
PO
LI

TI
CS

 IN
 C

EN
TR

A
L 

EU
RO

PE
 

 
 

Vo
lu

m
e 

16
 

• 
N

um
be

r 2
 

• 
Au

gu
st

 2
02

0

POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE
The Journal of the Central European Political Science Association

Volume 16 • Number 2 • August 2020 • ISSN 1801-3422

25 years of CEPSA
Jerzy J. Wiatr – Attila Ágh – Karin Liebhart – Ladislav Cabada

Online Political Communication Research Methods 
Olga Brunnerová and Jakub Charvát

How is Expert Knowledge Di� used in International Politics and What Makes It
Actionable? Epistemic Infrastructure: a new Framework for Analysis 

Šárka Waisová

Justice Reform or Facade Reform: The case of the Western Balkans
Zenun Halili

The Turkish Community in the Czech Republic: A Diaspora in the Making?
Lucie Tungul

Multi-level Governance and Energy Specifi cs of the V4 Countries
within the Context of European Integration 

Helena Bauerová and Milan Vošta

The disintegration of KDU-ČSL in 2009:
The network analysis of co-voting strategies of the KDU-ČSL deputies 

Dušan Brabec





POLITICS
in Central Europe
The Journal of the Central European 

Political Science Association

Volume 16 Number 2 August 2020 ISSN 1801-3422

ESSAYS

25 years of CEPSA
Jerzy J. Wiatr – Attila Ágh – Karin Liebhart – Ladislav Cabada

Online Political Communication Research Methods 
Olga Brunnerová and Jakub Charvát

How is Expert Knowledge Diffused in International Politics and What Makes It 
Actionable? Epistemic Infrastructure: a new Framework for Analysis 

Šárka Waisová

Justice Reform or Facade Reform: The case of the Western Balkans
Zenun Halili

The Turkish Community in the Czech Republic: A Diaspora in the Making?
Lucie Tungul

Multi-level Governance and Energy Specifics of the V4 Countries 
within the Context of European Integration 

Helena Bauerová and Milan Vošta

The disintegration of KDU-ČSL in 2009: The network analysis 
of co-voting strategies of the KDU-ČSL deputies 

Dušan Brabec



Politics in Central Europe – The Journal of Central European Political Science Association 
is the official Journal of the Central European Political Science Association (CEPSA). 

Politics in Central Europe is a biannual (June and December), double -blind, peer -reviewed 
publication.

Publisher:
Metropolitan University Prague, o. p. s.

Dubečská 900/10, 100 31 Praha 10-Strašnice (Czech Republic)

Printed by:
Togga, Ltd., publishing house

Radlická 2343/48, 150 00 Praha (Czech Republic)
Copyright © by Metropolitan University Prague, o. p. s.

Co ‑editors:
Ladislav Cabada & Šárka Waisová

E -mail: ladislav.cabada@mup.cz; sarka.waisova@mup.cz

Executive Assistant to the editors:
Hana N. Hlaváčková

E -mail: hana.hlavackova@mup.cz

English language editing:
Damien Galeone

Home Page
http://www.politicsincentraleurope.eu

or http://www.degruyter.com

Executive Committee of the CEPSA (2015–2018)

Senior presidents:

Jerzy J. Wiatr
Attila Ágh

Silvia Miháliková
Karin Liebhart

Ladislav Cabada
President: Miro Haček

Vice ‑President: Boglárka Koller
Secretary General: Petr Just

National Representatives:

Andreas Pribersky (Austria)
Dario Čepo (Croatia)

Petr Just (Czech Republic)
Krisztina Arato (Hungary)

Liutauras Gudzinskas (Lithuania)
Agnieszka Kasińska-Metryka (Poland)

Jaroslav Ušiak (Slovakia)
Simona Kukovič (Slovenia)



International Advisory Board

Jan Bureš (Metropolitan University Prague, Department of Humanities)
Marek Leszek Górka (Koszalin University of Technology, Faculty of Humanities)

Danica Fink-Hafner (University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Social Sciences)
Seán Hanley (University College London, School of Slavonic and East European Studies)

Christina Eva Griessler (Andrássy University Budapest, Department of Comparative Politics)
Petr Kopecký (University of Leiden, Department of Political Science)
Alenka Krašovec (University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Social Sciences)

Christian Lequesne (SciencePo-CERI, Paris)
Paul Luif (University of Vienna, Department of Political Science,)

Cas Mudde (University of Georgia, Department of International Affairs)
Beate Neuss (Technical University in Chemnitz, Institute for Political Science)

Jacques Rupnik (National Foundation for Political Science, Paris)
Boyka Stefanova (University of Texas at San Antonio, Department of Political Science and Geography)

Soňa Szomolányi (Comenius University in Bratislava, Department of Political Science)
Rein Taagepera (University of California, School of Social Sciences)

Jaroslav Ušiak (Matej Bel University in Banska Bystrica, Department of Security Studies)

Editorial Office

Metropolitan University Prague, o. p. s, Univerzitní středisko Plzeň, 
Koterovská 85, 326 00 Plzeň (Czech Republic)

Politics in Central Europe is an independent scientific journal. 
The authors are solely responsible for the content of their contributions.

Politics in Central Europe is an Open Access Journal and may be freely citeed, 
downloaded, photocopied, and scanned for scholarly purposes only.

ISSN 1801‑3422
MK ČR E 18556



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE is listed
in the internationally recognised database Scopus and Erih.

POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE is indexed
in the internationally recognised databases:

Baidu Scholar, CEJSH (The Central European Journal of Social Sciences
and Humanities), Celdes, CNKI Scholar (China National Knowledge
Infrastructure), CNPIEC, DOAJ (Directory of Open Access Journals),

EBSCO (relevant databases), EBSCO Discovery Service, Google Scholar,
J‑Gate, JournalTOCs, KESLI‑NDSL (Korean National Discovery for Science

Leaders), Microsoft Academic, Naviga(Softweco), Primo Central (ExLibris),
Publons, ReadCube, Summon (Serials Solutions/ProQuest), TDNet, Ulrich’s

Periodicals Directory/ulrichsweb, WanFangData, WorldCat (OCLC).

The articles published in this scientific review are also published
in Sciendo, http://www.sciendo.com

ISSN 1801-3422 ČÍSLO REGISTRACE MK ČR E 18556



CONTENTS

ESSAYS

Jerzy J. Wiatr
The Crisis of Democracy: An East‑Central European Perspective 353

Attila Ágh
Rethinking the historical trajectory of ECE:
From the “original sin” in democratization to redemocratization 367

Karin Liebhart
25 years later – Austria’s shift to the populist right: 
national characteristics of a pan‑European trend  399

Ladislav Cabada
Central Europe between the West and East: Independent Region, 
the Bridge, Buffer Zone or ‘eternal’ Semi‑Periphery? 419

Olga Brunnerová and Jakub Charvát
Online Political Communication Research Methods 433

Šárka Waisová
How is Expert Knowledge Diffused in International Politics and What Makes 
It Actionable? Epistemic Infrastructure: a new Framework for Analysis  455

Zenun Halili
Justice Reform or Facade Reform: The case of the Western Balkans 479

Lucie Tungul
The Turkish Community in the Czech Republic: A Diaspora in the Making? 499

Helena Bauerová and Milan Vošta
Multi‑level Governance and Energy Specifics of the V4 Countries 
within the Context of European Integration  525

Dušan Brabec
The disintegration of KDU‑ČSL in 2009: The network analysis 
of co‑voting strategies of the KDU‑ČSL deputies  547

GUIDELINES FOR AUTHORS vii



ESSAYS



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 16 (2020) 2 353

The Crisis of Democracy: An East ‑Central 
European Perspective

JERZY J. WIATR

Abstract: Post ‑communist states of East Central Europe face the authoritarian chal‑
lenge to their young democracies, the sources of which are both historical and con‑
temporary. Economic underdevelopment, the retarded process of nation ‑building and 
several decades of communist rul made countries of the region less well prepared 
for democratic transformation than their Western neighbors, but better than former 
Soviet Union. Combination of economic and social tensions, nationalism and religious 
fundamentalism creates conditions conducive tom the crises of democracy, but such 
crises can be overcome if liberal and socialist forces join hands.

Keywords: Authoritarianism, Communism, Democracy, Historical background, 
Leadership, Revolution

Introduction

Thirty years after the culmination of the “third wave of democratization” (Hun‑
tington 1991) we observe the growing atmosphere of pessimism concerning the 
future of liberal democracy. Klaus von Beyme in his analysis of “post ‑democracy” 
points to the growth of right ‑wing populism with strong xenophobic elements 
(Beyme 2018, 2019), Adam Przeworski warns about the consequences of grow‑
ing economic and social inequalities (Przeworski 2019), and the late Zygmunt 
Bauman (in one of his last writings) despaired about the “failure of the political 
class” in modern democracies (Bauman 2019).

There are serious reasons to worry about the future. Three of them seem 
most important. First, the process of democratization, so powerful in the last 
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three decades of the twentieth century, stopped in the mid ‑nineties and has 
not restarted since then. Its last important moment was 1994 – the first fully 
democratic election in the Republic of South Africa after the abolishment of 
apartheid. Later developments, including the “Arab Spring” of 2011, have not 
resulted in the establishment of stable democratic governments (with the 
possible exception of Tunisia). Second, there have been instances of gradual 
retreat from liberal democracy to what I have called “new authoritarianism” 
(Wiatr 2019) and a steady process of deterioration in the state of democracy as 
documented in the Freedom House reports (Guesti and Mansfeldova 2018: 9). 
Third, even in the old and well consolidated democracies there have been strong 
symptoms of the growing challenges from the populist right, as illustrated by 
the relative successes of the National Front in France, Alternative for Germany 
in the Federal Republic, the electoral victories of the Austrian Freedom party, 
and the election of Donald Trump as the first right ‑wing populist to occupy the 
White House in more than a hundred years.

I do not share the extreme pessimistic view on the future of democracy 
world ‑wide. My (relative) optimism is based on history. Never in the past has 
there been a collapse of a democratic system which had lasted for at least two 
generations (that means at least sixty years). The longest democratic rule exist‑
ing prior to a coup d’état was Chile – forty years of civilian democratic govern‑
ments preceded the military coup of September 1973. In Europe, the longest 
interval between the establishment of liberal democracy and its overthrow was 
Italy (from 1896, the end of Francesco Crispi’s authoritarian rule, and 1922 – 
the coming to power of Benito Mussolini). More than the level of economic 
development (emphasized by Przeworski) it is the longevity of democratic rule 
that makes democracy safe. Even when a populist authoritarian comes to power 
(like Donald Trump in 2016) he is unable to destroy democratic institutions if 
and when they have been preserved for over sixty years.

Consequently, I am reasonably optimistic about the future of liberal de‑
mocracy in Western Europe, Northern America, Australia and some other “old 
democracies,” but not so much about the rest of the world. States ruled by com‑
munist parties before 1989 belong to the broader category of new democracies, 
which still face the uncertain future.

The “post ‑communist states” can, broadly speaking, be divided into two 
categories. The first is composed of Russia and those of the states which were 
parts of the Soviet Union before the Second World War. They shared three main 
characteristics. First: all of them were part of the Russian Empire, sharing with 
Russia the heritage of absolutism and authoritarian political culture (Brown 
1984). Second, in all of them the communist regimes resulted from revolution 
and civil war rather than, as was the case in East ‑Central Europe, a victory of 
the USSR and its conquest of the eastern part of Europe. Third, communist 
rule lasted there almost one generation longer than in countries where it was 
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established after the Second World War. None of these post ‑communist states 
was able to establish a consolidated democratic system. The closest to achieving 
this goal were Georgia and Ukraine, but even they are still far from becoming 
stable liberal democracies.

The second group of post ‑communist states is composed of relative newcom‑
ers, countries which came under communist rule during or immediately after 
the war and because of the hegemonic position of the USSR. This category 
includes three countries annexed by the USSR in 1940 (Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania) and Moldova (annexed by the USSR in 1944), as well as East Cen‑
tral European states where communist parties came to power in the last year 
of the war or immediately after, in most cases under Soviet pressure passively 
accepted by the Western allies. In this respect Yugoslavia was an exception – the 
only country of Eastern Europe where the Communist party came to power as 
the leader of the partisan army which liberated most of the country by its own 
forces and did not owe its rule to the Soviet Union. The ability of Yugoslavia 
to preserve her independence in the face of Soviet pressure and the reformist 
policies of her communist leadership made her an inspiration for reformists 
in other communist states (Halperin 1958, Neal 1958).

This historically ‑rooted division has had an important impact on the thirty 
years of post ‑communist development in Europe. In my study of this process 
(Wiatr 2006), I have emphasized the importance of history as the main factor 
explaining the patterns of change after the collapse of the communist regimes. 
It has to be remembered, however, that outside Europe communist regimes 
are still well entrenched, particularly in China, which combines a fundamental 
economic change (from state controlled to market ‑oriented economy) with the 
basically intact dictatorship of the Communist party.

East ‑Central Europe: the heritage of history

Terminology does matter. During the cold war, communist states in Europe 
which did not belong to the USSR were called “Eastern Europe.” The term had 
a political rather than geographic connotation. Prague after all is farther to 
the West than Vienna. Usually, the Soviet Union itself was not seen as part of 

“Eastern Europe,” partly because most of its territory was in Asia.
After the end of communist regimes a new term received popularity. Coun‑

tries of the former Soviet bloc, including the Baltic republics, which in 1991 
regained their independence, preferred to be called “Central Europe” and the 
former name was all but abandoned. Historians tend to distinguish between 
East and Central Europe by combining political and cultural characteristics. 
Eastern Europe, according to this line of reasoning, is composed of countries 
of predominantly Orthodox denomination (except Russia) while the term 

“Central Europe” is reserved for countries where the dominant religion is either 
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Roman Catholicism or Protestantism and which are situated east of what has 
become “Western Europe” (member ‑states of the Western alliance during the 
cold war). The realities of the twentieth century dictate, however, a different 
perspective. Regardless of their distinctly different cultural heritage countries 
situated between the USSR and the Western alliance (NATO, European Com‑
munity) were seen as one broad category, which may be called East ‑Central 
Europe. Such a concept combines two types of historical differences: the old 
ones, going back to the Middle Ages, and the new ones resulting from the Soviet 
domination after the Second World War. It should be remembered, however, 
that in spite of their religious (cultural) differences countries of East ‑Central 
Europe have some common characteristics making them distinctly different 
from their Western neighbors.

The historical division of Europe along the East ‑West line has its roots in 
the Great Schism of 1054 which put an end to the religious unity of Christian 
Europe. The permanent dividing line between Western and Eastern Christianity 
goes along the eastern borders of Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
and Slovakia, as well as the borders of Croatia in the South. In Huntington’s ter‑
minology, these lines separate two great Christian civilizations (Huntington 
1996). Such a division, however, does not explain the specific place of the central 
and/or eastern group of states. The borderline between two (and three, if we 
consider the Islamic South) civilizations can be considered a separate region, 
which I should like to call East ‑Central Europe. The countries of East Central 
Europe have four characteristics which make them distinctly different both from 
Western Europe and from Eastern Europe, the core of which has been Russia.

First, historically East Central Europe lagged behind Western Europe in 
economic development and in the process of state consolidation. Even in times 
of their greatest strength (like Poland in the XVI century), the states of East‑

‑Central Europe were weaker (economically and militarily) than the strongest 
powers of Western Europe. Their economies remained mostly based on agri‑
culture and their cities were smaller and by far less affluent than cities in the 
Western part of Europe.

Second, by the end of the XVIII century the whole region was divided between 
three multi ‑ethnic empires: Russia, Austria and Turkey (Ottoman Empire), with 
the exception of the North ‑Western part of Poland, incorporated by Prussia. 
This not only prolonged but also deformed the process of nation building in 
the East ‑Central European region.

Third, the region was a borderline between three civilizations, which caused 
not only intense conflict but also the processes of cultural interaction. It also 
produced a tendency to identify nationality with religious affiliation, particularly 
strong in pre ‑partition Poland and in the Balkans.

Fourth, as the result of the First World War several newly independent states 
emerged in the region (Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czecho‑
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slovakia, and Hungary) and the Slavic nations of the Habsburg Empire united 
with Serbia into what after 1929 came to be known as Yugoslavia. All the states 
in the region, except Czechoslovakia, experienced the rapid fall of democratic 
governments. In chronological order authoritarian regimes emerged in Hun‑
gary (1919), Bulgaria (1923), Poland (1926), Lithuania (1926), Estonia (1927), 
Yugoslavia (1929), Latvia (1934), and Romania (1938).

Fifth, the Second World War divided the region into states allied to and more 
or less controlled by Nazi Germany (Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, Slovakia) and 
two states which offered military resistance to Nazi invasion and were parts 
of the winning coalition (Poland and Yugoslavia). The status of Czechoslova‑
kia (as different from the separatist Slovak state under German tutelage) was 
complicated. While as a state she never entered the war, her former president 
Edvard Beneś and a group of his followers were able to establish a nucleus of 
a state ‑in ‑exile in London becoming therefore parts of the anti ‑German coalition.

In 1941, the German attack on the USSR resulted in the temporary separa‑
tion of the Baltic republics from the USSR and the collaboration of significant 
sectors of their population with Germany. Also in Yugoslavia, where the “in‑
dependent” Croat state under German control was established, part of the 
population sided with the conqueror. Consequently, during the 1941–1945 war 
Yugoslavia experienced simultaneously the ethnic conflict between her main 
nationalities (Serbs and Croats) and the foreign occupation. The success of 
the communist ‑controlled partisan army resulted mostly from the fact that it 
was the only force recruited from all Yugoslav nationalities and commanded 
by ethnically mixed leadership.

All these historical factors combine into creating a specific East ‑Central Euro‑
pean historical heritage. Common experience and nation ‑specific developments 
are parts of this heritage, making East ‑Central Europe a region of differences 
as well as similarities.

Transformation One: from peripheral capitalism to state socialism

In the new political constellation resulting from the Second World War, coun‑
tries of East ‑Central Europe undertook the task of transformation of their 
economic, social, and political structures. After a brief period of uncertainty 
(1945–1947), when various options seemed possible, the general direction of 
this transformation was settled. All the countries of the region were supposed 
to become carbon copies of the Soviet model. Nationalization of banks as well 
as big and medium factories, collectivization of the agriculture, rapid industri‑
alization, and reorientation of international economic contacts in the direction 
of integration within the socialist bloc were perceived as the only acceptable 
pattern of new economics. Cultural revolution, massive expansion of education 
and political control of the spiritual life became a universal norm. Political con‑
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trol over practically all aspects of life, combined with the massive use of police 
violence produced what could have been rightly defined as a totalitarian system.

There were, however, two reasons why the original model of imitating Sta‑
linist Soviet Union was never fully implemented. The first was the shortness of 
time. Stalin died less than eight years after the end of the war and the political 
changes in the USSR which followed his passing resulted in slowing down the 
process of the “Sovietization of captive peoples,” as it was called by American 
political scientist Richard Staar (1962). The concept of “actually existing social‑
ism” was adopted as an alternative for a more ambitious program of “building 
communism.”

The second reason was by far more important. Within the ruling communist 
parties in the key countries of the region, unorthodox political tendencies 
emerged. Their common characteristic was an attempt to find an alternative 
to the totalitarian model of soviet ‑style state socialism. In Yugoslavia, follow‑
ing the break with the USSR (1948–1949), several reforms were undertaken, 
including decentralization of the economy and a greater role for territorial self‑

‑government. While not aiming at the establishment of the liberal democratic 
system, such reforms indicated a meaningful attempt to make communist rule 
more responsible to the needs of the population. Fred Warner Neal was the first 
among Western scholars to recognize the importance of what he called “Titoism” 
(Neal 1958). It was Tito’s historical achievement that under his leadership Yu‑
goslavia not only defended her sovereignty but also became the first communist 
state to depart from Stalinist totalitarianism (Kulić 1966, 1998).

Poland turned away from strict imitation of the Soviet model in 1956, when 
for the first time in the history of the Soviet bloc the ruling party openly chal‑
lenged Soviet leaders, turning over power to the freshly “rehabilitated” party 
leader Wladyslaw Gomulka, abandoning the policy of forced collectivization and 
of persecuting the Roman Catholic Church and granting citizens by far broader 
freedom than in any other state ruled by the communist party. While some of 
the 1956 reforms were later toned down (Gibney 1959), Poland remained the 
least oppressive of all communist states and in the early nineteen ‑eighties be‑
came the cradle of a massive democratic opposition under the umbrella of the 

“Solidarity” trade union (Taras 1984).
The Hungarian national revolution of 1956 went farther than trying to reform 

the system. It was the first (and only) attempt to overthrow the communist 
regime by force. As such it was put down by Soviet military intervention but in 
the years that followed the Hungarian Communist Party changed its economic 
policy by introducing limited elements of market economy and gradually dis‑
tancing itself from rigid ideological dogmas – at least in economic relations 
(Szamuely 1989).

Czechoslovakia started informal reforms late (in 1968), but went farther 
than any other communist state in presenting a comprehensive program of 
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democratic reforms (Golan 1971, 1973, Skilling 1976). The Soviet ‑led military 
intervention of the Warsaw Pact states put an end to this ambitious initiative 
and for twelve years put an end to more ambitious political reforms.

In the summer of 1980 came a wave of worker strikes in Poland to which the 
communist leadership responded not by force but by compromise under which 
the massive Solidarity movement came to life. While sixteen months later it was 
put down by the imposition of martial law (as an alternative to the very serious 
threat of Soviet intervention), this experience was not in vain and in a relatively 
short time led to the “round table” compromise of 1989 and the establishment 
of the first non ‑communist government in East ‑Central Europe (Hayden 2006).

Not all countries of the region were as reformist as Yugoslavia, Poland, 
Hungary, and (in 1968) Czechoslovakia, but in some of the others there were 
interesting political changes. In Romania, the stagnation of totalitarian con‑
trol was combined with a comprehensive program of nationalist state policies 
distancing this country from Soviet foreign policy (Jowitt 1971). In Yugoslavia, 
the death of President Josip Broz Tito (1980) was followed by growing tensions 
between republics and the emergence of nationalistic leadership on a republican 
level, particularly in Serbia and Croatia.

All these combined changes produced a complex picture of East ‑Central Euro‑
pean communist politics quite different from the Soviet model. It was, however, 
impossible to go much farther until change occurred in the Soviet Union itself.

Transformation Two: from state socialism to liberal democracy 
and market economy

History is full of surprises. In the late 1980s the dominant trend among Western 
specialists writing on the perspectives of communist regimes kept stressing the 
long ‑term perspectives of the rivalry between Western liberal democracy and 
Soviet ‑style communism (Brzezinski 1986). Only four years later the situation 
was totally different, as reflected in another book by the former national security 
advisor to President Carter (Brzezinski 1990). The collapse of communist regimes 
in Europe resulted from a combination of long ‑term processes and human error.

Relatively, the simplest part of the puzzle is the fall of communist regimes 
in East ‑Central Europe (except Yugoslavia) where the ability of the ruling par‑
ties to rule depended, more or less visibly, on Soviet hegemony. Memories of 
Soviet interventions in Hungary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968), as well as 
of Soviet pressure on Poland during the political crisis of 1980–1981 were still 
fresh and resulted in a kind of passive acceptance of the regimes by the majority 
of the population. It was Mikhail Gorbachev’s blunt decision to publicly reject 
the “Brezhnev doctrine” (in Warsaw, July 1989) that changed the situation and 
allowed the reformist communist leaders in Poland to initiate the process of 
negotiated transition, soon followed by other states of the region.
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The fall of regime in the USSR was a different story. The communist system in 
Russia was by far more deeply entrenched than its copies in East ‑Central Europe. 
It also existed for almost a generation longer. The reasons for its demise can 
be divided into three categories. The first is the consequence of Russia’s his‑
torical underdevelopment (both economic and political) which many Marxists 
believed to constitute the fundamental obstacle to achieving the goals of the 
communist revolution (Schaff). In the late 1930s the Soviet Union was already 
showing symptoms of deep internal crisis, resulting from the trauma of forced 
collectivization and political purges. It was the victory in the Great Patriotic War 
that gave new life to the Stalinist regime. The system, however, was stagnant and 
with the passing of time its dynamics were disappearing. Limited reforms during 
the short period of Nikita Khrushchev’s leadership was followed by more than 
twenty years of conservative policies (Malia 1994: 351–401). When Gorbachev 
came to power (in March 1985) it was probably too late for gradual reforms to 
bring success. The second reason for Soviet collapse is the fact that in the long 
run the arms race and world ‑wide rivalry with the much richer Western powers 
was too taxing for the Soviet economy. The third is the logic of the reform process 
itself. Gorbachev was unwilling to purge the ambitious political reforms which 
were not supported by an important segment of the communist elite but at the 
same time was unwilling to purge the party leadership from the opponents of 
the reform program (Brown 1996). His politics of balancing both sides of the 
growing internal conflict resulted in his political isolation during the August 
1991 coup and, consequently, in the capture of power by the radicals under the 
leadership of Boris Yeltsin (Remnick 1993). Following the coup came the deci‑
sion to dissolve the Soviet Union and the prolonged crisis of post ‑Soviet Russia.

