
Government support of CBC was informed
by the wider European goal of territorial co-
hesion and the desire for greater functional
interrelationships within the Carpathian Basin
gradually materialised as evidenced by cross-
border labour markets and shopping patterns
indicate (Mezei 2008; Horvath 2010). Nagy
(2011) also states that the cross-border cen-
trality of Hungarian cities such as Gyula, lo-
cated at the Romanian border, is not a mere
function of ethnic relations but involves Hun-
garian - ethnic Romanian interaction as well.
Nevertheless, the Hungarian government’s
direct support of local and regional forms
of CBC declined after EU membership. And
indeed in the case of Hungarian national
development strategies of 1998 and 2007
a marked change can be noted. While in the
first document Hungarian border areas and
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regional development issues related to coop-
eration with neighbouring states received gen-
erous coverage, the 2007 National Develop-
ment Strategy (National Development Agency
2007) only gives very brief mention of CBC.
Since 2010 the issue of subnational par-
ticipation in CBC has become much more un-
certain. Having eliminated the seven regions
that were involved in programming EU funds,
the present (2017) government has sought
to increase the role and visibility of the cen-
tral government in managing territorial or-
ganisation and socio-economic development
in the Carpathian Basin (see Pdlmai 2013).
CBC provided and still provides an important
level of trust-building across borders but the
lack of strong local and/or other subnational
governments limits the actual ability of these
actors to engage in development projects
across borders. Indeed, the only true working
CBC institutions are in the West, on the bor-
der with Austria as well as the Istergrdnum
EGTC between Hungary and Slovakia (Eszter-
gom-Komdrom-Komarno). Most Euroregions
appear to have outlived their functions as re-
gional mediators - made redundant by a com-
bination of institutional flux (recentralisation),
a lack of institutional support, and political
uncertainty in Central Europe (see Medve-
Bdlint 2013). It is remarkable, for example,
that Gabor Nagy (2011) in his study of cross-
border urban networks makes almost no men-
tion of Euroregions and institutionalised forms
of CBC. Instead, he focuses on functional net-
works and relationships as drivers of cross-
border interaction between Hungarian and
Romanian towns. In practical terms, CBC
remains as @ minimalist exercise - national
strategic plans generally take it into considera-
tion as an extension of national development.

Border ethnopolitics

One of the defining elements of Hungar-
ian nation-building is the political objective
of improving connections between Hun-
gary proper and Hungarian communities
in neighbouring states. Having championed
a ‘spritualisation” of borders, and thus the
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transcendence of their historical divisiveness
already before the end of the Cold War (see
Boldizsar 1988), the country has advocated
greater political and cultural opening but also
a politics of outreach to Hungarian ethnic
communities in neighbouring countries. The
situation of Hungarian-speaking communi-
ties in neighbouring countries, specifically
the large Hungarian populations suffering
discrimination at the hands of the Ceaucescu
regime, revived political debate over the lin-
guistic and minority rights. At the same time,
the previously taboo topic of national status
of Hungarian (and other) minorities and the
nature of their relationship with the mother
country, resurfaced as well. Hungarian inter-
ests across the political spectrum are clearly
defined by a desire to improve connections
between Motherland and Hungarian commu-
nities as well as improve the living standards
and stabilise the conditions in neighbourhood
areas as a means to keep Hungarians thriv-
ing there. To these ends, both EU and national
regional development funding, including CBC
instruments, have been employed, whereby
‘Hungarian-Hungarian’ relations have gradu-
ally achieved explicit priority in the use of EU
resources.®

The political intensity of ‘ethnopolitical
CBC’ has generally increased during nation-
al-conservative governments (1998-2002,
2010-present) which above and beyond eco-
nomic issues, have raised questions of linguis-
tic rights, regional autonomy and the nature
of political relationships of ethnic Hungarians
with the kin state. Indeed, members of Orbdn’s
government, as well as the Prime Minister
himself, have propagated the idea of effective-
ly de-bordering the Carpathian Basin in or-
der to create new (trans)national spaces for
Hungarians. Whereas earlier versions of the
Carpathian Basin narrative focused on creat-
ing a coherent economic and environmental
space through cooperation (Horvdth 2010),
since 2010 the idea of a specific Hungarian

3 See Hungary's External Relations Strategy (2013:
10). Source: www.mfa.gov.hu/NR/rdonlyres/3E8FA370-
15B3..,/080319_kulkapcs_strat_en.pd [13 May 2017].