Yugoslavia constitutes a special case. Her independent position vis ‑à‑vis 
the USSR and her moderately reformist policies could have allowed her to suc‑
cessfully democratize the system in evolutionary way. Such a scenario did not 
materialize, mostly because of the unresolved national question, which – after 
Tito’s death – became even more burning due to the emergence of nationalist 
leadership on the republican level, particularly in the biggest one – Serbia 
(Ramet 1983). It is true that in the eighties economic difficulties were accelerat‑
ing a serious social malaise (Horvat 1985), but it was the nationalistic politics 
of the Serbian leadership, combined with the growth of Croat nationalism, that 
brought the Yugoslav federation to a rapid, and bloody, death.

There were several patterns of transition from the rules of communist par‑
ties. Negotiated reform, first in Poland, then in Hungary, was rather rare. More 
often we were faced with the collapse of the old system, either under the pres‑
sure of the rebellious streets (Czechoslovakia, German Democratic Republic) 
or the dissolution of the multinational federation due to the combined effect 
of deep divisions on the level of top leadership and the nationalistic pressure 
from below. Only in one case (Romania, December 1989) was the communist 
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dictatorship overthrown by an armed revolt. In Bulgaria, and a little later in 
Albania, a peaceful transition took place through elections lost by the (reformed) 
parties of the old regime.

During a remarkably short period of time, the abolition of the communist 
system in Europe was complete. It remains an open question whether there was 
an alternative. China’s evolution under the rule of the Communist party suggests 
a positive answer, but one may doubt whether the Chinese way of reform from 
above would have worked in fundamentally different conditions of European 
communist states.

The fall of communist regimes was met with optimistic predictions that 
countries freed from communism would smoothly move to liberal democracy 
and a market economy. There were, however, scholars who warned that in at 
least some of these countries the authoritarian past would come back (Avineri 
1991, Huntington 1991). Thirty years later we are in the position to assess the 
validity of such warnings – at least in a preliminary way.

Transition Three: from unconsolidated democracy to new 
authoritarianism or else?

In the early years of transition from the communist regimes there were serious 
worries about the potentially disastrous consequences of radical economic re‑
forms and their immediate impact on unemployment and the falling standard of 
living. Having participated in two cross ‑national studies conducted during the 
first decade of transition (Przeworski 1995, Jahn and Wildenmann 1995) I was 
aware of the seriousness of such worries. The paradox of this period, however, 
was that the political situation in the post ‑communist states in the early period 
of transition was by far less dramatic than their economic situation. There were 
some, rather limited, political successes of radical populist parties and some 
instances of labor protests, but nothing close to a crisis of the political system. 
Newly born democracy, where it emerged, was able to defend itself. The logic 
of electoral democracy worked. In several countries (Lithuania in 1993, Poland 
in 1993, Hungary in 1994) Left ‑wing parties formed by people who had been 
active in the reformist wings of the communist parties came to power after 
having won parliamentary elections. The democratic alternative to a radical 
counter ‑revolt did work.

In Russia and in several post ‑Soviet republics the change of regime did not 
produce democratic alternatives but more or less consolidated authoritarian 
regimes. Both the lack of democratic traditions and the length of time during 
which these countries lived under the communist dictatorship explain the easi‑
ness with which new authoritarianism was established. The notorious weakness 
of the liberal democratic opposition is not only a Russian phenomenon, even 
if in the Russian Federation we can observe the consequences of this weakness 
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with the greatest clarity (Velikaya 2019). It will probably take at least one more 
generation to change this situation.

East Central Europe looked more promising. In the early years of transition 
all the countries of the region except some of the former Yugoslav republics 
became parliamentary democracies. Even if some of them suffered from intense 
fragmentation of their party systems, the over ‑all picture was reasonably good. 
The brief period of Victor Mećiar’s authoritarian and nationalistic rule in Slo‑
vakia (1984–1988) ended with him having lost the parliamentary election. The 
end of the ethnic war in Bosnia ‑Herzegovina (1966) and the forced withdrawal 
of Serbia from Kosovo were followed by the defeat of Slobodan Milośević in 
the Serbian presidential election and the death of his Croat alter ego Franio 
Tudjman. By the beginning of the 21st century East Central Europe looked well 
from the perspectives of new democracies.

There were, however, reasons to worry. In an essay published in this early 
period of democratic transition, I warned against three main dangers (socio‑

‑economic dissatisfaction, nationalism, and religious fundamentalism) and 
postulated the strategy based on including the post ‑communist Left in the broad 
coalition of reformists (Wiatr 1996). A quarter of a century later I am even more 
convinced that the challenges to new democracies have deeper roots than eco‑
nomic and social dissatisfaction alone. New authoritarianism and right ‑wing 
populism are growing in most of East ‑Central Europe. They cannot be explained 
exclusively by referring to mistakes committed by reformist governments, even 
if such mistakes contributed to the growth of anti ‑democratic forces. It has to 
be remembered that the democratic project in our part of Europe confronts 
the heavy burden of history – old and recent. The crisis of democracy is not an 
inevitable scenario, but – as Hungary and Poland have already demonstrated – it 
is a very serious possibility. It is still possible to defend and/ or restore democ‑
racy by casting ballots. “Electoral authoritarianism” depends on being able to 
maintain public support. It is not too late to believe that democracy can win in 
our part of Europe, but it is necessary to understand the sources of the crisis 
and to look for effective alternatives.

Such alternatives cannot be based on continuing old liberal policies. The socio‑
‑economic policy of the democratic forces should combine the attachment to the 
market economy with a courageous policy of protecting the poorer strata and with 
resolute fight against the growth of corruption, itself one of the essential features 
of new authoritarianism. Confronting nationalism and religious fanaticism, new 
democracies should formulate and promote a policy of tolerance and solidarity. 
This cannot be achieved without overcoming the traditional rift between liberal 
and socialist forces. Democracy in East ‑Central Europe can be defended and 
consolidated but it would be a self ‑defeating strategy to accept such outcome as 
inevitable. In reality, the region stands at the cross ‑roads and its political future 
depends on which direction its leaders and citizens decide to go.
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Rethinking the historical trajectory of ECE: 
From the “original sin” in democratization to 

redemocratization

ATTILA ÁGH

Abstract: This paper treats East ‑Central Europe as a region and investigates its common 
historical trajectory in the last decades. After 30 years of systemic change and 15 years 
of EU membership, it is high time for the re ‑evaluation and reconceptualization of the 
Europeanization and Democratization process in ECE. It is the key to understand the 
false start as the original sin in democratization and the reasons of ECE divergence from 
mainstream EU developments in order to prepare the redemocratization process. The 
progress of the Europeanization and Democratization process in ECE has been widely 
described in official documents, but for a balanced and complete picture it is necessary 
to present also the De ‑Europeanization and De ‑Democratization process from the very 
beginning. Basically, after the collapse of the bipolar world order in 1989, the Eastern 
enlargement was an economic and political necessity as a substantial part of the EU 
deepening and widening policy. The EU needed the extension of its economic space 
and political system that had also been pre ‑programmed in the mission statement of 
the Rome Treaty. At the same time, the new member states (NMS) needed the “Return 
to Europe” for their reintegration into the Western world. However, the capacity for 
this extension was actually missing on both sides, and it has remained so during the 
last 30 years of systemic change or the 15 years of EU membership. Altogether, this 
controversial process has produced a colorful picture of successes and failures in all 
NMS that will be analyzed in an ECE context.
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Introduction: The ECE Road from Europeanization to 
De ‑Europeanization

The ECE historical trajectory is exemplary, showing clearly the complexity and 
the controversial character of both Europeanization and Democratization. Eu‑
ropeanization has been a complex concept, as a two ‑way – both top down and 
bottom up – process embracing the entire society and presupposing EU ‑wide 
homogenization, while preserving country specificities. The entry conditions 
of the EU were formulated in the “conditionalities,” given that in international 
relations theory conditionality means to impose conditions for the provision 
of benefits. In the Eastern enlargement only the ex ‑ante conditionalities were 
elaborated in the Copenhagen criteria and the ex ‑post conditionalities were 
missing, since both the compliance, the positive attitude to the implementation 
of the further integration measures, and the linear development of NMS with 
a point of no return were taken as evident.1

Democratization was also considered a rather simple legalistic concept for 
NMS based on free and fair elections, as a relatively easy process in the legal‑

‑constitutional formalities after the collapse of the former “communist” regime. 
There has been a long and painful process moving from this “minimalist” defini‑
tion (“free” in Freedom House terms, FH, 2019) to the “maximalist” definition 
(thin democracy versus thick democracy in EIU, 2019). The full complexity of 
democracy with its large socio ‑economic and cultural ‑civilizational foundations 
was only later seriously discussed in the 2010s due to the tragic backsliding of 
the weak and chaotic democracy in ECE. Similarly, by the late 2010s it had also 
become crystal clear that the conditionality in the Copenhagen criteria was 
not enough, and even compliance with all incoming changes was not sufficient 
within the EU, since the formal ‑legal, top down democracy does not work either. 
Thus, the new member states have to move from the “minimalist” to the “maxi‑
malist” meaning of democracy in their re ‑democratization efforts. Therefore, 
nowadays ECE countries are searching for a new concept of sustainable Euro‑
peanization and Democratization because “Economic Europe” has created the 
brutal dominance of stronger states over the weaker states within the EU that 
has produced structural socio ‑economic weaknesses and autocratic political 
systems in ECE. In a drastic statement it has also formulated in the West: “There 
was a brainless rush to absorb as much of eastern Europe as possible” (Mason 

1 The concept of Europeanization, Democratization and systemic change will be discussed in the paper, 
based on the Bertelsmann (2019), EIU (2019), FH (2019), ISEA (2019) and V -Dem (2019a, b) concepts, 
these preparatory statements indicate only the short overview as these concepts emerged historically. 
This paper uses the term East -Central Europe (ECE) for the 5 states of this region (as CZ, HU, PL, SI and 
SK) and that of the new member states (NMS) for the all 11 states joining the EU in 2004, 2007 and 
2013. All other states to the East – except for Russia – have been called Eastern Europe (EE), or with the 
often -used term of Wider Europe. In my view, the large term of “Central and Eastern Europe” is very 
confusing, since usually it is not clear, which states belong to it.
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2020: 2). All in all, Economic Europe has defeated “Political Europe” and deeply 
wounded “Social Europe.” In fact, it has degenerated the Europeanization and 
Democratization of ECE. Consequently, for genuine Europeanization across the 
EU the recovery of Political and Social Europe is also needed to balance and 
correct the oppressive role of Economic Europe.2

Systemic change has also been a very complex and controversial process in 
its three – political, economic, and social – dimensions. As Dahrendorf (1990) 
explained in the early nineties: the basic legal ‑political change needed six 
months, the economic one needed six years, and the social one needed sixty 
years. Indeed, the fundamental political ‑constitutional transformation as the 
very first step to Europeanization and Democratization in ECE also took place 
rather quickly in the early nineties. The economic transition from the planned 
to the market economy with privatization and reintegration into the world 
economy was finished in the same decade, while the social change obviously 
needs a much longer time. Actually, it has not yet been completed in the first 
30 years. Dahrendorf has also indicated that systemic change as a simultaneous 
transition would be a very controversial process with many contradictions be‑
tween these dimensions, which is vital in the emergence of De ‑Europeanization 
and De ‑Democratization.

In the past decades, however, the ruling idea in systemic change was func‑
tionalism, with the basic idea that supposedly the positive feedback works 
as a “spillover” from one social field to another. Above all the economic 
development “automatically” strengthens the political democratization and 
vice versa. Although these sequences of positive feedback have also worked, 
the entire history of systemic change in ECE can still be better described as 
a chain of negative feedback between the economy, society, and politics. The 
EU capacity in terms of economic competitiveness, modern society, and strong 
democratic tradition was missing in ECE, hence there was a weak start of Eu‑
ropeanization and Democratization leading through the negative feedback to 
gradual De ‑Europeanization and De ‑Democratization. Looking back from the 
early 2020s, the nineties were dominated by a deep economic crisis with the 
restart of economic growth only in the late nineties. The 2000s gradually pro‑
duced a social crisis due to the polarizing effect of the new dependent market 
economy, provoking the neopopulist political crisis that led to the emerging 
authoritarian systems in the 2010s. Beneath the surface of the legal ‑political 
and institutional transformations in Europeanization and Democratization 
there has been a complex and controversial backsliding socio ‑political pro‑
cess that makes it understandable why all ECE countries – first of all Poland 

2 The concept of democracy or democratization has changed tremendously in the last decades that 
gives the theoretical adventure of the entire paper. This paper relies to a great extent on two parallel 
papers (Ágh 2019c; 2020) about the ECE regional developments and it tries to avoid the repetitions of 
theoretical arguments and references to the ranking institutes.
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and Hungary – deviated drastically from the EU mainstream development in 
the 2010s.3

The real starting point of the analysis is that a sufficient EU capacity was 
missing in ECE in the nineties and it has not been created since then. In fact, 
ECE development has derailed from mainstream EU developments; hence, 
EU capacity building has been a failure of original expectations. The histori‑
cal trajectory of EU membership has usually been characterized as a simple 
catching ‑up process, but the recent EU concept is upward convergence (Euro‑
found 2018, 2019a, b,c), which is not a quantitative, but a qualitative process 
since this convergence is much more than economic growth in GDP terms. First, 
convergence as the proper capacity building means structural change in the 
socio ‑economic situation from a late industrial society to a knowledge ‑based 
society with an innovation driven economy based on human investment (sus‑
tainable economy). Second, convergence is “upward” only if it leads to a more 
equitable society with social justice and to a new “green” way of life with an 
emphasis on well ‑being (sustainable society). Third, it has to produce an in‑
clusive, participative democratic order with a multilevel governance structure 
and patterns of civic political culture (sustainable democracy). Hence, in the 
qualitative development the new members have to be “converging” not with 
the past of the developed countries, but “upward” with their present situation 
in order to get their EU capacity.

This structural change in the three dimensions described above has been set 
in motion in the advanced European democracies in the past decades. It is clear, 
however, that in the last 30 years ECE has not converged with, but diverged from 
these EU developments, so the gap has increased and not decreased. Again, 
this has been mainly due to the weak start and the mistaken EU enlargement 
policy that has been tilting towards “Economic Europe” with the oppressive 
rule of the overwhelming market forces producing a dependent economy with 
social disinvestment in ECE. The result is the unilateral dominance of stronger 
EU economies over ECE, in which the hard economic policy defeated the soft 
social policy, i.e. Economic Europe has first defeated Social Europe and then 
Political Europe. Namely, “an imbalance has grown in Europe over the last few 
decades because markets have integrated to a greater extent than European level 
of policymaking” (Papadia and Cadamuro 2020: 1). This is the true nature of 
the false catching ‑up trajectory that can be seen not simply in its up ‑and ‑down 
cycles, but in its essence of controversial development, in both Core ‑Periphery 
context and within the domestic structures of the ECE countries. The lack of 

3 I have analysed the ECE developments through the triple crisis in three periods in my latest book (Ágh 
2019a) with its 104 Tables (Ágh 2019b) in great detail. This triplet gives the backbone of this paper with-
out embarking here on their detailed presentation. The Table I in this paper shows the characteristic 
profile of the ECE countries with slight changes within 2019 and the Table II the current rankings of 
seven NMS countries.
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the real upward convergence has been the same for all ECE countries, although 
their actual performance has still been somewhat different.

Actually, the reason for the false start in the EU was the ruling idea of full 
competitiveness between the strong and weak economies. The result is that the 
new “free” market economy with its partial modernization emerged in ECE at 
the high price of a dependent economy with a subservient role to the Western 
economies, mentioned often as “cheap workshops of the West” (Krakovsky 
2019: III). In general, the newly liberated countries played a functional role 
in the domestic economy of Western partners and/or in the workings of the 
given multinationals. The historical tradition of the European semi ‑periphery 
is that their partial and controversial modernization produced a special kind of 
dependency with deep economic and social polarization in the ECE countries. 
Earlier it took place in the open form of political dependence on the West, but 
this time it has been a voluntary process of ECE countries by building their 
own dependency structures, hence this can be characterized as soft and/or 
self ‑colonization. It has happened to them in the framework of the profound 
contradiction between Economic Europe on one side and Social and Political 
Europe on the other. Economic Europe has created a strong economic depend‑
ence with brutal social consequences that have partitioned the ECE countries 
into “West of the East” and “East of the East.” It produced the general desecu‑
ritization that first damaged Social Europe and later ruined Political Europe in 
the countries concerned. In principle, Political Europe has offered a perspective 
of democratization and transnational integration, but in reality this opportu‑
nity has been prevented by the radical socio ‑economic distortions caused by 
Economic Europe.

Based on this contrast between dreams and reality, the main interest of this 
paper is to explore the high historical trajectory of Europeanization and Democ‑
ratization in ECE by pointing out the intrinsic failures and inherent limitations 
of this process in order to prepare the way for a big historical correction that 
can be termed as “re ‑entry” to the EU and to reach a real, effective membership 
instead of a formal ‑legal membership. All in all, indicating the successes and 
failures of EU membership in big outlines – on the positive side there has been 
a “Return to Europe” as an integration to the Euro ‑Atlantic world and a modest 
quantitative economic catching ‑up to the EU average, on the negative side the 
key issues are the emergence of a neoliberal hybrid with a deep socio ‑economic 
crisis leading to the change of the dominant narratives from “illusory Europe‑
anization” to the “national sovereignty” scenario. The outbreak of the global 
crisis clearly showed the structural weakness of the chaotic democracy in the 
first twenty years of systemic change and produced a sharp turn in the political 
system to “illiberal democracy.” This drastic turning point gives the periodiza‑
tion of current ECE history, in which a new downward political spiral of systemic 
change was finally put in motion in the 2010s. Due to the deep socio ‑political 
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deconsolidation it has been a reverse wave from a chaotic democracy through 
internal Easternization to a new authoritarian system.

Pre ‑accession as the preparatory stage of the EU membership 
(1989–2004)

In the international framing structures, the pre ‑accession stage embraces the 
first 15 years between 1989 and 2004, while the EU membership stage embraces 
the second 15 years, in which the institutional cycles of the EU – Barroso I. and II. 
Commissions (2004–2009 and 2009–2014) and the Juncker Commission (2014–
2019) – give the external frame of ECE developments within the EU. Therefore, 
EU membership has to be analyzed in two main periods, the early accession 
years before the global crisis and the decade after it. The first 15 years need an 
overview of the starting situation in the pre ‑accession process as creating the 
preconditions of EU membership. Preconditions and conditionalities have to be 
distinguished. Preconditions presupposed the large antecedent socio ‑economic, 
legal ‑political, and cultural ‑civilizational dimensions for the preparatory process 
of Europeanization and Democratization, whereas conditionalities depended on 
the actual political decisions and strategic perceptions of the EU policy makers, 
and its permanent correction will be discussed in the terms of the Copenhagen 
learning process. This distinction is vital, yet it was not perceived by the EU at 
the start of the Eastern enlargement, although their divergence was huge due to 
the missing EU capacity in ECE, given the weak competitiveness of ECE in the 

“free world.” As to conditionalities, all basic EU decisions were made under the 
Western neoliberal pressure of “Economic Europe” as a soft invasion to get new 
productive fields and markets, while the ECE population expected the “Return to 
Europe,” which meant for them a return to “normalcy” by creating supposedly 
harmonized relations between sustainable economy and inclusive democracy. 
Finally, “For many Central Eastern Europeans, ‘leading a normal life’, similar 
to that of Westerners and synonymous with prosperity, has proved to be much 
more difficult than expected” (Krakovsky 2019: II).

The pre ‑accession process was a dynamic period with several steps in the 
framework of the Accession Partnership. The EU decided immediately, in De‑
cember 1989, on the economic assistance with the Phare (Poland – Hungary 
Assistance for the Reconstruction of Economy) program, followed by associa‑
tion in the Europe Agreement, whereas the strategic decisions were made by the 
Copenhagen criteria (1993) and Agenda 2000 (EC 1997). The Agenda 2000 was 
a long document issued on 15 July 1997 about the bright future of an enlarging 
EU by reacting to the “challenge of enlargement.” In this optimistic era the EU 
considered the Eastern enlargement a long process embracing the whole con‑
tinent in subsequent waves, including Eastern Europe (EE). The pre ‑accession 
has usually been described as the process “from Copenhagen to Copenhagen,” 



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 16 (2020) 2 373

since it took place between the EU Summits in June 1993 and December 2002. 
It had essentially begun with the Copenhagen criteria and was completed by 
the decision on the accession at the Copenhagen Summit.4

The Europeanization and Democratization process had a long prehisto‑
ry before EU accession. Establishing a market economy and the key legal‑

‑constitutional institutions was the very first step, in which basic socio ‑economic 
and political transformations laid the foundations for further developments. 
Although the legal base was more or less durable, the situation was still precari‑
ous since those crisis features that were thought to be transitional in the nineties, 
proved to be permanent in the 2000s by becoming the systemic features of the 
new society. Thus, under the pressure of the increasing social contradictions, 
the legal foundation of the new democratic order eroded rather rapidly, since 
this start was faulty in many respects. Well, the road to the hell is paved with 
good intentions. At least it is valid for the nineties when after the collapse of 
the former regime there was some kind of power vacuum in ECE with economic 
stagnation and this simplified linear narrative of Europeanization became the 
only hope. No doubt that the EU compensation mechanisms were also designed 
in the cohesion policy, but they have not worked properly, as the World Bank 
warned in 2000 about the polarization between the winners and losers (Tang 
2000) and largely documented it in the early 2010s (Gill and Raiser 2011) by 
pointing out that the “Convergence Machine” did not work. Since then there has 
been a strong connection between the renewal of the cohesion policy and the 
deep structural reforms in the EU with many recent reform strategies (see EPC 
projects like Huguenot ‑Noel et al. 2018 and Hunter 2019), but no meaningful 
reform has taken place so far and the EU cohesion policy still produces struc‑
tural divergences (Bachtler and Ferry 2019). Therefore, the critical approach to 
the half ‑made cohesion policy goes through this paper, finally referring to the 
contrast between the theoretical innovations in the late 2010s and the missing 
actions to create the real preconditions for the upward convergence.

Again, no doubt that in the nineties this Western fallacy of the harmonious, 
self ‑reinforcing economic, social, and political developments worked as some 
kind of ideological drogue in the populations and intellectuals of the countries 
concerned. The Western fallacy had an effect of the “symbolical violence” by this 
simplified and over ‑promising narrative, hence there was no resistance against 
this false itinerary, only naïve dreams about the rapid and evolutionary Euro‑
peanization, though mainly the emerging comprador domestic elites benefited 

4 The Copenhagen criteria contain (1) the political conditionalities: stability of institutions guaranteeing 
democracy, the rule of law, human rights and respect for and protection of minorities; (2) the economic 
conditionalities: existence of a functioning market economy and the capacity to cope with competitive 
pressure and market forces within the Union; and (3) the acceptance of the Community acquis: ability 
to take on the obligations of membership, including adherence to the aims of political, economic and 
monetary union.
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from it. It would be high time to launch a serious discussion on whether ECE 
had had an opportunity at all for an alternative solution of the independent and 
sustainable development in the early years of systemic change. This historical 
moment passed, the Soviet rule collapsed in all ECE countries and later also in 
Wider Europe, so these defenceless countries received the common treatment 
of Europeanization through the dictate of Economic Europe, which turned out 
to be only a mirage of economic freedom.

Thus, the so ‑called democratic transition in the nineties had a dual face, 
namely the early Democratization in the nineties was a preparatory Europeani‑
zation only on the surface. In the depths of the Europeanization process the 

“marketization” of socio ‑economic processes was the return to the traditional 
dependency situation as some kind of De ‑Europeanization with its dire social 
consequences. First, in the nineties, the economic crisis produced only a “silent” 
and latent social crisis, since there was some kind of popular understanding 
that the new distortions would only be transitory and the legal ‑political trans‑
formations were in the focus of the popular attention and discourse. The social 
crisis, however, became “loud” and manifest in the next decade when it turned 
out that these distortions were not transitory at all, but they proved to be the 
basic features of the new socio ‑economic system. No doubt the EU leaders – and 
EU public opinion – sincerely believed that they had triggered an automatism 
of genuine Europeanization, yet this was not the case. The socio ‑economic 
mechanism was installed in the nineties, but its real nature with the detrimental 
workings had still not been recognized in the late 2010s by the ruling circles of 
the EU. They were shocked later by the negative political results of the socio‑

‑economic crisis in the 2010s, and still lack the time and energy to discover the 
original sin of introducing an unsustainable economy. Thus, the pre ‑accession 
period can be best characterized by the start of cumulated conflicts between 
the basic socio ‑economic, legal ‑political, and cultural ‑civilizational changes.5

First, as to the socio ‑economic Europeanization through a neoliberal hybrid, 
Jadwiga Staniszkis (1991) had already described this rising “political capital‑
ism” in the early nineties. It is not just about the continuity of nomenclature 
with some mixture of old and new rulers, but also by pointing out that the new 
kinds of rulers were political and business actors at the same time in their tight 
politico ‑business networks (see also Stark, 1992, 1996). Similarly, the leading 
experts of ECE socio ‑economic history, Bohle and Greskovits (2019: 2–3) have 
characterized “the EU’s neoliberal restructuring” in ECE as follows: “foreign 
rather than domestic companies were quickly occupying the commanding 
heights in the new capitalist system. Foreign penetration ran also deeper than 
in the other regions of the globe… transnational organizations also took over 

5 This summary below in three points relies on my book, see e.g. (Ágh 2019a: 214–223), see also on the 
Tables in Ágh, 2019b, and Tables I–II attached to this paper the about the comparative ECE development.
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the banking, energy and retail sectors, and even the media. All in all, what 
emerged in the East was dependent capitalism that differed significantly from 
its western counterpart.” The ECE neoliberal hybrid emerging in the nineties 
was very different from the Western market economy and it was strengthened 
with the EU entry, and even more after the global crisis that has generated au‑
thoritarian reflexes in the new ECE elites: “The turbulence after 2008 exposed 
the drawbacks of dependency and launched a new era of hierarchical economic 
surveillance in the EU. It is against this background that some governments 
in the East and beyond have started to revolt against economic and political 
liberalism and embraced nationalism.” Finally, ECE governments made a strict 
deal in the 2010s with the multinationals, in which the new authoritarian sys‑
tems accepted the “low wage – low skill economy” in exchange for the support 
of these business giants in their Western governments in the conflict between 
ECE governments and EU authorities. This alliance is the “open secret” of the 
security of the authoritarian governments within the EU despite all the loud 
conflicts with EU authorities.6

In fact, the emergent semi ‑peripheral “low wage – low skill economy” has 
only appeared in the modern part of the dual economy with the strong ties to 
the world economy through the Western – mostly German – firms. The domestic 
part of the economy – above all the SMEs, small and middle size enterprises – 
has remained underdeveloped and isolated from the external modernization 
waves in this non ‑Western development. Accordingly, ECE society disintegrated 
in the nineties, and it has been gradually reintegrated later into this polarized 
economy with a growing gap between winners and losers, in which one third of 
the society has become much poorer as victims of this De ‑Europeanization. The 
social polarization has taken place not only vertically among the social strata, 
but also – and even deeper – horizontally, since the “West of the East” enjoyed 
some advantages of this Western economic penetration, while the “East of the 
East” suffered new disadvantages. Altogether, as an EPC expert analysis has 
pointed out, some modest quantitative catching up has taken place in GDP‑

‑based statistical terms, but no upward convergence can be seen in systemic 
terms. In general, in the late 2010s the divergence was so big among the old and 
new member states that “it seems as if Europeans are almost living on different 
planets” (Emmanouilidis 2018: 16).

Second, as to the legal ‑political Europeanization, after the rise of democratic 
order the weak and chaotic democracy was followed by illiberal, fake, or facade 
democracy, since the contrast between the Europeanization narrative and the 
naked reality has been even bigger in the ensuing political system than in the 

6 Here I describe this first basic feature briefly relying on the theoretical essay of Bohle and Greskovits 
(2019), reflecting the lessons of 30/15 years. I focus later on the short presentation of the two other 
features, returning to them in the analysis of the recent developments in the 2010s.
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new socio ‑economic structures described above. The normative power of the EU 
was still big in the nineties and the EU image was the center of gravity in all mat‑
ters. Actually, when Economic Europe defeated Political Europe, the normative 
power of the EU eroded, since it works only if the official statements are followed 
with proper actions, otherwise it turns out to be empty rhetoric. From both the 
hardware side of political institutions and the software side of political culture, 
ECE citizens react to this contrast drastically that resulted in the systemic distrust 
in the “Europeanization for all” project and it led to a serious credibility crisis. 
This widening gap explains the political transformation in ECE from the software 
side, and the electoral success of the authoritarian forces in the early 2010s cre‑
ated a new autocratic institutional system from the hardware side. Accordingly, 
EU membership basically has two different periods, not only by the change of 
governments and/or the political course, but first of all in the relationship to the 
Europeanization and Democratization as the convergence with – or divergence 
from – the EU mainstream. It can be seen most clearly in the political transforma‑
tions that Europeanization and Democratization has turned more and more to 
De ‑Europeanization and De ‑Democratization. Therefore, there are high expecta‑
tions in ECE for the EU reforms towards Cohesive/Converging Europe in the new 
institutional cycle that could facilitate the deep domestic transformation as the 
return to Europeanization and Democratization based on the lessons of 30 years 
of failed systemic change and 15 years of half ‑made and conflictual EU integration.

Third, as to the civilizational Europeanization, the cultural ‑ideological change 
can be shown with the confrontation of two value system in the dominant – the 
Europe ‑centric Modernization and the Nation ‑centric Traditionalization – nar‑
ratives. The first narrative was a simplified evolutionary or “linear transition” 
model of Westernization (Palonen 2018: 310) promising an easy Europeaniza‑
tion process with increasing democracy and welfare combined, but in fact with 
neoliberal modernization set in motion in the background with its distorted 
socio ‑political system building. The second one was an old domestic narrative 
in strong continuity with the resistance against Soviet rule oppressing national 
sovereignty and cultural traditions, and focusing on the restoration of national 
sovereignty ‑identity after the external “Easternization.” The pro ‑EU Westerniza‑
tion narrative was based on combining general legal ‑political Europeanization 
with welfare ‑oriented socio ‑economic expectations. The Western fallacy meant 
an easy dream about copying the model of the developed countries by catching 
up quickly to the EU average. The nation ‑centric traditional narrative was based 
on the priority of national sovereignty in combination with restoring some 
kind of the historical continuity with its traditional value system. The histori‑
cal trajectory of these dominant narratives shows that originally there was an 
elite consent and popular support behind the Europeanization project with 
a pro ‑European rhetoric, since the European narrative had high expectations 
and optimism, in which democracy was combined with welfare. However, in 
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the 2000s social security was put under strain and popular disappointment in‑
creased. Thus, the EU narrative declined gradually and evaporated in the 2010s, 
and finally it was replaced as the dominant narrative with the nation ‑centric, 
sovereigntist approach. This paper tries to show that the final result of the first 
30 years of systemic change has been a cultural/civilizational Easternization 
or De ‑Europeanization of ECE populations.

The Bumpy Road from the EU accession to the global crisis 
(2004–2010)

The description of EU membership between 2004 and 2010 needs only be given 
a cursory view, since this analysis focuses on the present period between 2010 
and 2019. The historical overview of membership has to start with the outlines 
of the external conditions because it is important to note that the 15 years of 
the pre ‑accession period (1989–2004) took place under much more favorable 
external conditions within the world system than the 15 years’ period of mem‑
bership (2004–2019), especially after the late 2000s when the disintegrating 
world order was overburdened with serious tensions and convulsions. There‑
fore, despite the cumulated problems discussed below, the early years of EU 
membership were still a relatively optimistic era in contemporary ECE history, 
although they were followed rather rapidly from the late 2000s by the painful 
years of global crisis with the ensuing domestic socio ‑economic and political 
crisis. Accordingly, the cycles of the Prodi Commission (1999–2004) during the 
accession negotiations and the Barroso I. Commission (2004–2009) in the first 
membership period were together an optimistic era, which switched suddenly 
to the era of increasing pessimism due to the radical crisis management. In the 
decomposition process of the former world order the EU leadership and the 
Core countries have neglected the special ECE crisis, resulting in the margin‑
alization of ECE within the enlarged EU. Thus, the second membership period 
starting in the early 2010s has been under the conditions of the EU polycrisis in 
a changing world system and it has also been a period of deepening confronta‑
tion between ECE and EU authorities.

In the domestic processes, therefore, there has also been a clear contrast 
between the first period of membership with an intensive – but awkward – ad‑
justment to the EU rules and the second period with a partial – but conflict‑
ual – adjustment. It gives a clear distinction between the Bumpy Road and the 
Rocky Road of Europeanization and Democratization that will be discussed in 
its main outlines. The entry in May 2004 was preceded by a referendum and 
followed immediately by the first EP election. This formal accession was vital 
from a legal vantage point, but in fact the actual accession as an adjustment 
process was long and gradual in all fields and it took place to some extent before 
the legal accession. Although the legal and political adjustment process was in‑
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deed intensive, the socio ‑economic process became more and more overloaded 
with the contradictions between the legal forms and their social content, or 
between the “official layer” of Europeanization on the surface and that of the 
real “everyday life” in the depths of society with increasing De ‑Europeanization. 
The ECE region in competitiveness terms was not really prepared for the EU 
membership, and the Copenhagen criteria have not been helpful to enhance 
the EU capacity either, therefore ECE during the 2000s reproduced its former 
historical peripheral status in a new form.

The ECE development trajectory showed from the very beginning that ECE 
did not really “return to Europe,” but in fact it diverged in many ways from 
mainstream Europe. Although this serious divergence was realized on both 
sides of the political spectrum only belatedly as the “Fault Lines” of the EU have 
deepened (Wöhl et al. 2019). Even Habermas (1990a, 1990b) has argued that 
the historical events in ECE have been some kind of “repeating revolutions,” i.e. 
covering the same Western road somewhat later. Similarly, both the EU leadership 
and ECE governments were flying blind, since the new member states remained 
a blind spot for the EU as to the regional specificities of their convergence pro‑
cess. Therefore, the internal challenge of the development could be described 
by overcoming this overgeneralized “liberalization” within the EU, in which the 
strong old and the weak new member states were supposed to compete under the 
same conditions as a “mission impossible.” These fake equal conditions – called 
by Fritz Scharpf (2015) as a simple “judicial integration” by common legalities 
on the surface – have led to a Fragmented Europe (Emmanouilidis 2018) with 
a divergent social and political landscape. Indeed, this fetish of legal formalities, 
by neglecting their social preconditions and consequences, has produced many 
collateral damages and unwanted results, so this adjustment process worked for 
a while and has finally blown up under the pressure of the cumulated tensions.7

The basic fact is that in ECE in the 2000s – beneath the democratic surface 
of the legal ‑political institutions – the neoliberal socio ‑economic system was 
completed and consolidated. The new system was a dual economy with a polar‑
ized society that resulted by 2006 in a social deconsolidation and the eruption of 
political discontent, which has continued after 2010 in a gradual backsliding of 
democracy. In the 2000s there was already a growing gap between the modern‑
ized “big” economy, almost completely controlled by the multinationals, and 
the traditional “small” economy of SMEs, without any organic contact between 
them or having the tendency for the harmonization into one system of national 
economy. Similarly, the same growing gap as a “continental drift” appeared in 
the polarized society between the winners and losers. Paradoxically this dual‑
ism of two main strata of the rich upper third and the poor lower third of the 

7 About the discussion of convergence process (see for instance Andor 2019; Bargaoanu and Volintiru 
2019; Darvas 2019; Darvas et al. 2019).
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population was reinforced by the “islands” of precariat in ‑between, moving up 
and down in full uncertainty. In the 2000s there was already a sharp contrast 
between the consolidation of the new dominant neoliberal economic system and 
the deconsolidation of the new polarized socio ‑political system with the ensuing 
volatile social policy of the weakening governments. In the “official” political 
system this produced a chaotic democracy with the increasing influence of the 

“informal” politico ‑business patronage networks beneath the surface, due to the 
missing separation between the sectors of economy and politics, i.e. between 
the private actors in business and the public actors in politics.

The deviation from the EU mainstream was considerable already in the 
2000s as an unwanted and largely unnoticed divergence in terms of economic 
competitiveness and socio ‑political sustainability. The main test of divergence 
from the EU mainstream was legally joining the EU as a purely judicial inte‑
gration, though not joining the new EU type of socio ‑economic development 
based on a knowledge society, since ECE was still focusing on the GDP ‑based 
quantitative development of the outgoing industrial society. The dual economy 
excluded the possibility of switching to qualitative development, since even the 
modernized part of the ECE economy tended towards the “low skill – low cost” 
dependent economy of multinationals. This peripheral development pattern did 
not demand structurally high social investments in education and health care, 
quite to the contrary, and, in addition, even the low ‑level human investments 
were radically reduced twice by the crisis management measures.

Hence, while External Europeanization as the legal face of all sectors was ad‑
vancing through the institutional transfer with the basic constitutional changes 
and legal harmonization, Internal Europeanization as their social content was 
more and more in trouble due to declining social investment and political par‑
ticipation. In such a way the Europeanized political culture also lagged behind 
the formal ‑legal, institutional changes and the new democracy was already 
gradually emptied in the 2000s. The participation was low in all other respects 
of civic and public activities. Although at the formal ‑legal level there were some 
efforts for building a multilevel governance, but these weak structures became 
mere formalities, therefore the performance of governments was low and with‑
out meaningful public participation. A chaotic, weak democratic polity emerged, 
in which the new ruling class was sunken into an early socio ‑political senility, 
not realizing the radical changes in the world economy in the 2000s. They kept 
the outdated model of GDP ‑based development with the old type of economic 
growth and welfare instead of a model based on well ‑being and human invest‑
ment. There was no effort to strategically plan for sustainability, since both the 
good governance in general and human or social investment in particular needs 
complexity management, well beyond the ruling capacity of this new polity.

Nevertheless, following the transformation crisis of the nineties, the eco‑
nomic growth returned in the early 2000s when EU accession took place. Af‑
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terwards, the latent accession crisis turned to the open post ‑accession crisis 
even before the eruption of the global crisis. Conversely, no solid European‑
ized social structure emerged with a wide and stable middle class to serve as 
a social and civilizational base for the new democracy. Moreover, due to the 
global crisis the most painful crisis management program came in 2009–2010, 
in which the new fragile social structure suffered further decomposition and 
so did the democratic order. The subsequent austerity programs exhausted 
the population, causing wide disappointment and deep resentment, resulting 
in a fateful credibility crisis. In the fight of the two dominant narratives, the 
traditionalist ‑nativist narrative defeated the simplified, evolutionary, and linear 
Europeanization narrative. The ongoing desecuritization of society and the 
victory of the traditionalist narrative made the citizens defenceless against the 
aggressive neopopulism. As a result, the Bumpy Road of Europeanization and 
Democratization turned into a Rocky Road around 2010, and there was a sharp 
turn from Europeanization and Democratization to De ‑Europeanization and 
De ‑Democratization (see e.g. Daly 2019; Krastev and Holmes 2018; Lührmann 
and Lindberg 2019; Solska et al. 2018).

The Rocky Road of ECE from democracy to autocracy (2010–2019)

In the Europeanization as the accommodation to the “ever closer Union” or to 
the process of EU federalization, there are two opposite periods in ECE, and the 
turning point in the historical trajectory was in the early 2010s. Previously, the ECE 
governments and the political elites made large efforts to follow the adjustment 
process, although they underperformed to a great extent in this role and passively 
accepted the “policy taker” position in the EU. The new governments in turn basi‑
cally diverted from the EU mainstream in the 2010s and have been deliberately 
looking for a confrontation with the EU in order to build up a new authoritarian 
system. They have opposed further federalization and propagated the idea of “Eu‑
rope of the strong nation states” as their main slogan of De ‑Europeanization. In 
general, even if they cannot change the position of “policy taker” in the “freedom 
fight against Brussels,” they have appeared more and more in the role of the “nega‑
tive policy maker” by fervently opposing the policy reforms in the EU. Therefore, 
this adjustment path has turned from the former latent and unwanted divergence 
to the manifest and conscious divergence through a series of open conflicts. The 
short description of this ongoing process is an overview of the present situation 
in the EU ‑ECE relationship with the analysis of the priority issues.

The ranking institutes like V ‑Dem have applied “systemic perspective on 
democracy” (V ‑Dem 2019b: 4) by elaborating a comprehensive system of indica‑
tors. Hence, the overview of the de ‑Europeanized ECE needs a short analysis in 
its three key dimensions, covering the present political, socio ‑economic, and 
cultural ‑civilizational situation. It has to start with the politics, since politics 
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has been the main factor in all other transformations. A modern “cast ‑system” 
has emerged from above within a politically re ‑organized society. This distorted, 
deeply polarized socio ‑economic structure has led finally to a civilizational crisis, 
or a backsliding of civilization as the deprivation of the citizens from a proper 
European way of life. Basically, the qualitative catching up scenario has failed 
because the main factors of global competitiveness – the level of education and 
health care, R & D and innovation – have plummeted in ECE (WEF 2018, 2019).8

First, as the recent literature also argues (Mattlak et al. eds 2018), when 
analyzing the De ‑Europeanization of the political system, we have to change the 
vocabulary from the Western type of political science to the language of façade 
democracy, autocracy, or velvet dictatorship, given the fact that the original 
terms in the EU institutional transfer have lost their original meaning in ECE. 
This transformation of the key legal institutions into a democratic facade con‑
cerns all constitutional institutions (Bogdandy and Sonnevend 2015 and CoE 
2018). The De ‑Europeanized political ‑administrative structure has also gradu‑
ally embraced the meso ‑level institutions and actors. In most cases the leading 
representatives of interest organizations represent the interests of government 
versus their members, and the increasing part of the staff in state administra‑
tion has been made similar to an army of loyal humanoid robots. The tringle 
of corruption, increasing socio ‑political inequality, and political overreach are 
the main characteristics of the new autocracy. Namely, there is state supported 
corruption from above, a politically arranged deep socio ‑economic polarization 
between winners and losers and a constant effort to occupy the entire political 
space to oppress the autonomy of all social and cultural fields. In the distortion 
of political system, the social desecuritization and/or fight against the external 
and internal “enemies” has been an important factor in the electoral success of 
neopopulist parties (see in general, Bernhard et al. 2019). The survival of the 
autocratic regimes in ECE has also been secured by conquering the communica‑
tive space in the 2010s with “a skewed media landscape where publicly funded 
media produce a discourse that paints the government as the guarantor of the 
national sovereignty and the opposition as the country’s enemies” (Krakovsky 
2019: XI). In the media capture the “private” property of oligarchs has been 
used for the “public” interests of the authoritarian government. Thus, the velvet 
dictatorship that has been supported and maintained to a great extent by the 
soft power of the media. The new authoritarian regimes have completed the 
colonization of citizens’ everyday life by controlling the public space.9

8 See OECD (2019a, b), WJP (2019), and also (Darvas, 2019 and Darvas et al. 2019). Concerning the global 
competitiveness, the WEF data (WEF 2018, 2019) are the most indicative, but one has to note that WEF 
changed its scoring system in 2018, so the scores before 2018 give better overview.

9 See WJP, 2019 and EIU, 2019, also EC, 2019d with the EU Justice Scoreboard. The World Justice Report 
was published first in 2012 and its index structure was finally elaborated in the mid-2010s.
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According to the World Justice Project the rule of law index has dropped in 
ECE. WJP has elaborated 8 specific indexes: (1) Constrains on Government Pow‑
ers, (2) Absence of Corruption, (3) Open Government, (4) Fundamental Rights, 
(5) Order and Security, (6) Regulatory Enforcement, (7) Civil Justice and (8) 
Criminal Justice – and the composite index gives their summary, which reflects 
the decline of democracy in detail. The main issue is, however, the deepening con‑
frontation between the EU and ECE due to the rule of law violations by the ECE 
governments. The worsening RL violations in Hungary and Poland have resulted 
in a political pressure on the EU and the demand has risen in EP to introduce an 
annual Democracy Report about all member states that has recently come back as 
a vital task for the new Commission. In a series of conflictual meetings, after the 
European Parliament and the Commission also the Council began to discuss the 
rule of law violations by the Hungarian and Polish governments. It has only been 
the first phase of a long procedure, so it will be on the EU agenda for a long time.10

Second, analyzing the De ‑Europeanization in the socio ‑economic develop‑
ment trajectory, it is important to switch from the Western model of sustain‑
able economy and society to the vocabulary of an outdated and dependent 
post ‑industrial society. The ECE case has been based on a compromise of the 
neoliberal multinationals and domestic oligarchs producing a huge contrast 
between the quantitative and qualitative catching ‑up process, therefore the 
socio ‑economic processes have been closely interwoven with the cultural‑

‑civilizational decay discussed below. In the late 2010s there was a painful return 
to “normalcy” of economic growth after ten years of global crisis management 
with some kind of fragile socio ‑economic consolidation. But ECE nowadays is 
in a worse situation than it was a decade ago to alter its course from quantita‑
tive to qualitative catching up. This is due to the deterioration in the vital fields 
of investment in human and social capital and in R & D as innovation driven 
development (Eurofound 2018, 2019a, 2019b). The last decade presents a seri‑
ous decline in the input side of the social investments of education, research, 
and health care because they have been chronically underfinanced. Moreover, 
they have been overburdened with the increasing governmental centralization, 
but even more on the output side of the decreasing performance level of human 
capacity and skills, cumulated as an educational decline. This presentation can 
be easily based on the Commission’s evaluation of the 2019 National Reform 
Programmes and 2019 Convergence Programmes of the ECE countries (see e.g. 
EC, 2019a), or on the latest OECD Reports (2019a, b). These EU and OECD 
documents directly uncover the painful reality, since the EU institutions are 

10 In the long and open history of the rule of law violations it will be high on the agenda in the coming years. 
The rule of law violations have been the show case of the De -Europeanization and De -Democratization 
process, therefore a lot of attention has been paid to it within the EU (see e.g. some key documents EC, 
2019a, 2019b; EP, 2020b and Helsinki Foundation 2019) and also in the international political science 
(see e.g. Bozóki and Hegedűs 2018, 2019a, b; Halmai 2019a, b; Muis and Troost 2018).



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 16 (2020) 2 383

very cautious in their political assessments, but are rather open in criticizing 
the socio ‑economic issues due to the increasing social disinvestment in public 
services. All in all, the Core ‑Periphery Divide has increased in the last decade 
owing to the social disinvestment that has become the biggest obstacle to a sus‑
tainable economy, and the EU authorities have not been busy at all to discover 
its reasons and to elaborate a strategy to overcome it (Gorzelak 2019).

The Economist (2019) has strongly criticized not only “the patchy record on 
political reform” in ECE, but it has also pointed out the special external condi‑
tions of the relatively rapid economic growth referring also to the incoming 
limitations of the quantitative catching up process: “Four main external forces 
have driven the remarkable successes of the four extremely open V4 economies. 
The first is their access to generous subsidies from the EU, which make up a size‑
able chunk of their respective national incomes. Second is the munificent flow 
of remittances from millions of expat V4 citizens who now live and work in the 
EU, especially in Germany, Austria or Britain. A benevolent recent economic 
environment has also helped, especially the success of the German economy, 
by far their most important trading partner and the biggest or second ‑biggest 
investor in each country. And lastly, the four all started from a low base, enabling 
them to serve as cheap workshops for more developed economies. The danger is 
that all four of these factors are now petering out.” The recent analyses have un‑
derlined, indeed, the controversial character of the dependent development in 
ECE. In ECE there has been a widespread debate on the dubious German role in 
the “low wage – low skill” economy and the liaison between their multinationals 
and the domestic regimes. In the dependent, dual economy a polarized society 
has emerged between the political winners and losers, with the politico ‑business 
networks united into a patronage system of the ruling party. The political ties 
permeated all socio ‑economic relations and changed their internal logic when 
the “free” marked turned into a state ‑controlled market, therefore, the entire 
society has been permeated by hypocrisy. The latest YouGov survey gives a com‑
posite picture about the “doom and gloom” in ECE (see Bui ‑Wrzosinska 2019).11

Third, as to the ensuing civilizational ‑cultural development trajectory, we 
have to change the vocabulary again to contrast the description of the Western 

“post ‑materialist” well ‑being ‑type with that of the outdated ECE “materialist” 
welfare ‑type of universe to properly describe the huge gap between East and 
West in the way of life, public service systems, and patterns of political culture. 
The ECE governments have followed some kind of a “welfare strategy” instead 
of a “well ‑being strategy,” since in the last years the personal income of the 
population has modestly increased, but since the early 2010s the resources 
for the public services in the GDP terms have drastically decreased. It can 
be contrasted as the “private” income versus the “social” income, or even as 

11 On the German role see e.g. Book (2018), Kováts and Smejkalova (2019), Ozsvath (2019) and Fabry (2019).
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“material” consumption versus “non ‑material,” public or social consumption. 
Namely, in the socio ‑economic strategy people have been organized into a low‑

‑level consumption society by purchasing slightly more things “privately” on 
the market, but they have been mistreated more and more “publicly” by being 
deprived of public services – like education, health care, and social services 
(child care, old care and all kinds of social redistribution) – as social beings. As 
a result, the missing/declining public services have also become “privatized,” 
i.e. proper services can only be reached from the private service firms. In this 
way the social polarization has been completed, since the large part of society 
could no longer afford these “normal” services in health care and education, not 
even in a “private” way. So on the surface there has been some kind of pseudo‑

‑Europeanization with a modest increase in the material consumption for the 
“private” individuals, but in the depth of the social transformation in the well‑
‑being terms there has been a De ‑Europeanization for the “social” beings. The 
decreasing level of health care, education, and social services for the majority of 
the ECE population has been largely documented in the EU and OECD reports.