mission to integrate the Carpathian Basin has
gained considerable political traction. The
Minister in Charge of the Prime Ministers’
office, Janos Ldzdr, has, for example, openly
declared in parliamentary debates the need
to “preserve the hegemony of Hungary in the
Carpathian Basin”.* In national-conservative
readings therefore, a clear distinction is made
between Hungary as a territorial state, reflect-
ed in the present day borders of the country,
and Hungary as a nation, in which extra-ter-
ritorial political agency is a legitimate form
of promoting Hungarian minority interests.?
Hopes for greater dynamism in local and
regional development through ‘Hungarian-
Hungarian” network economies were shared
by actors at all levels, but the highly political
nature of re-connecting cities within the ‘Car-
pathian Basin” was exemplified by the effec-
tive co-optation of CBC by the national gov-
ernment. As a result, CBC between Hungary
and its neighbours has been subsequently
and systematically politicised by all political
parties, especially with increasing ideological
polarisation of the political landscape in Hun-
gary during the late 1990s and early 2000s.
This was exacerbated by controversial pro-
grammes adopted during the first Orbdn gov-
ernment, such as the 2001 Status Law which
provided special privileges, including services
and quasi-residency rights in Hungary, to eth-
nic Hungarian living in neighbouring states.
The emphasis on ethnic relations within the
‘Carpathian Basin” has been met with consid-
erable mistrust and apprehension by Hunga-
ry’s neighbours who at times have interpreted

4 As reported during a debate of 24 February
2016. Source: http://index.hu/belfold/2016/02/24/
lazar_schiffer_vona_lmp_josz_terrorizmus_oro-
szorszag_europa/ [12 May 2017].

° As frequently expressed by Minister Zoltdn Balog
who professes an ‘integrated’ approach to the social,
cultural and economic development of the Carpathian
Basin. This was reiterated in a speech given in Roma-
nia, at the Tusvdnyos Summer Free University on 20 July
2017 and reported in the official FIDESZ party website:
egységes Kdrpat-medencei térben kell gondolkodni
(we need to think in terms of a unified Carpathian Basin
space), http://www.fidesz.hu/hirek/2017-07-20/balog-
egyseges-karpat-medencei-terben-kell-gondolkodni/
[20 July 2017].
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CBC as a means to extend Hungarian extra-
territorial sovereignty claims (Arraiza 2015).
They also elicited strong reactions from the
European Union as well

Border ethnopolitics have also strength-
ened the trend towards centralisation under
Viktor Orbdns government, in power since
2010. Support for regionalisation and greater
local agency in CBC was initially provided after
1996, but the role of Euroregions and special
agencies dedicated to CBC diminished rapidly
after 2010 (Medve-Bdlint 2013). While region-
al level cooperation in the form of EGTCs (Eu-
ropean Groupings for Territorial Cooperation)
has emerged at Hungary’s borders, a decisive
role is maintained by the central government
in Budapest. Furthermore, cross-border insti-
tutions such as the Permanent Conference
of Hungarians or MAERT(in Hungarian: Mag-
yar Allandé Ertekezletet), created under Or-
bdns first government and that target direct
political cooperation between Budapest and
representatives of ethnic Hungarians have
now a much more prominent role. These in-
stitutions have contribute to the politicisation
of CBC by subsuming local and regional coop-
eration within the larger nation-building agen-
da of the national-conservative government.

Border politics and securitisation
policies

Most recently, CBC in Central Europe has
been directly impacted by the events since
2015 in which border security has been tight-
ened in response to the dramatic increase
in asylum-seekers and migrants. By the writ-
ing of this article in 2017 border controls
between several CECs had been reinstated,
much to the chagrin of cross-border commut-
ers and local communities at the borders.
The securitisation of borders in Central Eu-
rope is also a question of state sovereignty
and its enhancement, particularly in the case
of Hungary. With the advent and consolida-
tion of national conservative government
in 2010, Hungary’s border politics have be-
come increasingly confrontational, contest-
ing the European Union attempts to find
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a community-wide approach to deal with the
needs of refugees and migrants.®