The Eurofound documents have pointed out the organic links between the qual‑
ity of society and the public services in the long series of the European Quality of 
Life Survey (EQLS) since 2003. The latest flagship report as the fourth EQLS report 
has emphasized that “the results present an uneven picture regarding service qual‑
ity,” namely “the continuing inequalities between countries and different social 
groups.” Although it is a vital issue for all member states, since “Public services 
are recognised as a cornerstone of the European Pillar of Social Rights.” In fact, 
the high quality and effective public services are the test for the substantive social 
inclusion and/or social cohesion instead of the formal ‑legal social inclusion, given 
the huge gap between the formal and real citizenship. Especially in the transition 
from the outgoing post ‑industrial society there has been an increasing demand 
for social investment in the human capacity building. Public service is not only 
as an administrative or moral issue, but “as a key factor in well ‑being and social 
cohesion” it is first of all a socio ‑economic issue of international competitiveness 
with its political consequences of support for and trust in the democratic system. 
All in all, “investment in human capital and capabilities throughout of life course 
is delivered through provision of quality services – childcare, education, preven‑
tive healthcare and social services” (Eurofound 2019d: 1, 3).

In this respect ECE is still at the “pre ‑accession stage,” or what has been even 
worse, it has been backsliding not only in Democratization, but even more in 
the provision of quality public service by fatally damaging the Europeanization 
of ECE population (see e.g. Buljan et. al. 2019). This social disinvestment has 
produced a cultural ‑civilization crisis because of the drastic deterioration of 
the everyday lives of citizens in all dimensions. In the last ten years there has 
been a chaotic, unpredictable, and defective public service system in everyday 
life, so not only has the democracy been emptied at the macro ‑level, but the 
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human universe at the micro ‑level depriving the common people to develop 
a European capacity as a real, not only legal citizenship in the EU. Beyond the 
drastic “pauperization” of public services by offering poor service, the internal 
organization of public services has also been ineffective. Therefore, in search of 
a better quality of life, “these countries have been experiencing a mass popu‑
lation exodus. It is often the youngest, most educated, and most enterprising 
people who leave. Differences in living standards and salaries (which can be 
increased four‑ to tenfold just crossing over the border) incite these departures. 
Throughout Central and Eastern Europe, cumulative net migration over the 
last thirty years has exceeded 10% of the population” (Krakovsky 2019: III).

At the start of the Europeanization process there was a rather big “absolute” 
civilizational deficit between the developed Western member states and the 
new member states. With the EU entry, however, an increasing “relative” civili‑
zational deficit has also emerged, measured in the composite terms way of life, 
quality of life, or well ‑being in the EU/OECD concept. There has been a growing 
gap between East and West as the delay of social and human capital investment 
compared to the new demands of EU membership can easily be concretized as 
the “subjective” challenge of international competitiveness. The ECE societies 
have tried to enhance their EU capacity, but in vain, but this gap has increased 
more in the last decade due to the systemic pauperization of public services, 
resulting in the systemic distrust in the “Return to Europe” scenario. Only one 
third of ECE citizens have crossed the border line between this outdated and 
defective universe of the late industrial society and the Europeanized way of life 
with some kind of a knowledge society. Another one third, the precariat, has 
been “nomadizing,” moving back and forth between them or has taken refuge 
in the West: “if Europe does not come to us, we go to Europe.” The lowest one 
third of the ECE population has been lost “for Europe” during the 30‑year jour‑
ney, and it suffers from several kinds of poverty with deep cultural deprivation 
that leads in most cases to the absolute civilizational deficit.12

All in all, the relative civilizational deficit, which has only been applicable for 
the upper two ‑thirds of the population, has significantly increased with a huge 
gap between the EU as “the lifestyle superpower” (Gill and Raiser 2011) and 
frustrated ECE citizens. Moreover, the cumulated absolute civilizational deficit 
in the one ‑third of the population is even worse than it was 30 years ago due 
to the drastic De ‑Europeanization in the ECE periphery that have been “fall‑
ing out of Europe.” Here the analyses of the socio ‑economic distortions of de‑
pendent development have come back with a vengeance in their heavy cultural 
consequences that in turn deteriorate the economic development in the era of 

12 This controversial and polarized “cultural -educational” Europeanization of manpower has been largely 
documented by the annual EU and OECD Reports quoted above (see also Dauderstädt and Keltek 2017; 
Dauderstädt 2019a, b).
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knowledge ‑based societies. All in all, the socio ‑economic, legal ‑political, and 
cultural ‑civilizational development path shows the deep divide between the 
External and Internal Europeanization in all fields, resulting in a massive De‑

‑Europeanization, i.e. developing only a thin and controversial European façade 
of ECE society. In fact, after 15 years of membership there is a huge and growing 
contrast between the half ‑made Europeanized part on the winner side and the 
gloomy De ‑Europeanized one on the loser side, combined into a frustrated and 
unhappy country. Altogether, in a birds’ eye view, the fragmented society has 
produced cumulated systemic incompatibility into a sustainable society for an 
upward convergence in the EU. From the governance side it has been the result 
of the missing complexity management and the counterproductive political 
measures with collateral damages among the various policy fields.

Conclusion: The “love ‑hate” relations of ECE with the EU

The historical trajectory of the relationship between ECE and the EU can be best 
summarized as some kind of often slightly changing love ‑hate relationship with 
the EU, since this long ‑lasting commitment combined with bitter historical 
resentment has been a much more complicated issue than the level of support 
for EU membership according the Eurobarometer data. Its basic contradiction 
can be explained through the Eastonian terms of diffuse versus specific sup‑
port. Diffuse support is an enduring support for the political regime in general, 
originating from the socialization and connected with general values and at‑
titudes, whereas specific support depends on the actual performance of the 
given government and other organizations in their particular policy fields. In 
the Europeanization and Democratization in the last decades we have witnessed 
a big gap between diffuse and specific support, namely between the support for 
Europeanization in general and the dissatisfaction with some specific EU poli‑
cies in particular, as well as between the support of Democratization in general 
and the growing distrust in the workings of democratic institutions in particular. 
The enduring general ‑symbolic support for the EU has been accompanied on 
the other side by strong criticisms by ECE citizens about particular EU policies 
with their ups and downs. Similarly, the support for democracy as a system 
in general and the dissatisfaction with democratic performance of the given 
government in particular shows the same dualism. Moreover, in both cases in 
the ECE populations there is a large variety of cognitive dissonance between/
among the support for the different policy fields.13

Although this construct of diffuse and ‑specific support seems to work in 
the ECE analysis, the twin processes of Europeanization and Democratization 

13 I have dealt with this issue much more in details in my recent book, including the Yalta syndrome in 
ECE, i.e. the feeling being abandoned by the West in the crucial periods of their history, like after the 
WWII and in the global crisis management (see e.g. Ágh, 2019a: 131–132).
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have still a rather different historical trajectory. ”Europe” has been the basic 
normative concept, being the real anchor for the ECE populations in the last 
centuries, whereas the building of the democratic order as the full democrati‑
zation of the entire society is a relatively new historical project. This current 
image of democracy has been eroded to a great extent by the practice of cha‑
otic democracy before 2010 and even more by façade democracy afterwards. 
Therefore, even the diffuse support for democratic system has been somewhat 
weakened due to the cumulated effects of the low democratic performance, 
when the centuries ‑long feeling of belonging to Europe cannot be hurt deeply 
by any special confrontation. Hence, the diffuse support for democracy has only 
decreased during the troubled history of the last 30 years, but not for Europe, 
since Europe has remained the sacrosanct value.14

Thus, the support for domestic democracy has usually been lower than that 
for the EU, due to the inherent democracy deficit from the very beginning of 
systemic change. As a result of the tension between the formal and informal 
institutions, or between the hard institutional and the soft cultural factors, the 
original naïve expectations with systemic trust in Democratization has turned 
into bitter systemic distrust in the political order at the national level. The trust 
gap between the EU and the national level, or between the EU institutions and 
domestic institutions can also be explained by Easton’s thesis on diffuse and 
specific support. Diffuse support or trust in the EU institutions may change 
slightly from time to time, but it has remained within a constant positive 
trend. Specific support or trust in the domestic institutions, above all in the 
governments concerned, however, has been drastically changing in ECE. It has 
been fallen due to the growing social and civilizational polarization, the poor 
governance, and the huge gap between the official promises and the dire reali‑
ties. In general, the perception of population is that there has been no “deep 
ploughing” as a profound democratization of the political system, just formal 
changes on the surface, turning from bad to worse in the 2010s. This has caused 
a deep resentment, therefore “the past defeated the future.” Namely the “Great 
History that Never Was” narrative elaborated by neopopulist forces defeated 
the naive European narrative of “Illusory Future that Never Comes,” promised 
originally by pro ‑European forces. Thus, the neopopulist project of the search 
for national identity/sovereignty based on the glorious past has become a ref‑
uge for the pains of the present for ECE populations obscuring their future.15

14 It can be seen both in the comparative ECE overview (Table I) with the latest Eurobarometer results 
(EB, Eurobarometer 2019a, b; see also EB, Eurobarometer 2019c, d). The Pew Surveys 2019a, b) have 
also confirmed the strong attachment of ECE to EU -Europe, despite the controversies in policy matters, 
above all concerning the refugee crisis.

15 The politics of historical memory has become a common practice of the changing governments in ECE, 
analysed in a huge literature, but is goes beyond the scope of this paper.
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As to the expectations for the next EU institutional cycle (2019–2024) only 
a very cautious optimism is allowed, since the EU has not yet developed any 
feeling for the regional or country specifics, and ECE countries have remained 
a Blind Spot for the Core. The EU workings have been based on the developed 
countries where the “normalcy” mentality emerged in the post ‑war “golden” 
decades building a solid base of welfare, representative democracy, and a strong 
civil society. In this spirit, “The founding fathers of the European project were 
convinced that social convergence will arise spontaneously through economic 
convergence” (Eurofound 2018: 6). Hence, its logic originally tilted very much 
in favor of Economic Europe with drastic preferences for neoliberalism, ac‑
companied by modest compensations of Social Europe and supported by Politi‑
cal Europe. Although this “normal” world of welfare society has mostly been 
shaken even in the developed countries in the following decades, but it has been 
transformed there into a well ‑being society. Hence, the idea of automatism be‑
tween the introduction of “market economy” and the emergence of “democratic 
politics” has still remained evident in the EU circles of the developed member 
states. In this spirit they have elaborated the conditionalities for the Eastern en‑
largement and have adjusted the “differentiated integration” from time to time. 
They have not considered at all that “Some wealthier Member States or regions 
may benefit more than others from the process of integration – in part due to 
the effects of specialisation and of centre–periphery dichotomies” (Eurofound 
2018: 5). Thus, this false functionalist construction has been extended beyond 
the Core to the Periphery as an expectation for the rapid democratization of 
ECE without its socio ‑economic foundation.

This attitude with the high expectation for the illusory organizing principle 
of “spill ‑over” has not changed in the process of Eastern enlargement despite 
the series of “spill ‑back” effects. It has not been regionally specified even in the 
several stages of the Copenhagen learning process with the long debates about 
the “differentiated integration” (see EP 2018 or e.g. Schimmelfennig and Winzen 
2017). The slower steps were allowed in this approach, but the basic automatism 
between the economic growth in the GDP terms and the sustainable democra‑
tization has remained the main expectation despite the lessons learned about 
the negative spill ‑over and its collateral damages. The EU strategic thinking has 
kept its top ‑down model of the overgeneralized formal ‑legal rules and models 
elaborated as an oversimplified functionalism that has caused a failure of cohe‑
sion policy not leading to the “upward convergence” at all (Bachtler and Ferry, 
2019 and Hunter, 2019). Namely, “Critics underlined the lack of explanation 
provided by the neo ‑functionalist literature with regards to the ways and mo‑
dalities through which the process would take form, and the almost faith ‑like 
assumption political spill ‑overs would eventually take place” (Bevaqua 2019: 21). 
This may run into the danger of the two ‑speed EU scenario for the 2020s, put‑
ting all ECE into a Deepfreeze because it has always been easy to find important 
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reasons why not to deal with the specific crisis in ECE due to the permanent 
urgency of many vital issues for the Core. Nowadays there is indeed a drastic 
transition from the Old World Order to the New World Order with the deep 
desecuritization of the international relations on one side and the need which 
has emerged for the reorientation of the EU funds to the new policy fields to 
increase the global competitiveness of the EU on the other. This paper has tried 
to document that there has been a huge and alarming literature on the failure 
of the upward convergence in ECE in vain because the EU follows its “business 
as usual” course and has not invited the “audiatur et altera pars” solution.

The continued benign neglectence as a functionalist “modernization” EU 
strategy is possible in mid ‑term, since the economic importance of ECE coun‑
tries is small, they give much less than 10% of the EU GDP. So the new insti‑
tutional cycle can accelerate the EU economic development at the price of the 
further polarization within the EU in all respects. This can be legitimized, in‑
deed, by arguing for the populations of the Core countries with the justification 
that ECE countries have misused the EU transfers. At least they have not used 
them efficiently and a significant percentage has disappeared in the corruptive 
politico ‑business networks as the power pyramids of the ECE governments. In 
this situation there are two options, either talks by referring to this justified 
criticism, while neglecting the special regional approach for ECE, or starting 
strategic actions for reforming the “upward convergence” project in all mem‑
ber states. Moreover, the EU’s strong confrontation with the corrupt policies 
of the autocratic regimes may also give encouragement also to the domestic 
democratic forces. When the danger of the world economic recession has been 
widely discussed in the global media, an easy escape has been offered for the 
new EU leadership to again delay this confrontation with the new authoritar‑
ian systems, but only at its own peril because this crisis in the EU periphery 
will come back with a vengeance after five years in the next institutional cycle 
at a higher level.16

The new EU leadership has obviously recognized that this form of Eastern en‑
largement so far has been a failure and it cannot be continued as expected in the 
2000s, although the EU ruling circles and main powers have not yet recognized 
that the real solution would be the deep reform of the Core ‑Periphery relations 
with a renewed enlargement strategy in ECE based on its regional specificities. 
However, there is a big historical opportunity, since on 9 May 2020, accord‑
ing to the interinstitutional agreement, a two ‑year negotiation process starts 
with the participation of the Council, Commission, and European Parliament 
at a Conference on the Future of Europe (EP 2020a) that gives some optimism 

16 In the late 2019 the crisis around the Eastern enlargement in the West Balkans was high on the political 
agenda of the EU (see e.g. EC 2019c, or Blockmans 2019 and Góra et al. 2019), but this issue is beyond 
the scope of this paper.
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on the EU side. At the same time, as reported in the international media (see 
e.g. Hopkins and Shotter 2019 in the Financial Times), the Alliance of the Free 
Cities between the V4 capitals has been organized against the authoritarian 
ECE governments that indicates the emerging redemocratization wave on the 
ECE side. With the incoming new Commission, and with the serious task of 
the repeated global crisis management after the global financial crisis, a new 
institutional cycle has also begun in the ECE history in the EU, its analysis with 
the new hopes in redemocratization is already the job of the next paper.

Table I:  EU landscape in a comparative view of the ECE citizens 
(positive-negative views in the early 2019 and in the late 2019)

Country IM TR SD MV FE EC EM

CZ 29–27 36–55 54–38 37–56 54–43 58–41 26–67

HU 52–11 55–40 63–31 55–42 68–28 84–15 57–17

PL 54–7 54–35 70–18 69–24 74–18 84–14 35–55

SI 44–15 45–50 56–39 55–40 69–28 77–23 88–9

SK 36–15 44–46 56–34 61–30 70–27 80–18 77–14

EU28 45–17 44–46 55–36 56–39 61–14 73–26 62–30

Country IM TR SD MV FE EC EM

CZ 31–24 39–52 56–38 32–63 67–28– 65–35 27–68

HU 53–10 52–39 61–31 51–47 75–21 80–19 60–30

PL 50–9 49–37 67–22 56–38 80–15 81–17 33–51

SI 44–16 46–48 54–41 49–47 62–34 76–24 87–9

SK 33–12 45–44 50–41 49–46 73–20 79–19 81–10

EU28 42–20 43–47 52–40 45–50 70–24 70–29 62–29

IM – image of the EU, TR –trust in the EU, SD – satisfaction with the EU democracy, MV – my voice counts, 
FE – future of EU (2019a) and Europe voice counts in the world (2019b), EC – European citizenship, 
EM – Economic and Monetary Union.

EB (2019a) Standard Eurobarometer 91, August 2019, https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/
index.cfm/Survey/index#p=1&instruments=STANDARD

EB (2019b) Standard Eurobarometer 92, November 2019, https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopin-
ion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/STANDARD/surveyKy/2255
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Table II: The rankings of political and policy performance in 7 NMS out of the 
41 states in the OECD and EU

Country Dem Gov Acc Cap Pcy Ecp Sop Enp

BG 36 36 30 36 32 15 40 34

CZ 20 27 15 30 17 16 22 20

HU 40 37 40 35 34 18 38 37

PL 37 34 31 32 31 34 31 27

RO 38 40 38 40 36 22 39 38

SI 16 31 23 38 20 12 17 31

SK 27 35 32 34 29 19 32 33

Dem – democracy, Gov – governance, Acc – accountability, Cap – executive capacity, Pcy – policy performance 
in general, Ecp – economic policy, Sop – social policy and Enp – environmental policy

Bertelsmann Foundation (2019b) Policy Performance and Governance Capacities in the OECD and EU: 
Sustainable Governance Indicators 2018, https://news.sgi-network.org/uploads/tx_amsgistudies/SGI-
2018-Englisch.pdf
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Preface

Back in 1995 when CEPSA was established by six Political Science Associations 
of the CEE region1, Austria was the only EU member among the founding 
countries. The others joined the club about a decade later than Austria, most 
of them in 2004 with Croatia following in 2012. However, Austria was an EU 
newcomer in 1995. After having submitted the application for membership to 
the European Community in 1989 the country started official negotiations in 
1993, successfully completed them within two years and joined the European 
Union together with Finland and Sweden the same year CEPSA was founded. 
Naturally, this can be seen as a mere coincidence. Nevertheless, the year 2020 
does not only mark the 25th anniversary of CEPSA, but also the 25th anniversary 
of the EU membership of one of its founding members. Thus, it is the right time 
to look back and to discuss some major characteristics of the country’s political 
development since it became an EU member 25 years ago.

While focusing on the successes of a right ‑wing populist to extremist party, 
and the subsequent shift of the Austrian political mainstream to the right dur‑
ing the last decades the essay highlights a still rising phenomenon which is 
of crucial importance not only for Austria, but for the entire CEE region and, 
moreover, for the EU and Europe as a whole (Cabada 2020). The political phe‑
nomenon of right ‑wing populism and extremism has emerged as a core concern 
in the (Central) European political sphere.2 The (extreme) populist right has, 
however, not only challenged the previous transition countries, it has also 
troubled well consolidated, ‘traditional’ democracies such as those in Western 
Europe, given the electoral success of respective parties on both the national 
and the supranational level.

As regards Austria, the far ‑right Freedom Party has rather collapsed in the 
wake of the Ibiza scandal in May 2019. However, this does not mean that the 
country got rid of right ‑wing populism as a major factor influencing politics. 
On the contrary, some political stances of the FPÖ and to some degree the 
typical FPÖ political rhetoric have been adopted by the Austrian People’s Party, 
which is currently leading a coalition government including the Greens as 
junior partner.

1 CEPSA was founded by political science associations from Austria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, 
Slovenia and Slovakia. Croatia and Lithuania joined shortly after.

2 Populism is a rather vague term referring to a variety of phenomena. However, it always points at a con-
structed confrontation between ‘the people’ (conceived as a morally good force) and ‘the establishment/
the elites’ (seen as morally bad and self -serving). It is anti -elitist and suggests that powerful minorities are 
working against the will of the common people and the ‘nation’ (Kaltwasser – Mudde 2012b). Populism 
appears in a twofold manner, as an ideological construct (cf. Heinisch – Holtz -Bacha – Mazzoleni 2017; 
Judis 2016; Kaltwasser – Mudde 2012a and 2012b; Mudde – Kaltwasser 2018) and as a distinct political 
style (cf. Moffitt 2016).
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From positive attitudes towards the EU to populist 
Euroscepticism and EU bashing

Austria’s EU membership can, overall, certainly be considered a success story. 
It began with a 66.58% vote by the Austrian population in favour of accession 
to the EU (Austrian Embassy Washington 2015) and continued with increased 
opportunities for Austria’s economy. Twenty years after the country’s accession 
to the EU a significant number of relevant studies evidenced that the Austrian 
economy ‘profits significantly from its involvement in the growing internal 
market which is also reflected in the creation of jobs’ (ibid.). More than two 
third of Austria’s foreign trade in 2015 was with EU member states and exports 
to EU countries had tripled since 1995 (ibid.). Especially the 2004 enlargement 
was to the advantage of Austria, as the following quotation illustrates: ‘Austrian 
direct investments in the region have increased from 0.5 billion Euros in 1990 
to 66 billion Euros in 2012.’ The latter sum represents about half of Austrian 
foreign direct investment (https://www.austria.org/eu ‑enlargement). Though 
the so ‑called Eastern enlargement has been particularly beneficial to Austria 
one needs to recall that the country had not been very supportive of this process. 
Though during Austria’s first EU presidency in the second half of 1998 the gov‑
ernment presented its agenda for the presidency with a clear commitment to the 
enlargement of the European Union (Wodak et al. 2009: 234), it eventually did 
not turn its verbal commitment into political reality. The essayist Karl Markus 
Gauss commented on this issue as follows: ‘We could have been the benevolent 
relative in the integration of the reform states of Eastern Europe; instead, we 
have shortsightedly endeavoured to style ourselves as the nay ‑saying guards’ 
(Gauss 1999: 177ff.) Political scientist Anton Pelinka characterised this attitude 
as ‘being a brakeman’ instead of ‘being a promotor’ (cf. Wodak et al. 2009: 
234). The government, for example, demanded long transitional periods for the 
opening of the Austrian labour market, which can be seen as a populist signal 
principally targeted at domestic politics (Brechelmacher 2001: 155). With the 
exception of Hungary, the former socialist single ‑party states of Central Europe 
were not really welcome as new EU members in the opinion of the majority of 
Austrians (cf. Hintermann et al. 2001). Anyway, the 2007 enlargement round 
was also an asset in terms of economic growth: ‘According to the Austrian 
Economic Chamber (WKÖ), the EU enlargements of 2004 and 2007 contrib‑
ute to a yearly growth of real GDP in Austria by +0.4%’ (https://www.austria.
org/eu ‑enlargement). Exports from Austria to countries of the CEE region 
tripled between 2005 and 2015, those to the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, 
Slovakia and Slovenia quadrupled between 1995 and 2012 (ibid.). Apparently, 
during the last two and a half decades, the country has greatly benefitted from 
both its membership in and the further enlargement of the European Union. 
Despite the several crises the EU and its members have faced since the turn of 



402 25 years later – Austria’s shift to the populist right: national characteristics … Karin Liebhart

the millennium, from a macroeconomic perspective Austrian EU membership 
and the following enlargement rounds have had mainly positive effects on the 
national economy (Breuss 2020).3

Notwithstanding these favourable developments, the initially very positive at‑
titudes of a remarkable number of both Austrian politicians and citizens towards 
the EU shifted rather quickly to Euroscepticism, EU ‑bashing and scapegoating. 
This process occurred in parallel to the rise of the right ‑wing populist, if not 
extremist, Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ). It has to be underscored that the FPÖ 
is certainly not the only national populist party in the CEE region or elsewhere 
in Europe which has constantly opposed European Union policies (Wodak et al. 
2009: vii). In fact, ‘Brussels’ has served as a strategically useful scapegoat for 
right ‑wing populists and right ‑wing extremists throughout Europe. The rise of 
right ‑wing populism in combination with Euroscepticism or EU hostility has 
become a pan ‑European phenomenon over the last 25 years. Nevertheless, one 
can observe both national and regional differences concerning this matter. Since 
a systematic comparison of respective commonalities and differences in the 
development of populist patterns and related political trends between Austria 
and other CEPSA member countries would go beyond the scope of the essay, the 
focus of this paper is on the specifica of the Austrian ‑style right ‑wing populism 
and its characteristics. In the first decade of the 21st century, the successful 
Austrian right ‑wing populist movement had also ‘served as a model for other 
right ‑wing populist parties across Europe’ (Wodak et al. 2009: 203). The label 
‘Haiderisation’ (which refers to the family name of a former party leader) was 
used for describing protest movements ‘which endorse nationalism, chauvinism, 
revisionism, EU ‑scepticism and racist, xenophobic beliefs’ (ibid.).

As regards Eurosecpticism it is striking that from the outset most Austrian 
parties’ campaigns for the European Parliament elections were characterised 
by featuring domestic issues instead of European concerns. Moreover, Austrian 
interests were often pitted against European ones, and alleged threats to Aus‑
tria or Austrian identity due to European policies were constructed and used as 
arguments by candidates (cf. Hadj ‑Abdou – Liebhart – Pribersky 2006). Such 
strategies worked well since they were (and still are) in line with some tabloid 
media which blamed (and still blame) ‘the EU’ for unpopular reforms or po‑
litical measures. Such scapegoating reinforces a constructed conflict between 
Austrian interests and EU interests in a broad field of policies. What is more, 
it serves populist rhetoric strategies which continuously characterise the EU 
as overly bureaucratic, unresponsive and far away from the needs of citizens.

In Austria, especially the parliamentary election in fall 1999 flags the begin‑
ning of a particular period of right ‑wing national populism directed against 
the European Union. The far ‑right Austrian Freedom Party gained the second‑

3 The respective policy paper had been written before the outbreak of the Covid-19 crisis.
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‑highest number of votes (nearly 27%, http://www.bmi.gv.at/412) and eventu‑
ally became junior partner in a coalition government with the third ‑ranked 
conservative Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP). This was the first time in the EC/
EU history that a party with ties to the National Socialist past was accepted as 
a coalition partner on the national level. In reaction to this break of taboo, the 
other fourteen EU member states fiercely protested. Between February and 
September 2000, they imposed political measures on bilateral bases, such as 
no official contact with a government that included the FPÖ, no support for 
Austrian applicants to international organisations, and Austrian ambassadors 
only to be received for technical (not for political) deliberations (Kopeinig 

– Kotanko 2000: 21; cf. also Happold 2000). It was the first time that politi‑
cal ‘measures’ were taken against a member state which seemed to have not 
behaved according to basic EU political values (Wodak et al. 2009, 231). This 
first direct intervention in the internal affairs of a member state in the history 
of the European Community/European Union were in Austria falsely reframed 
as so ‑called ‘EU ‑sanctions’.4 

Representatives of the ÖVP/FPÖ coalition government reacted with popu‑
list appeals to the citizens. Those appeals referred to national unity in view of 
an alleged unjustified wrong that came from abroad (Wodak et al. 2009: 222): 
‘This nationalist attitude, which in Austria is strongly connected with right ‑wing 
populism, is expressed and played upon by appealing to the “people as a nation” 
in the sense of a homogeneous, essentialised point of reference for political 
legitimisation and justification’ (ibid.: 223). As a reaction, ‘a nationalist, chau‑
vinist discourse evolved, drawing on a patriotic “fatherland rhetoric” claiming 
that the “EU” was “attacking Austria” and demanding a “national closing of 
ranks”’ (ibid.: 242, cf. also Wodak – Pelinka 2002).5

Using populist resentment against the EU has indeed not been limited to 
the years of the first ÖVP/FPÖ coalition government (2000–2006). The So‑
cialdemocratic Party (SPÖ) which led the subsequent coalition with the ÖVP, 
made a U ‑turn in 2008 with respect to its party line on European politics. The 
pro ‑EU leadership of the party ‘suddenly and unexpectedly supported a refer‑
endum on the EU reform treaty, should this be resurrected after the Irish no 
vote’ (Wodak et al. 2009: 242). Furthermore, leading SPÖ politicians demanded 
a referendum on Turkey’s possible EU accession. They wrote an open letter to 

4 Political scientist Robert M. Entman (1993: 51ff.) suggested that frames ‘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 foreground particular aspects of issues, encourage certain interpretations and 
discourage others.

5 This type of political rhetoric also included the construction of an ‘internal enemy’ (the opposition 
party SPÖ) for whom derogatory metaphors, such as ‘Vaterlandsverräter’ (‘traitors to the fatherland’), 

‘Nestbeschmutzer’ (‘nest foulers’) or ‘Österreichvernaderer’ (‘informers betraying Austria’) were used 
(Wodak et al. 2009: 225, 229).



404 25 years later – Austria’s shift to the populist right: national characteristics … Karin Liebhart

the publisher of the Kronen Zeitung, the Austrian tabloid newspaper with the 
highest circulation, an outspoken critic of the Treaty of Lisbon, and stated that 
‘(t)he SPÖ took these concerns seriously (…) and would attempt “to ensure 
that the EU responded actively to the criticisms” and “that future changes 
to treaties which affected Austrian interests would be decided by means of 
a referendum in Austria”’ (Der Standard 2008, quoted in Wodak et al. 2009: 
242). It can be assumed that survey results which showed that only a minority 
of Austrian voters considered Austria’s EU membership a good thing at that 
time (cf. Der Standard 2008) had an impact on this political change. Moreo‑
ver, it can be seen as an indicator that more than a decade after Austria’s EU 
accession a considerable number of members of the political elite had still 
not really arrived in Europe (Wodak et al. 2009: 243). The populist turn was 
apparently intended to win back voters from the EU hostile FPÖ, but ended 
up rather unsuccessfully for the Social Democrats. The ÖVP took the initiative 
as an occasion to dissolve the coalition which had already previously suffered 
from internal conflicts and disputes.

Bashing Europe is still a popular game in Austria, as is the case in several 
EU member states. Challenges such as the financial and economic crisis in 
the wake of 2008, the so ‑called refugee crisis in 2015, Brexit and its potential 
consequences and last but not least the COVID‑19 pandemic and its conse‑
quences for European societies and economies have mainly been discussed 
within a nationalist frame and, hence, have fueled Eurosceptic discourses. 
Populist politicians including those from mainstream parties have frequently 
blamed ‘Brussels’ while attributing political responsibility for crises and related 
problems to the EU and evoking stereotyped resentments to mobilise voters 
(https://www.ihs.ac.at/ru/european ‑governance ‑and ‑public ‑finance/projects/
euroscepticsm ‑austria/).

Framework conditions: the constant rise of right ‑wing populism 
in Austria

National ‑populist party politics have a decades ‑long tradition in Austria, though 
the Freedom Party, which later became the epitome of far ‑right populism, played 
a rather minor role in Austrian politics until the mid 1980s. Compared to many 
other successful far ‑right parties in Europe (such as the Swiss Peoples’ Party/
SVP, the AfD/Alternative for Germany, the French National Rally, the Dutch 
Party for Freedom (PVV), the Hungarian Fidesz or the Polish PiS, which have no 
direct tradition lines to fascist or National Socialist predecessors, the Austrian 
Freedom Party is different. The party, established in 1955/1956 is a successor 
to the Federation of Independents (VdU, founded in 1949), among the found‑
ers of the latter were some former National Socialists, the first two chairmen 
were former SS officers. An exception are the years 1983 to 1986 when the FPÖ 
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put forward more liberal stances and served as a junior partner in an SPÖ led 
coalition government.

The short liberal period ended abruptly in 1986 when Jörg Haider became 
party leader by achieving a landslide victory at the national party convention. 
This resulted in the revocation of the coalition by the Social Democratic chancel‑
lor Franz Vranitzky and a snap election. The FPÖ from that moment onwards 
became a significant actor in Austrian politics. Jörg Haider permanently shaped 
the party’s explicitly right ‑wing populist and nationalist image. He instantly ini‑
tiated an ideological turn (Wodak – Pelinka 2002). Haider centred his rhetoric 
around immigration and integration issues, subsequently around anti ‑Muslim 
and anti ‑Islam sentiments, on the one hand, and harsh criticism of the political 
establishment on the other. Such rhetoric was based on the promotion of an 
ethnically defined, discrete Austrian national identity instead of a superordinate 
German nation, which was apparently liked by a relevant part of the Austrian 
electorate (Kritzinger – Liebhart 2015: 381f.).

In the Carinthia state election in 1989 the FPÖ won 29% of the vote, and Jörg 
Haider became Governor of Carinthia and led a coalition government with the 
ÖVP. The FPÖ further fueled the migration issue which over the years advanced 
to become the most heatedly debated topic in Austrian political discourse and 
successfully served as the campaign focus of the FPÖ in the 1990 legislative 
election (ibid.). In 1993, the FPÖ initiated the referendum ‘Austria First!’ that 
called for a more restrictive immigration policy. As a consequence, five FPÖ MPs, 
who opposed such political ideas, left the party and founded the Liberal Forum 
LIF which would more than two decades later merge with the NEOS, a liberally/
neoliberally oriented party. By the end of the 1990s, the FPÖ put forward a focus 
on an alleged threat of the ‘Islamization’ of Austria and Europe, and linked the 
topic with the debate on Turkey’s potential EU membership. Over the years the 
FPÖ became more and more far ‑right, aggressively used stereotypical images 
that mingled Islamic religion, national/ethnic identity constructions and poli‑
tics, and portrayed Islam as a religion ‑based, violent and extremist ideology and 
Muslims as alien to Europe (cf. Krzyzanowski 2013). Furthermore, the party 
began attacking the EU, especially Brussel’s alleged oversized bureaucracy, 
and blaming it for every bad. This mixture of anti ‑Islam/anti ‑Muslim rhetoric, 
backed by anti ‑immigration stances, and hostility towards the EU led the party 
to remarkable electoral successes both at the local and national level (Kritz‑
inger – Liebhart: 2015). Eventually – as has already been mentioned – the FPÖ 
became the second strongest party after the SPÖ in the 1999 general elections 
with nearly 27% of the vote, which brought the party into government.

This aforementioned coalition government which was built in 2000 broke 
with the FPÖ’s pariah status (Liebhart 2018). However, the shift from an anti‑

‑establishment party in opposition to a party in power, which suddenly also 
supported neo ‑liberal economic reforms, led to severe inter ‑party conflicts, 
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subsequent party instability and significant decrease in electoral support. Their 
ruling policy apparently contradicted previous political claims. In the 2002 
general elections the party lost nearly two ‑thirds of the votes compared to 1999 
(Heinisch 2004). Nevertheless, the party decided to continue the coalition with 
the ÖVP. In 2005 the FPÖ split, when all their ministers including the deputy 
chancellor followed former party leader Jörg Haider and founded the Alliance 
for the Future of Austria (BZÖ) which substituted the FPÖ in the coalition 
government. The new party again significantly lost electoral support after the 
unexpected death of its chairman Jörg Haider in a car accident in 2008. The 
BZÖ did not pass the 4% threshold in the 2013 general election (http://www.
bmi.gv.at/412/).

After the split, the FPÖ elected Heinz ‑Christian Strache as new chairman, 
who further radicalised the party while intensifying anti ‑immigration stances 
and anti ‑Muslimism, and fostering Euroscepticism. This strategy paid off at the 
polls in regional, federal and European elections. The FPÖ reached, for example, 
25.8% and the second place in Austria’s capital Vienna in 2010 (https://www.
wien.gv.at/wahl/NET/GR101/GR101‑109.htm), and even 30.8% in 2015 (http://
www.bmi.gv.at/412). It further won 19,7% in the 2014 European Parliament 
elections (http://www.europarl.europa.eu/elections2014‑results/en/country‑

‑results ‑at‑2014.html). The main campaign topics remained the same in every 
election: anti ‑immigration, anti ‑Muslimism and Euroscepticism. Between 2006 
and 2013 the FPÖ and the BZÖ were both represented in the Austrian parlia‑
ment. At the 2008 general election, FPÖ and BZÖ together reached 28.2% 
(FPÖ 17.5%, BZÖ 10.7% (cf. Kritzinger – Liebhart 2015). Furthermore, the FPÖ 
reached 20.5% in the 2013 general election. The success story continued In the 
years to follow in several state elections (http://www.bmi.gv.at/412), notwith‑
standing the Hypo Alpe ‑Adria scandal, Austria’s worst post ‑war financial scandal 
in which high profile FPÖ politicians were involved and several scandals related 
to national ‑socialist reactivation (‘Wiederbetätigung’) performed by leading 
party representatives (cf. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/25/
austrias ‑far ‑right ‑fraternities ‑brace ‑for ‑protests ‑at ‑annual ‑ball). The election 
results also enabled the FPÖ in Burgenland and Upper Austria to enter SPÖ‑ 
or ÖVP ‑led governments, which finally contributed to the end of the so ‑called 
‘cordon sanitaire’ (Liebhart 2018).

Political representatives of the Freedom Party consistently and successfully 
communicated the same message. They suggested that they were the only ones 
who were willing to protect the ‘native Austrians’ against both illegal immigrants 
(especially from Muslim countries) and ‘Brussels’ and defend the ethnically 
defined Austrian identity. In almost every election campaign (local, regional, 
national, European) the FPÖ regularly used xenophobic, in particular anti‑

‑Islam, slogans and images (cf. Krzyzanowski 2013). Heinz ‑Christian Strache 
frequently also claimed that Muslims would attempt to create an Islamic ‘parallel 
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society’ in Austria. All of this happened years before the so ‑called refugee crisis 
unfolded in 2015 and fostered relevant discourses.

However, the FPÖ’s biggest victory to date was Norbert Hofer’s 31.1% in the 
first round of the 2016 presidential election (Troianovski 2016). Notwithstand‑
ing Hofer was eventually defeated by his opponent, the independent, Green‑

‑backed candidate Alexander Van der Bellen. Hofer scored 49.7% and 46.2% 
respectively in the two run ‑off elections (https://www.bmi.gv.at/412/Bunde‑
spraesidentenwahlen/Bundespraesidentenwahl_2016/start.aspx#pk_01). Po‑
litical leaders throughout Europe and abroad reacted gladly to Alexander Van der 
Bellen’s victory. They considered his election a ‘defeat of nationalism and anti‑

‑European, backward ‑looking populism’ and a sign of Austrian people’s ‘open‑
‑mindedness’. The Guardian saw ‘some hope for Europe’ and underscored the 
fact that ‘Austria interrupted the march of right ‑wing populism’, and showed 
‘that the victory of the radical right is not inevitable’ (https://www.dw.com/en/
eu ‑leaders ‑rejoice ‑at ‑alexander ‑van ‑der ‑bellen ‑in ‑austrian ‑election/a‑36651022; 
Cato 2016; Jones 2016). Nevertheless, Cas Mudde (2016) recalled ‘that Hofer 
achieved the best result of any populist radical right candidate in an established 
European democracy’.

From ‘Time for something new’ to ‘Ibizagate’ – the collapse of the 
FPÖ, but not of right ‑wing populist politics

The FPÖ’s electoral success continued. Given that general elections in which 
different parties compete naturally cannot be compared to run ‑off elections for 
the federal presidency with only two candidates, the Freedom Party recorded its 
next big achievement in 2017 when the party won 26% of the vote, which meant 
third place and a result close to that of the Socialdemocrats (26.9%) (https://
orf.at/wahlergebnisse/nr17/). The Austrian People’s Party clearly came out 
ahead with 31.5% (ibid.). Both the ÖVP and the FPÖ had focused their election 
campaigns on anti ‑immigration policy and rhetoric, a strategy that had been 
well ‑established within the Freedom Party for decades, but was rather new 
for the People’s Party. According to Anton Pelinka, the People’s Party’s built 
its successful election campaign on ‘stealing talking points from the FPÖ and 
presenting them in more moderate garments and with better manners’ (https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/15/sebastian ‑kurz ‑could‑31‑year ‑olds‑

‑audacious ‑bid ‑to ‑lead ‑austria ‑pay ‑off). The quote highlights the recent process 
of convergence between the far ‑right populist FPÖ and the centre ‑right ÖVP, 
at least in regard to the nationalist ‑populist framing of migration and asylum 
policy. Moreover, it draws attention to the fact that right ‑wing populist appeals 
to nationalist sentiments have certainly reached the political mainstream in 
Austria. Especially under Kurz’s leadership, the mainstream party ÖVP has 
admittedly altered both its policy positions and its political communication 
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style to meet the populist challenge. Sebastian Kurz, who had taken leadership 
of the People’s Party only about six months before the election, successfully 
rebranded the party into a political ‘movement for Austria’, completely focused 
on him as a person. He renamed it ‘Sebastian Kurz List – the New People’s Party’, 
and changed the color from black to turquoise. The brand ‘Sebastian Kurz’ 
proved strong, and support among potential voters increased dramatically, from 
around 20% to 31.5% (https://wahl17.bmi.gv.at/). Kurz called a snap election 
and ran a populist campaign, completely focused on him as a person, and un‑
der the heading of change. A slogan suggested that it is ‘Time for something 
new’, notwithstanding that he himself had served as a member of the previous 
government for more than three years. Kurz, however, cultivated an image as 
a political outsider and also used slogans like ‘Now or never!’ (ibid.) https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/15/sebastian ‑kurz ‑could‑31‑year ‑olds‑

‑audacious ‑bid ‑to ‑lead ‑austria ‑pay ‑off). He emphasised the word ‘movement’ 
following a trend, which takes into consideration that voters have long become 
disillusioned with conventional political parties. Kurz ‘won on a populist ‑lite 
platform’ (Gady 2018). Except a ‘tough stance on illegal migration’ his cam‑
paign ‘lacked both depth and scope’ (ibid.). The chairman of the rebranded 
Austrian People’s Party, and long ‑time member of the previous SPÖ/ÖVP coali‑
tion governments (as State Secretary for Integration Affairs, and later Foreign 
Minister) successfully made immigration his signature issue while pursuing 
a right ‑wing populist strategy, which also appealed to xenophobic feelings. He 
repeatedly claimed that it was he who had closed down to refugees the ‘Balkan 
route’ to Europe, called for even tougher border controls and fiercely spoke out 
against alleged activities of ‘political Islam’ as a threat against both Austrian 
democracy and European values (ibid.). The ‘polished, anti ‑immigration mil‑
lennial’ (https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/10/austria‑

‑immigration ‑sebastian ‑kurz/542964/) used the widespread anti ‑refugee senti‑
ment in Austria to direct the Austrian People’s Party sharply to the right, and 
managed ‘to co ‑opt the political space previously monopolized by the Freedom 
Party’ (ibid.). Such a message was very welcomed by a significant part of the 
electorate. The Austrian Freedom Party, which had mostly ranked first in the 
polls since 2014, also polled strongly in Austria’s general election in late 2017, 
and the latter eventually resulted in the formation of an overall right ‑wing 
populist coalition government, led by Sebastian Kurz, with the far ‑right FPÖ 
as a junior partner. Kurz became Europe’s youngest head of government. The 
FPÖ’s party leader, Heinz ‑Christian Strache, became deputy chancellor in the 
new coalition government, and the Freedom Party controlled the key depart‑
ments of foreign affairs, defense and internal affairs.

The inauguration of the ÖVP – FPÖ government at the end of 2017 was the 
second time the FPÖ came to power since 2000. The weekly Economist (https://
www.economist.com/news/europe/21732834‑austria ‑edging ‑closer ‑nationalist‑
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‑governments ‑eastern ‑europe ‑new ‑coalition. 19 December 2017) commented as 
follows: ‘Vienna Calling. A new coalition in Austria brings the far ‑right in from 
the cold’. The fact that the announcement of the establishment of the coalition 
between the rebranded People’s Party and the far ‑right Austrian Freedom Party 
hardly caused any protests by EU member states can be seen as an indicator that 
the acceptance and inclusion of far ‑right parties has become so normal over the 
years in Europe that the Austrian case was no longer perceived as exceptional. 
This stands in sharp contrast to the year 2000, when diplomatic reactions were 
quick, but also reflects ‘the general move to the right of the European political 
electorate’ (Gady 2018). After the 2017 legislatiure election, Austria was simply 
seen as a symbol of a wider trend. However, it was also discussed whether the 
integration of the far ‑right Freedom Party and its representatives in key political 
positions in the government has turned Austria into a more Eurosceptic and 
anti ‑immigration country, aligning more closely to countries such as Poland 
and Hungary (ibid.).

The fact that the People’s Party, the senior coalition partner, had significantly 
shifted to the right definitely made life easier for the FPÖ.6 For about one and 
a half year it seemed that the coalition government operated overall in harmony. 
Moreover, it also seemed that the Freedom Party performed better this time in 
balancing the requirements of participating in government and the expecta‑
tions of their supporters.

Anyway, there were a number of so ‑called ‘isolated cases’ as the coalition 
partners euphemistically named frequent anti ‑Semitic, anti ‑Islam and xeno‑
phobic remarks by FPÖ party members (Gady 2019). The important role which 
members of far ‑right students’ fraternities (Burschenschaften) played in gov‑
ernment and parliament and other institutions of the Republic of Austria gave 
further reason for justified concern.7 Many of these far ‑right fraternities still 
uphold anti ‑Semitic and xenophobic attitudes, deny that Austria is a nation of 
its own and claim a sense of belonging to a ‘Greater Germany’.8 In most cases 
of far ‑right utterances from FPÖ members deputy chancellor Strache has aimed 
to remediate and present the party as more moderate and certainly democratic. 
He also asserted several times that anti ‑Semitism and racism have no place in 
the FPÖ. Nevertheless, a leading FPÖ politician, Johann Gudenus, has even 

6 Markus Wagner and Thomas Meyer have shown that the ÖVP has steadily been moving to the right since 
1986, the year Jörg Haider took leadership of the FPÖ and, hence, made the party more competitive 
(https://manifesto -roject.wzb.eu/, Wagner – Meyer2018).

7 These student organisations are for men only. They propagate an outdated, sexist understanding 
of maleness, organise fencing duels among members and show their dueling scars openly. Wearing 
a uniform unique to the fraternity on official occasions completes the picture (http://www.dw.com/
en/inside -the -secretive -fraternities -of -germany -and -austria/a-42447338).

8 High numbers of FPÖ -politicians have close bonds with far -right student fraternities. In 2017, out of the 
party’s 51 members of parliament, more than a third (18) were active members of right -wing to extreme 
right fraternities.
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openly endorsed anti ‑Semitic Soros ‑conspiracy ‘theories’ (https://diepresse.
com/home/innenpolitik/5409914/Gudenus ‑und ‑die ‑Soros ‑Verschwoerungen). 
Almost no contradictory political views of coalition partners could be observed 
in regard to the topical issue of migration. Recently, the two parties agreed on 
further restricting access to asylum seekers in the Austrian labor market, on 
cutting funds for integration initiatives such as German ‑language courses and 
on accelerating the expulsion of undocumented immigrants. The decision to 
follow Hungary and the United States in rejecting the global migration pact 
underlined relevant political stances (https://af.reuters.com/article/topNews/
idAFKCN1N5111‑OZATP). There were also almost no differences in the field of 
family policy as both parties shared a conservative approach to this policy field. 
The government also managed Austria’s third EU presidency in the second half 
of 2018 without major problems, though the commitment to the European 
Union in the case of the Freedom Party was never fully credible, given the 
party’s particularly Eurosceptic course for years and its close alignment with 
other Eurosceptic parties on the European level, such as Alternative for Ger‑
many and French National Rally. One of the core political topics of the Freedom 
Party, the strengthening of direct democracy tools such as plebiscites in order to 
weaken representative democracy, was postponed by the senior coalition partner 
to the end of the legislative period (https://derstandard.at/2000070508180/
regierungsprogramm‑oevp ‑fpoe ‑kurz ‑strache ‑direkte ‑demokratie). Eventually, 
though Strache and other party members attacked the public service broad‑
caster ORF and critical journalists, they did not succeed in reorganising the 
ORF fundamentally (https://www.srf.ch/news/international/fpoe ‑angriffe ‑auf‑

‑orf ‑es ‑geht ‑um ‑die ‑pressefreiheit ‑in ‑oesterreich). Probably the most critical 
occurrence was the incident which concerned the Office for the Protection of 
the Constitution and Counterterrorism, Austria’s domestic intelligence agency, 
and the illegal seizure of agency intelligence on right ‑wing extremist groups 
in Austria (supposedly including FPÖ members) during an illegal police raid 
initiated by party members. This has to be seen against the background of the 
FPÖ Minister of Interior Herbert Kickl’s attempts to appoint a new head of the 
organisation by discrediting the incumbent one (https://www.nachrichten.
at/nachrichten/politik/innenpolitik/BVT ‑Affaere ‑Goldgrubers ‑schwieriges‑

‑Verhaeltnis ‑zur ‑Extremismus ‑Ermittlerin).
Hence, overall, the coalition looked stable until May 2019 when the so ‑called 

Ibiza affair or Ibiza ‑gate blew up the partnership between ÖVP and FPÖ, and 
subsequently led to the dismissal of the government and a further split of the 
FPÖ. Ibiza ‑gate is a political scandal (which is currently – July 2020 – being 
investigated by a fact ‑finding committee of the Austrian parliament) that in‑
volved former deputy chancellor Heinz ‑Christian Strache and former deputy 
major of Vienna and deputy leader of the Freedom Party Johann Gudenus. On 
17 May 2019 two German print media outlets (Süddeutsche, Der Spiegel) pub‑
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lished a secretly recorded video of a meeting in Ibiza in July 2017 which they 
had received from a deep throat and checked several times for authenticity. The 
video showed the then opposition politicians Strache and Gudenus apparently 
discussing their intentions to make some deals with a woman whom they be‑
lieved is a niece of a Russian oligarch. They would be ready to offer government 
contracts and sell Austrian water in return for the provision of positive news 
coverage. The ‘vodka –and ‑Red ‑Bull ‑fueled night on the Spanish island’ (Gady 
2019) caused the biggest political crisis in Austria since 1945 (ibid.) and even‑
tually a snap election. In a no ‑confidence ‑vote the government Kurz was voted 
out of office and a caretaker government led by Austria’s first female federal 
chancellor, Brigitte Bierlein, was appointed (https://orf.at/stories/3125471/).