In addition, Orbdn’s government has ex-
ploited borders, physically and symbolically
in ways that resonate with popular fear of mi-
grants and conservative skepticism of multi-
culturalism and open borders. This is clearly
manifested in Hungary’s border policies
of 2015/2016 which, in response to and in ex-
ploitation of the refugee ‘crisis’, have seen new
border fortifications, a partial militarisation
of border areas and a direct challenge to the
Schengen Agreements. With the installation
and reinforcement of barbed wire fences and
internment camps along its border with Serbia
and Croatia, Hungary’s mobility control prac-
tices have since 2015 achieved a new inten-
sity. Commenting on his government’s ‘zero
refugees strategy’, Hungarian Prime Minister
Viktor Orbdn argued in 2015 the inviolability
of national sovereignty over borders:

“(...) the basics are that each nation is de-
fined by its borders. Borders must be re-
spected. And borders must be defended
by the state. [...] And if you are a mem-
ber of the European Union, especially the
Schengen Areq, you have an obligation
to defend your national border, which is the
European border, to stop them. Everybody
who would like to cross the border in an il-
legal way: stop them and defend the border
to defend your community and to defend
Europe.”

Hungarian Foreign Minister Szijjarté has
argued that German Chancellor Merkel’s
welcome culture has in fact been self-serving,
opening up Germany at the expense of small-
er member states through which refugees and
migrant transit.” Hungary’s open animosity

® This is evidenced by widespread media coverage
since 2015 of Hungary’s refusal to accept refugees ac-
cording to EU rules. See the Politico article "Hungary’s
zero refugee strategy’, available at: http://www.politico.
eu/article/hungary-zero-refugee-strategy-viktor-orban-
europe-migration-crisis/ [15 February 2017].

7 Handelsblatt Global of 6 April 2016 reports:
“Hungarian Minister: We Were Right to Build Fences.
Hungarian Foreign Minister Péter Szijjdrtd justifies
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towards the welcome culture idea is of course
shared by many political groupings within
the EU. The basis for the antagonism is the
fear of socio-ethnic and religious tensions
as well as increased social costs of caring for
refugees. On the other hand, crime, terror-
ism and insecurity are openly associated not
only with refugees but also illegal migrants
(Fekete 2016).

The Hungarian government’s securitisa-
tion of mobility has culminated in the crea-
tion of four ‘transit zones’ on the border with
Serbia and Croatia in order to ‘fix, as it were,
asylum-seekers in time and space and make
them invisible to mainstream society. Since
2016, applications for asylum can only
be processed at the border camps, anyone
apprehended crossing the Hungary’s borders
at other points will be sent immediately back
to Serbia. The immobilisation of refugee flows
is both a deterrent as well as a clear expres-
sion of the government’s resolve to reject any
EU-level quotas or regulations that impinge
upon national sovereignty. This policy is seen
by critics as tantamount to imprisonment and
a blatant violation of human rights.®

Hungary’s border securitisation practices
are not only (geo)political but also cultural
in nature. Borders are used to position Hun-
gary as a major player in its quest to promote
traditional values and as a defender of no-
tional sovereignty and identity (Butler 2017).2
Hungary portrays itself not as a follower, but

his country’s decision to build razor wire fences on its
borders and warns that Europe’s refugee crisis is likely
to become a permanent state of affairs”. Available
at https://global.handelsblatt.com/politics/hungarian-
minister-we-were-right-to-build-fences-487839 [30
March 2017].

8 The Hungarian Spectrum of 14 June 2017 re-
ports that “Hungary’s transit zones are actually prisons
where even pregnant women are handcuffed”, http://
hungarianspectrum.org/2017/06/14/hungarys-transit-
zones-are-actually-prisons-where-even-pregnant-wom-
en-are-handcuffed/ [24 June 2017].

° See the blog posted on 6 Novermber 2016
by MIGSZOL, the Migrant Solidarity Group of Hungary,
entitled Protecting Hungary’s “national identity”? - Or-
ban’s constitutional amendments and EU law, available
at: http://www.migszol.com/blog/protecting-hungarys-
national-identity-orbans-constitutional-amendments-
and-eu-law (31 March 2017).

as an innovator and maker of Europe, ac-
cording to notions of ‘national Europe’ and
against the ‘political correctness’ of Brussels
bureaucrats and other major politicians (Szar-
ka 2017). Furthermore, in legitimizing border
closures and with a dismissive approach to Eu-
rope’s refugee crisis, the present Hungarian
government under Viktor Orbdn has stylised
itself as a guardian of Europe’s historical
legacy and Christian culture.® It has warned
constantly of the dangers of ‘unnatural migra-
tion” and the emergence of parallel (Islamic)
societies that will threaten Europe’s welfare,
security and identity.”" This discourse is sup-
ported by constant negative Hungarian media
coverage of Europe’s refugee crisis and con-
spiracy theories that suggest an ‘externally’
driven exploitation of Europe’s open societies.
Pointedly, in mobilising support for fences,
Hungary’s prime minister suggests that ‘il-
liberal” values are needed in order to protect
national societies and guard against naive no-
tions of openness and tolerance (Zalan 2016).