As the political developments since then have clearly demonstrated, the 
FPÖ was not able to convincingly become a responsible governmental party. 
The FPÖ suspended Heinz ‑Christian Strache in December 2019 (https://orf.at/
stories/3147497/) due to Ibizagate and several financial irregularities. Strache 
in turn founded a new party ‘Team HC Strache – Alliance for Austria’ (htt‑
ps://www.derstandard.at/story/2000117506066/straches ‑neue ‑partei ‑heisst‑

‑offenbar ‑team ‑hc ‑strache ‑allianz ‑fuer) and announced a run for the Viennese 
local election in fall 2020. The FPÖ also severely struggled on the state level of 
party organisation (https://www.derstandard.at/story/2006274/fpoe ‑chaos‑

‑breitet ‑sich ‑aus ‑landesgruppen ‑zerfallen). Moreover, FPÖ representatives 
continued using hate speech: the secretary general recommended the use of 
‘herbicide’ against uncontrolled immigration (https://www.derstandard.at/
story/2000118624127/hofer ‑verteidigt ‑schnedlitz ‑mit ‑unkraut ‑waren ‑nicht‑

‑menschen ‑gemeint) and the chairman of the party, former presidential can‑
didate and minister in the ÖVP/FPÖ coalition government from 2017 to 2019, 
Norbert Hofer called the Koran more dangerous than the coronavirus (https://
www.derstandard.at/story/2000118151481/koran ‑sager ‑hofer ‑sieht ‑sich ‑nach‑

‑morddrohungen ‑bestaetigt). Apparently, nothing has changed concerning such 
‘party traditions’.

Strangely, Sebastian Kurz, who had invited the FPÖ to build a coalition 
with the People’s Party, has not been damaged at all by the unethical and aw‑
ful performance of his coalition partner. He remained Austria’s most popular 
politician and the ÖVP succeeded anew in the legislative election in 2019 by 
earning over 37% of the votes (Gady 2019). Subsequently Kurz built a coalition 
with the Green Party.

If the inauguration of the second ÖVP ‑FPÖ government in 2017 indicated 
a significant shift to the right in Austria, does the new ÖVP/Greens coalition 
indicate a reverse trend? Unfortunately, this question cannot be affirmed clearly.

The most sustainable achievement of the Austrian Freedom Party is certainly 
that its leading politicians have succeeded in changing the political discourse 
and reframing the political debate in the country. The legislative election of 
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2017 has already shown that right ‑wing populist views are no longer limited to 
the fringes of the political landscape, they have directly reached the political 
mainstream (Murphy 2017). While the FPÖ and its offspring ‘Team HC Strache – 
Alliance for Austria’ may still be called the epitome of racist, anti ‑immigrant and 
especially anti ‑Muslim populist ‑national rhetoric the latter has by now become 
so normalised that representatives of other parties also make use of it. Hence, it 
can be underscored that the FPÖ has first and foremost achieved an ideological 
victory. Both mainstream parties, the ÖVP under the leadership of Sebastian 
Kurz and also some groups within the SPÖ have significantly turned to the 
right, use FPÖ ‑like rhetoric style and promote ideas originally introduced by 
the Freedom Party. Discursive constructions that characterise ongoing political 
debates about ‘islamic parallel societies’ and ‘imported threats’ – to mention just 
two examples – testify to this assumption. In general, anti ‑pluralistic tenden‑
cies have become more and more apparent in Austrian society, while pluralistic 
political concepts that aim at establishing frames for discussing and managing 
differences are to an increasing degree subject to criticism.

However, this has to be seen within the context of wider European develop‑
ments: Ruth Wodak pointed to the consequences of the Europe ‑wide swing 
towards anti ‑establishment parties which has normalised right ‑wing populist 
political stances, especially in regard to more restrictive immigration policies 
and correspondent offensive rhetoric: ‘Some of the policies that right ‑wing 
populists have endorsed have already been taken over and implemented. (…) 
Certain taboos have been broken and now it’s seemingly okay to say certain very 
discriminatory things, even without a big scandal’. Wodak continues: ‘The levels 
have lowered of taboos and conventions, normalization is on its way’ (http://
www.euronews.com/2018/03/15/explained ‑the ‑rise ‑and ‑rise ‑of ‑populism ‑in‑

‑europe).

Postface

The development depicted in the previous section can be observed rather 
throughout Europe. Meanwhile, the political mainstream has gone populist, 
with nationalist tendencies. This can be considered a success of the far ‑right, 
which has impacted on both the political discourse and factual politics. Markus 
Wagner and Thomas Meyer have already drawn attention to the ‘right turn 
in the ideological makeup of European party systems over the past 30 years’ 
(Wagner – Meyer 2018).

Apart from this phenomenon, the far ‑right is still very alive in almost all 
European regions. The election to the European Parliament 2014 was termed 
a ‘Eurosceptic “earthquake”’ by the BBC to highlight that especially ‘(a)nti‑

‑immigration parties hostile to the EU’ have succeeded (http://www.bbc.com/
news/world ‑europe‑27559714). Apparently economic issues were by far not the 
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only reason (cf. Mudde 2014), since far ‑right parties achieved the best electoral 
results in countries that had been only moderately affected by the economic cri‑
sis; among them Austria, and some Northern European countries (http://www.
europarl.europa.eu/elections2014‑results/en/country ‑results ‑at‑2014.html.). 
Against the background of recent political developments in Europe (including 
the so ‑called refugee crisis, terrorist attacks and Brexit) it was expected that 
the EP 2019 elections would foster this trend. Surprisingly they did not bring 
about the further rise of populism in Europe. Notwithstanding some wins for 
far ‑right populists, it was not a dramatic win throughout Europe. Right ‑wing 
populists fell short of expectations in Austria (shortly after Ibizagate), Germany, 
the Netherlands and Denmark. They came out as clear winner only in Poland, 
Hungary, France, Italy and the UK. Also Marine le Pen’s National Rally, which 
became the strongest party in France, did not reach the result of 2014. Neverthe‑
less, the elections also showed that far ‑right populism has to be considered as 
an important political force on the European level that will stay for the years to 
come (cf. Smith 2019). It is also certainly not impossible that a far ‑right party 
will again rise in Austria, notwithstanding the recent terrible performance of 
the FPÖ and its leading political representatives.
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Central Europe between the West and East: 
Independent Region, the Bridge, Buffer Zone 

or ‘eternal’ Semi ‑Periphery? 1
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Abstract: The development of new East ‑Central European (ECE) democracies after 
1989 might be separated into two different parts regarding the external, but in many 
ways also the internal evaluation. While the first fifteen years, crowned the ‘big bang’ 
EU ‑enlargement in 2004, might be evaluated generally as a successful story of sociali‑
sation into the Western structures, i.e. democratisation and Europeanisation, the next 
fifteen years are often evaluated as the period of getting sober. Paradoxically, instead 
of a continuation of the Europeanisation of values, memory and identity in many ECE 
nations we can observe the strengthening of anti ‑EU and anti ‑European attitudes. As 
Ágh stressed in his latest works, as early as the 2008 financial crisis outbreak we have 
had to deal with the polycrisis situation accompanied with de ‑Europeanisation, failure 
in the catching up process, the strengthening of the Core ‑Periphery divide in the EU/
Europe and the decline of democracy in East ‑Central Europe. Even the migration crisis 
in 2015 and beyond strengthened the mental gaps between so ‑called ‘old’ and ‘new’ 
Europe. In the article I focus on reasons for the semi ‑peripheral position of ECE, long 
durée processes in the creation of European macro ‑regions, and specific features of ECE 
nations’ identity. I reject the black ‑and ‑white division of Europe into two regions, stress‑
ing the positive examples from ECE as well as many problems of democratic governance 
the EU – including the ‘West’ – faces.
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Introduction

The development of new East ‑Central European (ECE) democracies after 1989 
might be differentiated into at least two periods. While the first fifteen years, 
finalised with the NATO and EU ‑membership, might be evaluated as the suc‑
cessful story of socialisation into the Western structures, the next fifteen years 
are often evaluated as the period of de ‑democratisation, de ‑Europeanisation, or 
democratic backsliding. Many scholars are convinced, yet, that the group of new 
democracies in ECE did not internalise the same characteristics and values as 
the European ‘West’ and/or that the ECE nations even decided to abandon the 
EU’s mainstream and create a mind ‑different region (cf. Ágh 2019a; Ágh 2019b; 
Ágh 2020; Cabada 2019; Krastev and Holmes 2019; Ther 2015; Wiatr 2020). 
Paradoxically, instead of continuing a Europeanisation of values, memory, and 
identity in many East ‑Central European nations we observe a strengthening of 
anti ‑EU and anti ‑European attitudes. As the Hungarian political scientist A. Ágh 
(cf. Ágh 2019a; Ágh 2019b; Ágh 2020) stressed in his latest works, as early as 
the 2008 financial crisis outbreak we have had to deal with the polycrisis situ‑
ation accompanied with de ‑Europeanisation, failure in the catching up process, 
a strengthening of the core ‑periphery divide in the EU/Europe, and a decline in 
democracy in East ‑Central Europe. Even the migration crisis in 2015 and beyond 
strengthened the mental gaps between so ‑called ‘old’ and ‘new’ Europe within 
the New World Order (Ágh 2019a) and “by its explosive nature it generated 
an atmosphere of mass alarm and thereby hurled into the political arena an 
emotional wave of patriotism, nationalism and xenophobia” (Klíma 2020: 152).

In the last decade, not only in ECE, but in several political parties and social 
groups in so called ‘Old Europe’, we observe demands for ‘another Europe’ – 
traditional, more authoritarian, and with a clear preference for national identity 
and specific solutions. These voices are calling again for Europe as a fortress. 
A new danger might be located beyond the European borders and these voices 
are calling again for Europe as a fortress. Many ECE politicians promptly and 
effectively used this issue, and stress the jeopardy that the politicians from 
‘Brussels’ (equalised with the ‘liberal’ EU’s West or core) do not seriously reflect 
such danger. Such behaviour should be further evidence of ECE’s disinterest 
or ignorance, including the (great) power and/or colonial attributes (e.g. lack 
of discussion, one ‑sided decisions, relocation quotas). For the ECE populists 
this is development of new evidence of double standards and the unequal posi‑
tion of the EU’s East vis ‑á‑vis the West. Namely, that ECE should again be the 
object of history and great power politics, the instrument or victim of West 
European interests.

In my short essay, structured more as a set of short contemplations, I will 
reflect the main issues we observe in the contemporary EU ‑architecture with 
a specific focus on ECE and the Visegrad Group as the ‘core’ of this region. One 
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of my main goals is to falsify this black ‑and ‑white narrative about the ‘Good 
West’ and the ‘Bad East’ and reflect the challenges we face in ECE as the general 
European/Western problem. I will also ask for the reasons for the continued or 
newly established dividing lines and dissimilarities between or among the Euro‑
pean macro ‑regions. Again, I anticipate that the internal slashes and differences 
rooted in competing political cultures and value sets might be detected not only 
in the new EU ‑member states, but in ECE they evince more distinctive intensity.

East(‑Central) Europe as the (semi‑)periphery

Analysing the history of ECE, we will find above all the history of uncertainty and 
insecurity. Since the Middle Ages and Renaissance, we observe the periods of 
upswing and boom in the region repeatedly, but such success usually remained 
limited to small urbanised areas and population groups. For long centuries 
closing the gap on the West – or catching ‑up, as we often label the develop‑
ment after 1989 – became the most important narrative. In the 19th century, 
Germany challenged France as the new/alternative role model of the rapidly 
modernising nation. All the more was the disappointment of the ECE nations 
when this civilisational mission was transformed into colonial takeover. Also, 
this disappointment probably produced the situation in which some of these 
nations directed their hopes towards another external great power: Russia/
USSR. The behaviour of both nations – Russia and Germany – but maybe also 
the geopolitically ‑rooted activities of other European powers (France, Italy) 
led the East ‑Central European nations towards a specific victim ‑syndrome and 
inferiority complex. In my opinion, this syndrome still presents an important 
part of the collective mentality in the East ‑Central Europe region. Not only be‑
cause of Yalta ‑syndrome and the great power division of post ‑WWII Europe, but 
in individual cases because of many other ‘separate’ betrayals such as ‘Trianon’, 
‘Munich’, ‘Ribbentrop ‑Molotov’ etc., the ECE nations internalised the conviction 
that they might be as well developed as the West, but were repeatedly betrayed, 
abandoned, occupied and exploited.

As the result of such narratives we observe the mixture of admiration, envy 
and hate towards the West that is embedded in the centre–periphery opposite. 
Many ECE nations developed in the modern times into underdeveloped periph‑
eries. ‘In consequence, the national movements in these countries articulated 
the national identity rather as the mobilization of the tradition and primordial 
community against the threats of modernity. The definition of national identity 
occurred parallelly with the cleavage between the tradition and modernity. As the 
result, such cleavage became even more distinctive… The importance of the cleav‑
age between the modernization and traditionalism, between the Westernization 
and protection of the autochthonous national culture corresponds with the way 
how is the European identity constructed and required’ (Brusis 2003: 261).
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In ECE, a strong tradition of positive auto stereotypes has developed in the 
past, which means that ECE nations often consider themselves morally better 
than those in other European regions – the East and also the West. Let me ac‑
knowledge at this point the disappointment of Milan Kundera or Václav Havel 
from the consumptive and intellectually declining West and their conviction that 
Central Europe specifically might play a positive role in European revitalisation. 
Nowadays, the nativist and populist leaders in the region follow in stressing the 
difference of ECE, while also stressing other legacies and mental backgrounds.

The fear from the negative influence of external powers, making ECE rather 
passive subjects of political development, brought the thinkers and politicians 
in the region to the attempts to prevent such external influence with integra‑
tion and cooperation. Until 1918 the Habsburg Empire tried to play such a role, 
but as early as 1867 it was clear that the ethnonational powers were stronger 
than the integrative one. After WWI many integrative ideas and projects were 
proposed. These included the imperial project of Intermarium with Poland in 
the leading role, Masaryk’s idea of the Europe in ‑between created as a belt of 
small nations from Finland to Greece, as well as many externally based projects 
(with France, Italy or Nazi Germany in the leading role). All these projects had 
already collapsed before the beginning of WWII.

During the EU ‑enlargement process ECE was usually prepared to develop 
regional cooperation only within the EU’s framework, i.e. to abandon the posi‑
tion of European (semi‑)periphery and join the European ‘core’. Nevertheless, 
in the recent period we observe important changes. The regional cooperation in 
ECE is presented and understood as the opposition and alternative towards the 
EU, or better said the EU ‑mainstream. Why do we have to deal with the situation 
of important differences between the European ‘West’ and ‘East’? Is this differ‑
ence ‘real’ or rather the constructed media ‑picture and public discourse? In my 
opinion, the main reason lies in deformed modernity in ECE as well as in many 
historical turns that complicate the long ‑term stabilisation of values and identity.

Deformed modernity as the challenge for the ECE region and 
Europe

The backwardness and modernisation gap compared with the European West 
is not only related to the Communist legacy in ECE. On the contrary, since the 
Early Middle Ages the areas eastwards from the Elbe river were understood as 
the less developed European regions striving to catch up with the West. The 
modernity commencement in the 19th century presented a new form of this 
old challenge. The response given by the Habsburg court and the reformulated 
national societies was colourful and in many ways contradictory.

P. Wandycz (1992: 3–12) stresses that Central Europe, religiously and cultur‑
ally belonging to the West, was ascribed to the East, regarding economic, tech‑
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nological and general civilisation development. Indeed, the border between the 
West and the East was not very clear in Central Europe; as the most important 
reason he mentions the unclearness of this border within Germania and later 
Germany. Last but not least he stresses the relatively low population density in 
ECE. In his opinion all of this made this region the European semi ‑periphery 
with visible internal differences – Bohemia was situated close to the centre while 
the eastern Polish or Hungarian provinces presented the periphery.

Similarly, many other scholars and observers stress the development/moder‑
nity issue regarding the formation and identity of different European regions. 
H. von Hofmannsthal labelled the population of the Habsburg monarchy as 
‘semi ‑European and semi ‑Asian nations’ (Kożuchowski 2013: 86). A similar 
position we can observe in the concept of Ruritania presented at the end of the 
19th century by the British writer Anthony Hope. Ruritania is a German ‑speaking, 
Catholic land in Central Europe, the absolute monarchy containing deep social 
conflicts. The most important tension exists between the (almost) western urban 
elites and the rural ethnics settled at the (semi‑)peripheries. Hope’s book pre‑
sents the persiflage of the ‘exotic Central Europe that bordered the Balkans and 
was populated by wolves, Count Dracula, Gypsies, illiterate peasants, orthodox 
Jews, and notorious Polish and Hungarian nobles’ (Kożuchowski 2013: 177). 
Similarly, E. Gellner presents the Habsburg monarchy as the epicentre of the 
decisive modernisation conflict between the cosmopolite liberals (‘the Vien‑
nese’) and the representatives of the ‘post ‑feudal obscurantism and authoritari‑
anism’ (Gellner 1998: 32–33). And today, Ágh (2019: 40) aptly mentioned that 
the ‘Central European region has produced well ‑developed “European” cities 
and an “Asian” backward countryside, being two worlds apart with different 
worldviews’ (cf. also Ther 2015).

During the 19th century, the initial idea of shared Austrian transnational/
state identity within the Habsburg Empire was deconstructed not only because 
of nationalist movements, but also regarding the different approaches towards 
the modernity challenges. An extremely poisoned mixture presented the combi‑
nation of both approaches, equalising the modernity or traditionalism with the 
entire nations or ethnic groups. The traditional prejudice against the Ostleute, 
originating in the great European narrative of the reconciliation of the old Latin‑

‑German world with the new European World of Slavs in the 8th and 9th centuries 
was transformed within Austria and such prejudice was used by the pan ‑Germans 
(perceiving themselves as the group that has to modernise the other ethnical 
groups –– maybe with the exception of the Hungarians) as well as other liberal‑

‑national movements. In this sense, the German ‑speaking, as well as the Czech, 
Slovenian or Hungarian liberal ‑national intellectual perceived themselves as 
fighters against the anti ‑modern actors (Kożuchowski 2013: 86–87). In the pe‑
riod between the great wars, such prejudices and distinguishing of nations was 
very strong and often became part of national myths. Beneš labelled Poland and 
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Hungary as ‘feudal nations’, Masaryk proclaimed the process of de ‑Austricisation, 
Hungarian, Polish or Slovenian conservative leaders often labelled Masarykian 
democracy as depraved and equalised liberalism with Communism, etc. Also, 
during the Communist period these prejudices were protected in popular tradi‑
tion and after 1989 they again became an important part of public discourse. 
On one hand, we can mention the ‘separation’ and auto ‑stereotype of Austria 
towards ECE; on the other the internal divisions within the post ‑Communist 
area. One of the most visible is the self ‑evaluation of the Visegrad Group as the 
nations that dispose of better preconditions for EU ‑membership than the other 
post ‑Communist states (Cabada – Walsch 2017: 41–47).

For sure, historical experience and historical prejudice on both sides of the 
former Iron Curtain played an important role in such an optimistic vision. A quin‑
tessential example reflected from inside as well as by external actors is that the 
Visegrad Group were the group of nations disposed for faster democratisation 
and Westernisation than the other ECE nations. An important reason for such an 
auto‑ and a hetero ‑perspective were the intellectual debates that took place from 
the 1960s to the 1980s (and also beyond), in which intellectuals such as Havel, 
Kundera, Konrád, Michnik and Vodopivec played important roles in portraying 
Central Europe as ‘kidnapped’ West. Maybe we should also search here for the 
reasons for the ‘disappointment’ in the development in ECE, as far as the clearly 
privileged nations are at the moment judged as the biggest ‘trouble makers’.

All of the above ‑mentioned stresses that the Communist legacy is an impor‑
tant shared feature of ECE nations, but that many important legacies are rooted 
in older periods. L. Rensmann (2012) stresses the salient counter ‑cosmopolitan 
preferences, A. Pirro (2014) clericalism, social national economics and anti‑

‑Communism (which was and is often equalised with liberalism). In the scien‑
tific analysis and debate we cannot fully accept the ‘regional holism’, before we 
point out important distinctions. Among the most important distinctions are 
that in the late 1990s Slovenia and Estonia might be listed – Slovenia as a Euro‑

‑optimistic society hoping to merge with the EU ‑core (Cabada – Waisová 2010); 
Estonia then with the tendency to ‘abandon’ the ECE and join the European 
North (Cabada 2020).

Nevertheless, it was also clear that the post ‑Communist reality and legacy 
is unique. In 2003, shortly before the EU ‑enlargement, M. Brusis (2003: 259) 
wrote: ‘From the EU perspective the candidate states evince much more common 
characteristics as some candidate states and the EU ‑member states or nations 
from other East European regions’. Z. Krasnodębski highlights the complicated 
reversal in the utopic models in ECE’s societies – from the Communist utopia 
the region jumped directly into the Kantian utopia of European identity and civil 
society. Thus, we observe in ECE ‘the hopes (but also fear) in three differently 
undergoing processes occurring within the EU – the globalization, Europeani‑
zation and Regionalization’ (Orłowski 2003).
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Describing the societies in ECE countries before 1989, P. Sztompka (1993) 
uses the term fake modernity. He places ‘deformed modernity’ in contrast with 
the ‘authentic modernity’ in Western societies. Similarly, I. Bernik (1997) de‑
scribes the (post‑)Communist societies as ‘sub ‑modern’. In his opinion, we 
have to deal with the societies that underwent partial modernisation during the 
Communist period, but also preserved important parts of traditional political 
institutions. The most important particularity of the Communist states is the 
top ‑down modernisation, the dictate of modernist intellectual and partly also 
political elites (Bernik 2000). As Ágh (2019: 6) summarised, ECE as a historical 
periphery, dependent on the development in the West and East and mobbing 
historically in cycles of Westernisation and Easternisation occurs in a state of 
permanent semi ‑modernisation.

Asymmetry between the European macro ‑regions

Returning to the victim ‑paradigm strongly influencing the internal political and 
societal discourse in ECE, we can also better understand how – based on this para‑
digm – the EU perceived it. Before the revolution, ECE states were fully subordi‑
nated to Soviet interests, and they are often convinced of a similar subordination 
and/or unequal position within the EU. We can mention a plethora of political 
decisions or political behaviour examples, such as the unilateral decisions of 
Germany in the refugee crisis, or decisions on the Energiewende, including an 
important energy security dimension – the gas pipelines Nord Stream I and II 
between Russia and Germany, which passes by the ECE and which is strongly 
criticised in the region. Similarly we can mention the dismissive behaviour of 
French presidents towards the ECE – J. Chirac criticised the ECE politicians in 
February 2003 for their positive reflection on the US Iraqi invasion with the fa‑
mous sentence They missed a good opportunity to shut up; Nicolas Sarkozy repeat‑
edly questioned the upcoming Czech EU ‑Presidency in the second half of 2008 
and even ignored it during the new round of the Near East crisis in January 2009; 
Emanuel Macron repeatedly uses the phrase about the ‘wall between the old and 
new EU ‑member states’. Co ‑responsible for such feelings of inequality – and let 
us stress that feelings are an important part of politics and strongly influence the 
discourse – is the incorrect rhetoric of some EU ‑representatives. For example, 
Jean ‑Claude Juncker greeted the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán at the 
EU ‑Summit in Riga in May 2015 with the words Servus, Diktator. Let us stress 
that such words and paroles are presented from institutions that in other cases 
rank political correctness as one of most important European values.

P. Ther describes the ‘obvious asymmetry between the West and East Europe’ 
(Ther 2015: 229). The West reflected the enlargement issue timidly and many 
steps of EU‑15 towards the ECE nations strongly violated one of the basic Euro‑
pean values – equality. It is not only the issue of fear of uncontrolled immigra‑



426 Central Europe between the West and East: Independent Region, the Bridge, … Ladislav Cabada

tion from ECE and the transition periods implemented in many EU‑15 states. As 
Fehr stresses the issue was much more complex. The EU‑15 fear was connected 
with three factors: ‘insufficient participation in the revolution from 1989, fear 
from the concurrence at the labour market, and fear to share the own welfare 
with new members’ (Ther 2015: 330).

The West European political elites tried to avert the negative, above all, eco‑
nomic effects of East ‑enlargement, unfortunately based on unequal treatment 
of which a typical example is agrarian subventions. ‘Instead of essential reform 
of this policy (that failed primarily because of French agrarian lobby) could 
the farmers in new EU ‑member states, compared with the West, use only small 
piece of these subventions… Such unequal treatment left a bad taste’ (Ther 2015: 
331). Among the newest examples of double ‑standards we might mention the 
double ‑standards of eatables, playing an important role in domestic debate and 
electoral campaigns in the Czech Republic and Poland.

On the other hand, we have to stress that the populist anti ‑EU rhetoric in 
many ECE countries is often incorrect. Popular became the equalisation of the 
EU with the USSR (V. Klaus, V. Orbán, J. Kaczyński; cf. Fehr 2016: 68). Never‑
theless, I find much more problematic the anti ‑modern rhetoric often produced 
by Hungarian, Polish or Croatian politicians enjoying the decisive support of 
strong societal groups. H. Fehr refers again to the anti ‑modern nature of these 
political actors. The populist movement parties instrumentalise the problems 
related to coping with history and use it in the struggle for cultural sovereignty 
and dominance (Fehr 2017: 1). The anti ‑modern positions and statements from 
ECE populists are directed against ‘liberal scholars, “foreign” politicians, a secu‑
lar way of life imported from West Europe’. We can observe the specific appeal 
to ‘normality’ – ‘traditions, historical awareness, patriotism, trust in God, the 
normal family life between man and woman’ (Fehr 2016: 141). Fehr calls such 
an anti ‑modern position as ‘plebeianism’ making an appeal ‘above all on the 
way of life of former rurally shaped masses’. Strengthening and generalising the 
argument, Fehr quotes the parole of Viktor Orbán from 2014 about Hungary: 
‘We are the rurally shaped nation’ (Fehr 2016: 148).

The mobilisation patterns are rooted in a permanent search for enemies. 
Among the most popular enemies belong the minorities, neighbours, Great 
Powers (including the European Union and Germany), cosmopolites, liberals, 
Jews, George Soros etc. ‘The label “liberal” in Hungary became a synonym for 

“alienated” and the liberal camp as the group that harm Hungary in command 
of “foreign interests”. “Liberal” is used as the term for “collaboration”. In Po‑
land Jaroslaw Kaczyński and other members of PiS prefer the terms “false elite” 
and “rabble liberalism” in the polemic with their political opponents, especially 
against the critical publicists and cultural counter ‑elites’ (Fehr 2017: 10).

As Ágh (2019: 146–147) notes, we are living in the Orwellian world where ‘we, 
Central Europeans represent genuine Europeanness against the declining West’ 
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and ‘the honest new domestic elites protect the European population against 
external and internal enemies instead of the impotent and parasitic Brussels 
elite’. Naturally, above all the situation in Poland after October 2015, many prob‑
lematic steps of the Hungarian government and Prime Minister Orbán and the 
weak state in Romania seem to confirm the doubts in ECE positive development 
in this region. We can also mention many other problematic tendencies, issues 
and actors, such as anti ‑liberal tendencies in Croatia, visible populist politicians 
such as B. Borisov, R. Fico, J. Janša, V. Ponta or M. Zeman or the danger of state 
capture in the Czech Republic after 2017 with the Oligarch A. Babiš as the Prime 
Minister (Klíma 2020; Cianetti – Dawson – Hanley, eds. 2019).

On the other hand, we have to stress again that different problematic issues 
and manifestations in the politics of ECE nations could be at least partially ob‑
served in the old EU ‑member states (Liebhart 2020). Mediocracy came with S. 
Berlusconi to the EU and the personalisation of politics including the populist 
rhetoric we must not associate only with radical or even extremist politicians such 
as U. Bossi, the Le Pen family or P. Fortuyn, but also with the mainstream politi‑
cians such as T. Blair, G. Schröder, N. Sarkozy from the past (Cabada – Tomšič 
2016), or B. Johnson, S. Kurtz or the still growing group of leading Italian populist 
politicians; D. Trump presents probably the worst example of the combination of 
populist and nativist rhetoric and personalised politics. The political parties and 
party systems in ECE are often evaluated as unstable. Nevertheless, very visible 
marks of important changes towards instability can also be found in Greece, Spain, 
France, Austria or Germany. Additionally, the radicalisation of important and big 
societal groups might be observed not only in ECE, but also in many nations usu‑
ally understood and presented as stable Western democracies – next to Italy we 
can mention the stable position of Vlaams Belang in Belgium, as well as the suc‑
cesses of the French National Front, G. Wilders or the True Finns (Cabada 2019).

There exist many examples of promising consolidation of democracy, Eu‑
ropeanisation and socialisation in ECE. Many ECE nations fulfilled very strict 
preconditions and adopted the Euro ‑currency, many demonstrated fiscal respon‑
sibility and (re)established stable economies after long decades of Communist 
devastation. The unemployment rates in many ECE states is considerably under 
the EU ‑average, and many governments from ECE have already successfully ex‑
perienced the EU ‑Presidency tasks. But all of this had already happened before 
we witnessed the building of ‘illiberal democracies in Hungary and Poland, fol‑
lowing the national populism from the period between the wars’ (Fehr 2016: 7). 
In this sense Ágh’s scepticism is understandable, especially if we consider that 
two states where the transition started primarily – Poland and Hungary – ‘have 
changed from promising models of liberal democracy into illiberal, conspiracy‑

‑minded majoritarian regimes’ (Krastev 2019).
Nevertheless, we have to distinguish not only in Europe (macro ‑regions, 

ideal types of political culture), but also within the ECE. In my opinion the 
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lamentation that ‘ECE democracy finally collapsed in the 2010s’ does not distin‑
guish the very problematic cases such as Hungary from the still promising and 
stable cases (Estonia, Slovenia and in many ways also Slovakia) and the group 
of ECE nations ‘in between’. I definitely do not accept a simple presentation of 
politicians such as J. Kaczyński as a sociotype of an ECE ‑politician, as we can 
observe in the Western mainstream media. Such labelling of politics in ECE is 
completely incorrect regarding any democratic political actors in the region.

The EU’s socialisation role nowadays is even more important than fifteen 
(and more) years ago, but must not be utilised as one of the conditionality 
components. The ECE nations must enjoy the full rights of EU ‑membership. 
If not, the wall will be constructed between the new and old member states. 
West Europe also has to accept the matter of fact that the European identity 
is much more complicated with the new member states and that the EU is not 
an identical institution to Europe. Brusis differentiates between two ideal and 
typical relationships between the EU ‑member identity and European identity, 
and two concepts of ‘Europeanness’ – synonymic and synecdochical. The syno‑
nymic concept presents the EU and EU ‑membership as the only possible way 
the nation and society can partake in the European identity. The synecdochical 
concept understands the European identity as something that must not neces‑
sarily be developed and constructed within the EU. During the process of ap‑
proaching the EU the synonymic concept was usually accepted, naturally also 
for the pragmatic reasons: ‘The internal vagueness in mutual relation of both 
identity definitions allowed the internal critics of East enlargement to use the 
synonymic relation, while they in the reality preferred the synecdochical rela‑
tion’ (Brusis 2003: 268).

In other words, the opinion of the EU‑15 that the candidate states must fully 
adapt in all spheres to become European, was accepted in the group of candi‑
dates for a simple reason – to reach EU ‑membership. Once the nation entered 
the EU, the balancing process between the both ideal typical positions started: 
‘The EU ‑membership is strongly singled out from the Europeanness and the 
definition of European identity’ (Brusis 2003: 25). Such changes happen partly 
also because the new member states face a system of exceptions and softened 
rules, mostly regarding the old member states. Important examples include the 
issue of a common European currency and the position of the United Kingdom 
and Denmark compared with the ECE states, the violation of fiscal rules not 
only in the case of Greece, but also by other nations including Germany, Italy 
and France, the opt ‑outs etc.

Shortly before the EU ‑enlargement in 2004, Brusis stressed that all Auto‑ and 
Hetero ‑stereotypes regarding the East–West cleavage still survive in Europe and 
were re ‑formulated regarding the conditions where the modernisation narrative 
was transformed into Europeanisation. Again, he observes two important – and 
completely different – antipodes, namely the liberal modernists supporting Eu‑
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ropeanisation as the last phase of Westernisation, and the traditionalist stress‑
ing the need to protect the autochthonous national cultures (Brusis 2003: 261). 
Again, such evaluation presents East ‑Central Europe as the transitive region 
between the West and East and – as the nations defined themselves after joining 
the EU – also the role model and ‘bridge’ between the West and the remaining 
candidates from the Balkans and Eastern Europe.

From ‘last bastion of Europe’ again ‘back to Europe’

Polish, Hungarian and Croatian politics and historiography often stresses the 
important role of these nations in protecting Europe against non ‑European 
invaders (Russians/Soviets, Ottomans). When we observe the contemporary 
discourse in ECE, this historical role is often stressed and combined with the 
criticism towards the ‘ultraliberal’ Western Europe/EU and presented as ‘overall 
disillusionment with European values’ (Aleksić 2013: 70). This brings us back 
to the Ruritania concept and the conflict of two different cultures and societal 
groups in the region(s). In my opinion, ECE has the tendency to accept only 
the ‘technical’ part of modernisation (industrialisation, welfare), but not the 
‘ideological’ – the liberal democracy. The proponents of such limited modernisa‑
tion often stress that ECE evince better characteristics and is morally superior 
in the comparison with the West. As Ágh (2019: 142) mentions, the loser ‑nation 
syndrome was reinforced in the last decade and supplemented with the mythici‑
sation of the ‘golden age’ of national history as the ‘glorious past that never was’.

Expectations that only part of the Western/European modernisation style 
might be implemented into ECE presents the agenda of national ‑conservative 
actors in the region and also brings them closer to the extra ‑European actors 
such as Russian leader V. Putin and Turkish President R.T. Erdogan. In the 
perspective of V. Orbán or L. Kyczyński, ECE presents itself (again) the protec‑
tor of Europe, this time against the West European nations that are supposedly 
abandoning ‘European values’.

In the last two centuries, the ECE has gone thorough innumerable changes 
regarding the polity construction, demographic structure and depopulation/
repopulation fluidity (Bianchini 2017: 39) and socio ‑economic conditions. Natu‑
rally, all of these changes also presented a permanent challenge for the identity 
discussion. ‘Under the framework of the time ‑space compression characteristic 
of modern times, the relationship between political systems, state borders, 
identities and security has taken on a new appearance, particularly for the 
people living in Central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans during the arch of 
the twentieth century’ (Bianchini 2017: 1–3). As Bianchini stresses, to belong 
to the European East means to experience the ‘permanent’ insecurity given by 
geographical proximity. To escape such pressure means joining the West (or 
the North, as Wæver proposes for the Baltic part of East ‑Central Europe; Wæver 
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1992). Such opportunity is especially interconnected with Central Europe as 
semi ‑periphery, while Eastern Europe and the Balkans as the peripheries usu‑
ally do not have such opportunity.

Small Central European countries, ‘although many of them were packed 
in the Habsburg empire for several centuries, suffered from the pressures of 
Western modernised and industrialised states on one side and the Eastern em‑
pires (Russian and Ottoman) on the other. They have been swinging through 
history between long waves of Westernisation and Easternisation’ (Ágh 1991: 
84–85). The ‘year of miracles’, 1989, opened again the perspective of Westerni‑
sation before these nations. Many of these nations used this new opportunity 
window and overcame the unfavourable geographical proximity and unfinished 
modernity. Despite the fact that some important actors in ECE still prefer the 
posture of ‘proud periphery’ before the Westernisation in the sense of mod‑
ernisation and liberalisation, I am convinced that ECE as a region continually 
progresses towards full inclusion into Europe. Nevertheless, for such inclusion 
West Europe is necessary as a partner and not (only) as a mentor. Furthermore, 
the real menace for the democracy consolidation in ECE demonstrates not only 
the democratic decline in the region, but also the possible de ‑democratisation 
in the (European) West. In this sense, West Europe must reflect the processes 
of democracy de ‑consolidation in some ECE nations as its own distorted mir‑
ror. In this sense, the real democrats in both European macro ‑regions face the 
same challenge.
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Online Political Communication Research 
Methods 1 

OLGA BRUNNEROVÁ AND JAKUB CHARVÁT

Abstract: The authors explored the research methods of the manifold studies on online 
political communication published in nine selected scientific journals over an 8‑year 
period stretching from the beginning of 2009 to March 2017 and systematized the 
results into a comprehensive, methodological, “state ‑of ‑the ‑art” report. The main find‑
ings are that the most frequent method of researching online political communication 
is the quantitative or qualitative content analysis. Still, recurrent is the combination 
of methodological approaches, where the quantitative and qualitative techniques 
complement each other. Moreover, the research of political communication in general, 
but online especially, has become more an interdisciplinary field. Yet the collection 
and analysis of data from new media and social networks requires more and more 
advanced expert skills.

Keywords: political communication, new media, research methods, social networks, 
web 2.0

Introduction

Political communication research has had a prominent position in the academic 
fields of both communication studies and political science. In recent years the 
field has changed significantly as continued technological advancements have 
contributed to the expanding boundaries of political communication. The 

1 This paper is the result of Metropolitan University Prague research project no. 74-01 “Political Sciences, 
Culture, Language” (2020) based on a grant from the Institutional Fund for the Long -term Strategic 
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onset of the internet as a common communication channel may be seen as 
a “transformational moment in media technology, with implications for the 
practice of politics” (Mirer – Bode 2015: 454); or simply an “online revolution” 
(Johnson 2011) that has begun a new era in political communication, the so‑
‑called “digital age,” in which we are moving rapidly from candidate ‑centred 
to citizen ‑centred campaigns and from mediated to “electric communication” 
(Gronbeck 2009: 229).

Vast advances in information and communication technologies (ICTs) have 
been major stimuli for, and one of the most influential driving forces behind, 
the development of political communication research and methods. ICTs have 
raised the fundamental issue of the necessity of rethinking what we study and 
how we do research on political communication in the context of the new media. 
While scholarly research exploring the use and the role of ICTs has expanded 
since 2004, especially in the past few years, there is a growing body of schol‑
arly research focusing on the role and use of social media platforms, especially 
social network sites (particularly Facebook) and microblogging applications 
(particularly Twitter), in political communication.

Objectives, methods, and research sample

This study builds on the tradition of essays reflecting the state of knowledge 
and striving to systematize the trends within a specific research field (see 
Tomasello et al. 2010: 532). However, although we can encounter several 
inspiring conceptual ‑theory studies on political communication in the new 
media environment (which we will refer to as “online political communica‑
tion”), orientation towards the methodological aspects of the examined topics 
is infrequent. Thus, the overarching goal of this paper has been threefold: to 
analyze the latest advances in the methods and analytical techniques in the 
contemporary online political communication research, to discuss new trends 
and tools equipped, and to systematize the results into a comprehensive meth‑
odological “state ‑of ‑the ‑art” report. To this end, the analysis is guided by the 
following research question:

RQ: What are the dominant research methods of online political communication 
(articulated in selected journals)?

We built this study on an extensive article review to explore the research 
methods used in selected scholarly articles on online political communication 
being published both in American and European journals. The preliminary 
analysis was conducted by employing Google Scholar which led us to include 
nine relevant scientific journals in our research (see Table 1); encompassed were 
both primary journals for political communication (like Political Communication 
or The International Journal of Press/Politics) and journals dealing with the issue 
within their broader thematic focus (e.g. Party Politics or New Media & Society).
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Table 1: Journals included in the research sample

Journal No. of issues per year IF5years IF2016 SJR

European Journal of Communication 2009–2012: 4 issues, since 2013: 
6 issues  2.000 1.408 1.398

Information, Communication 
& Society

2009–2011: 8 issues, 2012–2014: 
10 issues, since 2015: 12 issues 3.617 2.692 1.802

Journal of Information Technology 
& Politics 4 issues ESCI ESCI 1.212

Journal of Political Marketing 4 issues ESCI ESCI 0.247

New Media & Society 2009–2014: 8 issues, since 2015: 
11 issues 4.978 4.180 2.084

Party Politics 6 issues 2.418 1.846 1.754

Policy & Internet 4 issues ESCI ESCI 1.067

Political Communication 4 issues 2.893 2.467 2.211
The International Journal 
of Press/Politics 4 issues 2.870 1.523 1.982

Because scholars have increasingly focused on online campaigning since 2008 
(Vergeer 2012: 11), we concentrated our attention on examining the selected 
journals over an 8‑year time frame stretching from 2009 to March 2017. Such 
a period enables us to capture the most recent development of the discipline. 
Based on manual keyword analysis, we chose a total of 175 studies (see the Ap‑
pendix) corresponding to the objectives of this paper. Subsequently, we analyzed 
each article in the sample for its research methods. Each article was counted only 
once, although numerous scholars combined two or more research methods.

Table 2: Distribution of the number of articles in the sample over time and 
journals

Journal 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 Total
European Journal 
of Communication 0 1 2 0 2 2 2 3 0 12

Information, Communication 
& Society 1 0 3 0 9 5 4 2 3 27

Journal of Information 
Technology & Politics 5 7 2 4 7 7 10 7 0 49

Journal of Political 
Marketing 0 0 4 2 2 1 2 3 0 14

New Media & Society 2 2 1 4 8 4 3 9 0 33

Party Politics 0 1 0 0 3 0 1 3 1 9

Policy & Internet 0 1 3 1 3 0 1 2 0 11

Political Communication 0 1 2 0 1 0 1 1 5 11
The International Journal 
of Press/Politics 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 5 1 9

Total 8 14 17 11 36 20 24 35 10 175
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Figure 1: Distribution of the total number of articles in the sample over time

Figure 2: A composition of the research sample regarding the shares 
of articles in particular journals

Studies are, for the sake of clarity, classified according to the prevailing research 
method. Although the research methods are frequently combined, organizing 
the scrutinized studies according to the predominant concepts appears to al‑
low for better systematization. Following segmentation is thus a supportive 
aspect, arranging examined articles with regard to which researched methods 
are preferred, what topics are researched and whether the studies are working 
with an existing dataset or are creating new ones.
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The rest of the text is structured as follows. First, the new media under review 
are briefly introduced. The subsequent section presents and discusses the main 
findings of our research, including both a concise outline of the most frequent 
methodological approaches and techniques of online political communication 
research and specific software tools enabling analysis of data from websites, 
social network sites, weblogs etc. In discussion, attention is also paid to the 
limitations of the research of online political communication in general. The 
paper concludes with an outlook for further research.

New media under review

Within the field of political communication research, the term “new media” is 
being applied to various media based on digital coding, and characterized by 
its interactivity, hypertextuality, and communication taking place in a virtually 
simulated environment of the internet (see Lister et al. 2009: 13). Although 
there is a plethora of these media, the research of political communication 
focuses primarily on the following media (ordered alphabetically):
1) blogs, “the twenty ‑first ‑century version of a diary” (Hendricks – Denton Jr. 

2010, 9), dating back to the 1990s; their purpose is mainly to share content, 
most commonly in a text form of journal entries, usually written by one 
author and with the addition of pictures and hyperlinks; they allow for the 
implementation of interactive and connective functions, the most important 
being commentaries posted below the articles;

2) Facebook, founded in 2004 as an internet platform with a private mem‑
bership for Harvard University students (and from 2006 for the general 
public), is the social network with the most active users – more than 1,87 
billion (Statista.com 2017); Facebook allows users to share a variety of con‑
tent including unlimited text posts, photos, videos and links; additionally, 
it offers many different tools and applications such as online mini ‑games, 
fund ‑raising tools or targeted advertisement;

3) Twitter, originated in 2006, is an online news and social network allowing 
users to post and share short messages (originally limited to 140 characters 
and from November 2017 to 280 characters), which is used by approximately 
317 million users (Statista.com 2017); in contrary to Facebook, Twitter allows 
following any users, if the account is not protected;

4) YouTube, founded in 2005, enables users to watch videos whose wide range 
of content includes everything from music to television to debates and even 
political and educational topics; although it is necessary to register to post 
videos, watching them is practically unregulated; since YouTube is connected 
to commercial activities of Google, posting content may be a profitable activity;

5) web pages, through which political parties can present themselves, do not 
serve only as informational sources anymore, they facilitate microblogging, 
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opinion polling, organization of gatherings and presentation of audio ‑visual 
content, parties can create members ‑only sections, interconnect their web 
pages with social media sites and allow for newsfeed subscription.

Although it could be argued whether blogs and internet pages should be consid‑
ered “new media,” for this study we have included them in our research sample 
as the authors of the examined studies treated them specifically as new media or 
focused on features linked with new media and web 2.0 (commentaries, links, 
audio ‑visual content, linkage with social media etc.). The reasoning behind this 
is that textual content on blogs or informative aspects of web pages are more as‑
sociated with “traditional media.” Nevertheless, the discussions in the comment 
sections, employment of web 2.0 features, and the interactive and connective 
aspects of this platform are definitely part of the new media.

Methods of researching online political communication: findings

Our research confirmed the earlier conclusion of Graber (2004) that, despite 
the technological advancements and the gradual changing of research tools, 
the focal point of political communication research is still about what Lasswell 
(1927) put in ninety years ago, i.e. who says what, in which channel, to whom 
and with what effect (Graber 2004, 46). Apparently, not even the arrival and 
more extensive use of new communication channels, in the form of new media, 
could change that.

What follows is a brief introduction of the most frequently employed research 
methods when analyzing online political communication. The most frequent 
method is the content analysis (in many variations and both in its qualitative 
and quantitative form). However, the methodology has begun a transforma‑
tion towards the employment of combined approaches and utilizing complex 
analytical software tools, especially in the last couple of years.

Content analysis

Content analysis focuses mainly on the exploration of the content aspect of com‑
munication through the identification of specific characteristics of messages. 
It allows for the depiction of the transformation of media content over time. 
This method is widespread, especially when researching the way in which the 
new media are being used for political communication and the frequency and 
intensity of their utilization during political campaigns. By means of content 
analysis, it is possible to analyze a wide array of topics, from the impact of the 
new media on political participation, through the democratization aspects of 
online communication, to issues connected with the exploration of the influ‑
ence of political communication, political leadership and the flow of political 
communication itself.
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Quite often, content analysis is applied to the research of political commu‑
nication on social media platforms, especially Facebook (Geber – Schrer 2015; 
Larson 2015; Borah 2016) and Twitter (see e.g. Graham et al. 2013; McKel‑
vey et al. 2014; Ceron 2017). With Twitter, the study of a certain hashtag (#) is 
also prominent (see e.g. Small 2011; Christensen 2013; Raynauld – Greenberg 
2014). Content analysis is also applied when researching the web pages (see, 
e.g. Jackson – Lilleker 2009; Vaccari 2013) and their interactive aspects (van 
Noort et al. 2016) or political blogs (see e.g. Meraz 2015). However, the research 
of the content, which has been published on web pages and in the commentar‑
ies on blogs, is less frequent.

Overall, researchers apply content analysis above all the textual messages 
on social media networks, while research focusing on audio ‑visual content is 
less prevalent. Gerodimos and Justinussen (2015) included visual posts, but 
they analyzed only the text part of the visual content (titles or word messages 
in pictures, sketches, or drawings etc.) and some explicit visual aspects (e.g. 
the appearance of specific figures in pictures). Edgerly et al. (2013) took into 
consideration more detailed characteristics of visual content; they conducted 
an in ‑depth analysis of visual posts, including photos, charts and infographics, 
videos, links and posters with text. Lee and Cambell (2016) carried out a long‑

‑term analysis of the organizational and persuasive appeals of online digital 
posters in the UK. Audio ‑visual content is in most cases studied when it comes 
to the analysis of YouTube (see, e.g. Church 2010; Klotz 2010; Vesnic ‑Alujevic – 
Van Bauwel 2014), although this does not apply absolutely. Nevertheless, only 
a few of the studies focused on the structural aspects of this type of political 
communication.

While researching the online political communication, it is important to ana‑
lyze not only how many users will read the content, but also how powerful these 
messages are, or how many users will share it with their followers. To this end, 
Bode and Epstein (2015) employed a sophisticated and daily updated platform 
Klout that ranks social media users according to their online social influence.

Most frequently, scholars choose to explore and compare a smaller number 
of cases in the context of one country or region. The analysis of a more signifi‑
cant number of countries is less common since more extensive content analysis 
can be technically challenging as well as time ‑consuming. Nevertheless, some 
studies do compare a larger number of cases or states (see, e.g. Ceron and 
Curini 2016).

As an objectionable aspect of content analysis, we could point out the ten‑
dency to focus extensively on the individual content, instead of the context 
in which the political messages are delivered. Moreover, the possibilities for 
automatized processes and implementation of specific software tools are still 
somewhat sporadic. More extensive employment is being complicated as such 
software is tailored for the English language, making the possibility of research 
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conducted in other languages limited to manual or more qualitative ‑oriented 
analyses or technically challenging and expertly demanding.

Surveys and interviews

The second most frequent research method is through interviews and surveys, 
which allows for the exploration of not only active political participants but 
also individuals with a more passive approach to political communications 
(“consumers”). Crucial for this kind of research is the use of internet surveys, 
which is a very effective method of data collection.

In particular, interviews make it possible to explore the motives, experi‑
ences, and thought processes of the participants in political communication. 
Direct questioning through interviews enables the researchers to understand 
the deeper meanings, opinions, and beliefs of the participants. Verbal commu‑
nication between the researchers and the respondents, however, depends on 
their need to share not only a common language but the same understanding of 
terms that are being used as well. Nevertheless, this qualitative approach makes 
it possible to understand the researched topic in more depth, including unveil‑
ing the motivations for online political communication, as well as its impacts 
(Johnson et al. 2008: 340). Another useful approach in this line of research is 
the employment of focus groups (see, e.g. Gustafsson 2012)

Very often, the data from surveys and questionnaires complement the out‑
comes from the interviews, since they allow researchers to acquire information 
through standardized sets of questions to explore the reactions of a selected 
sample of a population. Surveys can be conducted online, on the telephone, 
or in person, as well as delivered via e ‑mail (Johnson et al. 2008, 302). While 
many scholars use previously conducted surveys, for instance, Skovsgaard and 
Van Dalen (2013) created their own sample survey. Sample surveys like these 
are then commonly combined with other research methods (see, e.g. Druck‑
man et al. 2010; Ceron – Curini 2016; Karlsen – Enjolras 2016). Questionnaires 
are also employed frequently while conducting experiments or as a preliminary 
source of information for future research. Researchers, most frequently, then 
process the data collected through these analyses by employing some form of 
a regression analysis.