Conclusions: On the salience
of border politics

What does the evidence provided above sig-
nify in terms of re-bordering Central Europe?
The case of Hungary, while singular in many
ways, reminds us that the geopolitics of bor-
ders permeates many levels of political life de-
spite the momentum and de-bordering impact

10 See the Guardian article of 3 September 2015:
Migration crisis: Hungary PM says Europe in grip
of madness, available at: https://www.theguardian.
com/world/2015/sep/03/migration-crisis-hungary-pm-
victor-orban-europe-response-madness (31 February
2017). Similarly, he Guardian of 26 July 2016 reports
that "Hungarian prime minister says migrants are
‘poison” and ‘not needed”, available at: https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2016/jul/26/hungarian-prime-
minister-viktor-orban-praises-donald-trump (23 March
2017).

" Reported, for example, in the Sunday Express
of 27 September 2016, with dramatic headlines: ‘You're
DESTROYING Europe’ Hungary PM predicts ‘parallel
Muslim society’ due to migration, available at: http://
www.express.co.uk/news/world/715040/Hungary-
referendum-Viktor-Orban-parallel-Muslim-societies-EU-
migration-refugees (21 March 2017).
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of European integration. Gabriel Popescu
(2011) has argued that the normative political
language of Europeanisation (e.g. as a pro-
cess of integrating territorial development
across national borders) often contrasts with
local realities where cross-border co-operation
(CBC) reflects competing territorial logics and
conflicting attitudes towards more open bor-
ders. More than two decades after the end
of the Cold War, borders themselves are both
resources for but in many circumstances often
obstacles to greater political and social inter-
action, even if the defensive character of Euro-
pean borders has virtually disappeared.

One of the reasons for this state of affairs
is the ongoing process of re-positioning which
Central European countries are engaged
in and, consequently, the instrumental role
that borders assume in political, social and
economic terms. Repositioning refers specifi-
cally to finding a national role within Europe
- a project that is inherently contested and
which in the case of CECs has been a source
of ‘East-West’ conflict. East-West difference
is not about deep civilisation divides but re-
flects historically contingent processes of na-
tional becoming, evidenced here by the so-
cio-political and cultural nature of CEC border
politics; this includes a focus on national con-
solidation that has also tended to de-empha-
sise local forms of co-operation more generally
in Central Europe.

In the case of Hungary, CBC is certainly
understood in terms of European Cohesion
but is heavily influenced by overlying political
goals of nation-building and improving the
living conditions of ethnic Hungarian com-
munities in neighbouring states. However, the
inherently extraterritorial nature of Hungary's
border politics is itself problematic in terms
of improved neighbourhood relations as it pro-
motes interpretations of CBC as a means
to extend Hungarian political influences and,
in worst case scenarios, extraterritorial sover-
eignty claims. Furthermore, Hungary's border
politics are presently dominated by national
conservative and Eurosceptic thinking which
has produced a degree of ethnopolitical and
nationalist extremism.
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This extreme form of border politics is most
likely unsustainable precisely because it will
alienate many potential cooperation part-
ners both domestically and across borders.
If the Hungarian government’s avowed aim
is the flourishing of all Hungarian communi-
ties in the Carpathian Basin then there will
no alternative to multilateral dialogue, trust-
building, local-level empowerment and the
de-politicisation of CBC. A sensitive border
politics would reflect the longue durée nature
of creating cross-border political practices
at the local and regional level. Furthermore,
local and regional actors would be encour-
aged to develop cooperation mechanisms situ-
ationally and in ways that respond to political
opportunities and social and structural condi-
tions. By the same token, one means to coun-
teract the marginalisation of cross-border co-
operation and insensitivity to specific regional
situations at and around Hungary’s borders
could very well be the recognition of regional
autonomies that respect national sovereign-
ties but provide rights linguistically, cultur-
ally and in terms of self-government. Local
autonomies based on a transsovereign model
(see Bakk & Ollss 2010) could be a major po-
tential means of empowering local CBC but
also for improving prospects for more general
economic and social integration within Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe. However the basis
for such a model can only be a greater degree
of trust and mutual goodwill.
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