Network analysis method

Less often, we encounter network analysis of data (see, e.g. Larsson – Moe 2012; 
Ausserhofer – Maireder 2013; Himelboim et al. 2013; Bentivegna – Marchetti 
2015), although this approach has gained more attention lately since it makes 
it possible to identify the key participants and clusters within a more extensive 
number of strategic locations through graphic visualization. This type of analy‑
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sis focuses mostly on the relationships between the researched units; it explores 
the connections between individual actors and their mutual relationships in 
the context of new media (especially social networks).

This type of analysis aims to point out the interconnections of users or pub‑
lished content. The relations between actors are then typically depicted with 
visualization tools, showing different nodes and their connections (edges). 
This method is significant for research on both inter ‑party and system ‑wide 
relationships, as well as for the research on the impact of political messages 
on the social networks or the mutual relationships between actors (see Gar‑
rett et al. 2012: 215).

Statistical analysis method

To research the adaptation of political parties to online communication, sta‑
tistical analysis focusing on the quantitative exploration of the structures of 
the new media (i.e. the web 2.0 features on web pages), is the most frequently 
used method. This approach, often misleadingly called the structural analysis2, 
is based on the collection, examination, and presentation of a larger portion of 
data with the aim of pointing out specific prevailing trends or patterns. When 
it comes to the research on the online political communication, this approach 
is often applied when conducting quantitative research on structural aspects, 
which is not concerned with the message itself, its content, or the mutual rela‑
tionships between researched units.

Russmann (2011) analyzed the web pages of political parties from the struc‑
tural standpoint and from the user perspective and identified almost 100 func‑
tions for online campaigning. Schweitzer (2011) examined web pages over 
more extended periods, focusing on quantitative structural (but also some 
content) aspects of the web pages of German political parties, addressing the 
utilization of web 2.0 tools and functions by individual parties, as well as the 
levels of personalization and negative campaigning. In addition, Schweitzer 
researched structural aspects also in the context of formal and function design, 
i.e. informational, mobilizing, participatory and presentation functions.

Time series analysis

For prediction purposes, the analysis of time series is the most often encountered 
method, as the prevalent logic of the research lies in the analysis of characteris‑
tics development over time. Time series analysis thus represents a way to analyze 
data with the purpose of the extraction of statistics, characteristics, and trends. 
This examination allows for the prediction of future developments, in the case 

2 This term however refers properly to an engineering analysis of structures such as bridges, buildings 
etc.
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of online political communication, for example, the prediction of election re‑
sults. Although this method focuses more on the analysis of data that has been 
collected beforehand, it constitutes an essential line of research, since it covers 
a diverse spread of methodological concepts that these time series can analyze.

Time series analysis has been employed for example by Vergeer and Franses 
(2016) to study in real ‑time reactions on Twitter concerning a TV debate broad‑
casted by a Danish TV channel and examine how a set of analyzed phenomena 
(in this case political issues) develop over time. Authors themselves point out 
certain limitations of this research though, for instance, the risk of subjective 
results, as the audience of these political debates as well as the users that com‑
ment on these debates on Twitter is somewhat specific demographically. Time 
series analysis was also used by Nahon et al. (2011) who researched the dynamics 
of viral information in the blogosphere, or Franch (2013) when researching the 
prediction of election results in the 2010 UK parliamentary elections.

Experiments

Although quite rare, experiments are also being conducted to explore online 
political communication. Experiments certainly do have their merit, since 
they make it possible to test different effects and impacts of various forms of 
communication as well as examine the influences and effects of particular con‑
trolled aspects of political communication towards selected participants, their 
immediate reactions and preferences.

The experimental approach was employed by Park (2015) when studying the 
effects of negative political messages on the behaviour and emotional ‑cognitive 
reactions of Twitter users during the 2015 local elections in South Korea. House‑
holder and La Marre (2014) conducted an experiment when researching homo‑
phily in relation to the connection between the personal perception of trustwor‑
thiness of a candidate’s resources and the intention to take part in the political 
support for this candidate. Parkin (2012) researched how the presentation of 
information with multimedia components influences the perception of content 
and voting preferences of selected users who visited a web page of a fictional can‑
didate. Towner and Duolio (2011) applied the experimental method to research 
how web 2.0 functions and tools affect political opinions (the trustworthiness 
of selected media and the probability of election attendance relating to different 
types of political communication to which the user is exposed).

Automated Sentiment Analysis

An interesting and innovative approach to the analysis of political communica‑
tion is automated sentiment analysis. Although quite frequently applied (see, 
e.g. Aragón et al. 2013; Dang ‑Xuan et al. 2013), this research method is still in 
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its infancy (Vergeer 2012: 15). However, we will most likely see its development 
over the next few years.

Sentiment analysis adopts automatized procedures based on predefined 
ontological dictionaries. This, however, is a cause for some limitations too. This 
analysis can have issues while identifying ironic or paradoxical statements; 
it can also fail when distinguishing strategic thinking or when working with 
specific language nuances, like the usage of jargon or neologisms (Ceron et al. 
2014: 343). On the other hand, the currently employed algorithms are suf‑
ficiently able to distinguish the strength of positive or negative emotions in 
short and informal texts. They can adequately reflect word negations, words that 
strengthen a meaning, amplifications, typos or other potentially problematic 
aspects (Dang ‑Xuan et al. 2013: 802).

One possibility for overcoming the still present shortcomings of this method 
of sentiment analysis is a semi ‑automated two ‑step method; so ‑called supervised 
aggregated sentiment analysis (SASA). In the first step human coders, who can 
easily filter spam messages and evaluate subtle language nuances, read and code 
a small research sample, from which a training set is created. In the second step, 
the SASA algorithm can factor in the information delivered by human coders 
and analyze the remaining data (Ceron – d’Adda 2016: 7).

Multi ‑method approach

A recurrent trend in the research of online political communication is the 
combination of several methodological approaches, where the scholars choose 
to employ quantitative and qualitative techniques in a complementary way. 
Combining methodological approaches allows for mutual comparisons of data, 
and it can help to verify the results or to supplement the quantitative results 
with qualitative examples. While the more substantial portion of the research 
is primarily based on one methodological concept, to which a complementary 
technique of data collection and/or analysis is chosen, more and more often 
we encounter studies that are a priori conceptualized as multi ‑method. A wide 
array of these studies assumes that the study of “hybrid media” calls for the 
employment of “hybrid methods” (Freelon – Karpf 2015: 391).

These studies strive to overcome certain hindrances of particular research 
methods by combining various quantitative and qualitative techniques. Since it 
is necessary to take into consideration the inter‑ and intra ‑platform discrepan‑
cies between different types of new media, choosing appropriate methodological 
approaches concerning the structures, function, and types of shared content 
across these new media, consciously combining distinct techniques while con‑
ducting a multi ‑method is, therefore, imperative.

Magin et al. (2017) combined the quantitative content analysis of Face‑
book profiles of German and Austrian political parties with qualitative semi‑
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‑structured expert interviews with party secretaries and communication strategy, 
to explore how and why parties use Facebook (if they utilize it for mobilization, 
interactive, or informative purposes). Enli and Skogerbø (2013) combined the 
method of content analysis with interviews when they conducted an explora‑
tive qualitative study researching the employment of Facebook and Twitter in 
political communication during Norwegian elections. A broad array of methods 
was utilized by Chen and Smith (2011), when exploring the patterns in the adop‑
tion of new media by individual party candidates. They combined the content 
analysis of web pages of political parties with the analysis of campaign videos, 
as well as a quantification of mentions of party leaders on blogs, and a structural 
online questionnaire for individual candidates covering their employment of 
new media in campaigns. They also conducted semi ‑structured interviews with 
party personnel to elaborate on the logic behind the selection of media channels 
and campaign strategies. Koc ‑Michalska et al. (2014) used quantitative content 
analysis of candidate webs and pre ‑election questionnaires and then employed 
the Poisson regression model to analyze the data when exploring both the sup‑
ply and the demand in the communication process.

Utilization of the specific software tools

Since social media and the functions of web 2.0 became a standard tool of 
political campaigning, specific software has become indispensable for schol‑
ars focused on the topic of online political communication, particularly for 
conducting quantitative ‑oriented research. Modern technologies allowed for 
processing and analysis of large quantities of data, which are produced by the 
new media and broaden the thematic possibilities of political communication 
happening online.

One crucial part of the studies mentioned above are undoubtedly the tools 
that enable the collection of data from social networks, blogs, and webpages 
according to specific criteria; so ‑called crawlers or mining applications facilitate 
the obtainment of the content and the relevant metadata as well. To download 
data from Twitter or Facebook, the Application Programming Interface is most 
commonly used, as well as programs like TwapperKeeper, Tweepy, or Netvizz. 
To gain data from YouTube, applications such as TubeKit or ContextMiner are 
suitable. More than just collecting and downloading the metadata, analysis is 
also possible through multifunction programs, such as the monitoring and 
analytical platform Crimson Hexagon (which can be used for both text and visual 
analysis), Twitter oriented software DiscoverText, which allows the clustering 
of data (posts) with identical content, or The Archivist, open ‑source software 
for sorting, classifying, and organizing the collected data.

The advancement of both the quantitative and qualitative content analysis 
is facilitated by the ICTs. For instance, programs like QDA Miner allow ana‑
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lyzing the transcripts of interviews or focus groups, documents, articles and 
even visual content like pictures or photos and features integrated tools for 
analysis of statistical data and quantitative content analysis as well. Patterns 
in the communicative behaviour of participants in a specific online commu‑
nity can be analyzed and visualized by the automated textual analysis through 
platforms like the online software Netlytic. The ICTs also play a vital role in the 
sentiment analyses and automated text analyses, SentiStrength, enables, for 
instance, automated analysis of up to 16,000 texts in one second. In contrast, 
Wordfish, dedicated to extracting political positions from text documents via 
word frequencies analysis, makes it possible to access the degree of ideologi‑
cal heterogeneity. Advanced visualization software is also being used with an 
increased frequency; tools like Nephi or NodeXL are a crucial part of the network 
analysis, making graphic demonstration and representation possible not only 
for the researched data but for their mutual connections as well.

Discussion of findings

The generalized conclusions must be balanced with the general limitations of 
the dataset. First, we need to point out that the presented study is based on the 
analysis of “only” 175 studies published across 9 journals since 2009. There are, 
of course, many other journals within the broader field of media, communica‑
tion, and political studies publishing articles on this issue. Second, the dataset 
consists “only” of journal articles, which might be more suited to empirically 
oriented publications over an elaborate theoretical discussion than other kinds 
of publications, such as monographs. Even though the authors of this study 
believe that the research sample adequately represents the current trends in 
the research of online political communication, depicting the most important 
techniques and methods used by the scholars, it must be noted that any pos‑
sible generalizations emerging from this study would mainly be applicable to 
this research sample and must be drawn with caution.

Besides, when accessing the methodological aspects of the research of online 
political communication, it is crucial to pay attention to the possible limitations 
and drawbacks, which are linked to this research and which should be taken 
into consideration when choosing suitable research methods. Above all, it is 
necessary to take into consideration the technical and the factual differences 
between specific new media platforms that are being researched (i.e. the inter‑

‑platform dissimilarity). These platforms have distinct characteristics; they 
allow for different connective, communicative, and expressive functions and 
they differ in the provided information about its users and profile details, as 
well as in the form and structure of shareable content. As a result, possibilities 
for research also vary and not all the new media are mutually comparable due 
to their structure, content, and/or the data they provide. Simultaneously, it is 
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also crucial to factor the structural and content differences within one specific 
platform (i.e. the intra ‑platform discrepancies) into the research design. For 
instance, on Facebook, it is possible to create private as well as public profiles, 
different group and community pages, but each of them is endowed with dif‑
ferent settings and specific functions, making the comparison between them 
arduous (Mascheroni – Mattoni 2013: 226).

The limitations of research also emerge from specific aspects of new media. 
In the case of Facebook, the research is being limited by privacy settings, as 
the private accounts allow users to block off specific posts, photos, and other 
content features from the public. Although the public profiles usually do not 
employ such privacy settings, this can still profoundly affect the collection of 
data about commenting users. Generalization of the research result is therefore 
very limited, if not impossible. Although audio ‑visual posts (mainly photos and 
videos) are an integral part of political communication in general, this diversity 
of shareable content may also constitute a possible complication, due to the as‑
sociated technical difficulties. For this reason, most researches focus primarily 
on text ‑based content (Larsson 2015: 470).

On the other hand, in the case of Twitter, the security and privacy settings 
are not as much of a complication, even though on Twitter it is possible to re‑
strain people from following an account with an authorization requirement. Yet, 
generalizing the research outcomes is equally challenging due to the particular 
demographic structure of Twitter users. In addition, the level and context of 
analysis of Twitter posts can be problematic, since possible interactions on 
Twitter vary from @‑answers, re ‑tweets, and re ‑tweets with comment to different 
types of audio ‑visual content that can be shared. If the data is collected through 
Twitter API, specific information about the type of the posts do not have to be 
ascertained, and the content can be researched as individual posts as well as 
in the context of threads.

The issue of selecting data and choosing the level of analysis could become 
apparent when analyzing weblogs as well. Since there is no universal or central 
registry of blogs, when selecting relevant cases, the researchers must use one 
of many databases, whose ranking of the blogs could be based on different 
criterion. For analyzing the interactive functions of blogs and web pages, it 
is also necessary to take into consideration that the discussion and comment 
sections could be subjected to the approval of the author and the comments 
could be monitored and filtered.

In the case of YouTube, a possible drawback arises from the anonymous set‑
ting of this platform, since all the usernames are de facto pseudonyms, whose us‑
age is not restricted in any way. Thus, it could be difficult to identify (particularly 
when researching cases with which the researcher is not acquainted in much 
detail) which account is the official channel of the researched political subject 
(even more so when it is not uncommon for parties to have local branches with 
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their channels or specific channels dedicated to different campaign purposes). 
Nevertheless, it is usually possible to distinguish the official accounts on You‑
Tube as well as on Facebook and Twitter through the links shared on the official 
web pages of the political subject under review. Simultaneously, YouTube is quite 
an ephemeral channel of communication, since without third ‑party tools it is not 
possible to download YouTube videos, and these can be taken down any time as 
well, which complicates efforts for systematic data collection (Church 2010: 140).

This ephemeral aspect of new media is relevant for other platforms as well 
though, for instance, with a retrospective exploration of political communica‑
tion (e.g. when researching political campaigns of already finished elections). 
The process of downloading posts could affect the number and the content of 
downloaded posts, commentaries, and sharing of metadata. Yet, because of 
the quick pace and fluidity of online communication, it is safe to assume that 
the publication of posts related to a specific political event (i.e. one election, 
political discussion etc.) will cease shortly afterwards (see Magin et al. 2017).

Alongside this, we should mention another critical hindrance to the research 
of political communication. Together with the expanding exploration of the new 
media, the researchers must cope with many technical difficulties; the primary 
one being the extent of data which are downloadable for the analyses. Although 
the anonymously aggregated data from the new media, especially the social 
networks, provide a unique possibility for analyses of structural, multilevel, 
macro and microanalysis, the availability of this data represents one of the most 
significant constraints for social science research. Aside from the demand for 
the expert programmer skills required for the collection of data from the social 
networks, individual platforms increase their protection of proprietary data for 
preserving the privacy of their users, making obtainment of the data more and 
more demanding (see Garrett et al. 2012).

Conclusion

Online political communication has become an essential part of modern politi‑
cal campaigning. Analysis of the new media, therefore, enables us to research 
the complex dynamics of political communication, including its offline aspects, 
as it reflects the overall communication strategy of a given political actor. It 
captures the key aspects of political communication, mirroring what the po‑
litical actors deem as crucial to share with the electorate, how open they are to 
feedback and to more extensive dialogue with the public and how efficiently 
they communicate with it. Although the primary circle of people who follow 
political actors is somewhat narrow, these users themselves quite often have 
a large crowd of followers. Through this two ‑step flow of communication, the 
political messages reach even the passive consumers of political communica‑
tion and the broad public.
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The research of new media, reacting to the fact that the internet has become 
an inseparable part of the public’s everyday life, carried out with a specific set 
of methodological procedures, is a highly relevant and still developing sub‑

‑field. Even more so, when taking into consideration that communication from 
politicians, with politicians, and about politicians is happening more and more 
online. At the same time, this research also faces an increasing level of techni‑
cal limitations and difficulties related to obtaining and examining private and 
protected data about social network and new media users, and the research itself 
puts high demands on the expert knowledge of the scholarly public, the inter‑
disciplinary becoming an inseparable part of this research. For these reasons, 
the process of selecting and implementing appropriate research methods of col‑
lection and analysis of data is a crucial aspect, worthy of attention in the future.

In this study, we have strived to comprehensively outline which methods and 
techniques are being used for the research of online political communication, 
and to which purposes these methods are applied. We also explored the new 
media itself, focusing on which new media are most commonly examined and 
what limitations are connected to this research.

Although the methodology of the published research has started to transform 
towards the employment of combined methodological approaches and the ap‑
proaches utilizing sophisticated analytical software tools, the most frequent 
method of researching online political communication is the quantitative or 
qualitative content analysis. Most frequently, a smaller number of cases are 
being compared in the context of one country or region, since more extensive 
content analysis can be technically challenging and time ‑consuming as well. 
The second most frequent method of research is through interviews or surveys; 
less often we encounter the network analysis of data or statistical analysis. On 
the other hand, for prediction purposes, we mainly utilize the analysis of time 
series. Although quite rare, experiments are also being conducted to explore 
online political communication as they allow researchers to examine influences 
and effects of particular controlled aspects of political communication towards 
selected participants, their immediate reactions and preferences.

Quite recurrent in the research of online political communication is the com‑
bination of methodological approaches, where the quantitative and qualitative 
techniques complement each other in order to overcome certain hindrances of 
particular research techniques. Since it is necessary to take into some considera‑
tion the inter‑ and intra ‑platform discrepancies between various types of new 
media, choosing appropriate methodological approaches with regard to the 
structures, function, and types of shared content across these new media, con‑
sciously combining distinct techniques while conducting a multi ‑method is, 
therefore, imperative.

However, with the multi ‑method approach gaining popularity and the more 
frequent implementation of ICTs, it is becoming apparent that the character 



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 16 (2020) 2 449

of published studies is slowly transforming as well. The research of political 
communication in general, but especially in the context of new media has be‑
come more and more an interdisciplinary field. Yet the collection and analysis 
of data from new media and social networks, in particular, requires more and 
more advanced expert skills. For instance, as the pressure to keep user data 
private and safe increases, obtaining the relevant metadata is becoming more 
challenging. Moreover, with the implementation of a wide array of techniques 
from different research fields, scholars with different sets of assets are being 
called for. As a result, the requirements for expert knowledge in the fields 
of mathematics, programming, as well as statistical analysis and econom‑
ics, have grown considerably over past years. Correct implementation of the 
research as mentioned earlier methods and the subsequent reflection and 
replication of these studies may prove challenging for the wider interested 
scholarly public. In its consequence, the complexity of the research and the 
employment of advanced software tools can limit the size of the “audience” 
that scholars can address with their research, and it can even reduce the 
published research to its conclusions, since the understanding of applied 
methodology and the research process itself could be dependent on whether 
the readers have the specific technical knowledge, often reaching far beyond 
their primary research fields.

It must be said though that the increasing interdisciplinarity and require‑
ments for expert knowledge from the more technically oriented fields do not 
represent a priori a negative direction of development. On the contrary, they en‑
rich the social science research with new methods and techniques and broaden 
the expertise of scholars focused on social sciences and humanities, whether in 
the political science, sociology, psychology, media studies or other disciplines. 
We can assume that in the years to come, it will become progressively neces‑
sary to expand and strengthen the cooperation between the social ‑sciences 
and mathematical ‑technical fields, for instance, to improve the possibilities of 
automated analyses, such as the sentiment analysis, to allow for exploration of 
political communication taking place online in the new media, in the regional 
languages.

On the other hand, we would like to point out that the research that does not 
employ new methods and techniques (as the ICTs and advanced software tools or 
methods inherent to the other science fields do not) are in no way inferior. The 
fact that some scholars do not opt for these advanced analytical, visualization, 
or statistical software, or choose topics that do not require the employment of 
such tools, does not make their research in any way less important or relevant 
for the scholarly public.
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How is Expert Knowledge Diffused in 
International Politics and What Makes It 

Actionable? Epistemic Infrastructure: a new 
Framework for Analysis 1
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Abstract: The central focus of this article has been expert knowledge diffusion in in‑
ternational politics, particularly questions such as “how does expert knowledge move 
from its origin position to international politics and begin to influence it?”, “what 
decides that specific expert knowledge will diffuse within international politics and 
be actionable, and another expert knowledge will not?”, and “how do we research 
expert knowledge diffusion in international politics?”. Here an interdisciplinary study 
is presented and suggests an innovative approach to how to study expert knowledge 
diffusion in international politics: 1. The concept of epistemic infrastructure, where 
epistemic infrastructure is understood as the spatio ‑temporal hybrid entity with the 
agency which makes expert knowledge diffusion in international politics possible and 
which essentially structures this environment; and 2. Epistemic infrastructure as the 
framework for analysis, which offers a way to research the connections between sci‑
ence, technology, politics and society in the processes of expert knowledge diffusion in 
international politics.

Keywords: expert knowledge, diffusion, epistemic infrastructure, international 
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Introduction

When in the 1960s scientists discovered micro plastics (plastic parts smaller 
than 0.5 mm) in the oceans and their negative impact on living organisms, they 
discussed the issue in laboratories. Ten years later the issue was already being 
discussed in academic journals and at academic conferences (Ryan 2015). Dur‑
ing the last decade micro plastics have emerged as an issue in general journals 
such as National Geographic and in international environmental campaigns. 
After all, the issue has penetrated domestic and international political debate, 
which has resulted in the setting up of standards for the use of micro plastics. In 
2015, for example, the EU accepted the first directive to reduce the use of micro 
plastics in cosmetics, arguing the deleterious effects of micro plastics based 
on scientific evidence (The European Commission 2019). This case shows that 
the results of the research discussed in a few laboratories in the 1960s spread 
within a few decades into the heads of the people and into the agendas of various 
agents globally. The story of the diffusion of expert knowledge (‘EK’) on micro 
plastics proves that EK has diffused not only from laboratory to laboratory and 
from university to university, but it has also spread into our daily lives, includ‑
ing domestic and international politics.

Observers (e.g. Nowotny et al. 2003; Ravetz 2012, 2016; Rogers 1983/2001) 
argue that we live in a knowledge society based on a knowledge economy, both 
associated with the diffusion and use of EK and innovations. In such a world 
the policymakers have been increasingly reliant on experts to plan and imple‑
ment policies and find solutions to social and other problems. Politics (and 
thus policy) has turned out to be a knowledge ‑based activity. Governments 
and international organizations have established scientific advisory positions 
and have declared the use of science and expert knowledge to make politics 
(Gluckman 2014; Joint Research Center n.d.). Scholars (e.g. Adler – Poulio 2011; 
Antoniades 2015; Evers 2000; Haas 1992; Lazega 1992; Sending 2015) have 
demonstrated that EK is the key to carrying through and defending changes, 
the source and the instrument of power, the way to reach effectiveness and to 
win authority, profit or control over the dominant role in the game, and the 
basis for so ‑called informed decision.

The rise in importance of EK and its diffusion in international politics has 
correlated with the growth of a number of issues which we are not able to solve 
on a national level and without access to specialized and scientifically confirmed 
findings. The contemporary CVOID ‑crisis confirmed this argument. The produc‑
tion and diffusion of EK have become the international strategic processes and 
the key determinant of innovation. Furthermore, the potential for EK diffusion 
in the international environment is immense: states and companies fear that 
without EK they will lose their competitiveness, the diffusion of EK is supported 
by various development programs (e.g. by the World Bank /1998/1999) and 
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there are less bloc mechanisms to EK diffusion in the international environment 
than in internally organized ecologies.

That EK has been diffusing into and in international politics and that the 
diffusion of EK is a process with exceptional power and economic and social 
potential and effects is a fact. But it has to be said that in other respects we do 
not know much about the processes. The goal of the present article is to open 
the debate on “how expert knowledge gets from the place of its production 
into international politics, how EK became globally actionable, how the inter‑
national political environment is settled by EK? In other word, what does mat‑
ter in EK diffusion?”. To find answers is especially complicated, because “the 
contemporary international” may be characterized as the social environment 
of multi ‑layered interactions between transnational, national and local where 
states have a relatively marginal position (Sending 2015) and where there are, 
in Burton’s (1992) words, a lot of structural holes.

Previous research into EK diffusion in international politics (e.g. Sending 
2015; Waisová 2018) is mainly organized as in ‑depth theoretically informed 
analyses following the socio ‑genesis of the particular EK and its diffusion, 
respectively the activities of particular agents or the impact of the structure. 
However, such an approach is able to give us only partial answers to the ques‑
tions above. Here I aim to develop an innovative approach how to grasp and 
study EK diffusion in international politics and what does matter in this process.

I proceed in two steps: Firstly, I do an interdisciplinary state ‑of ‑the ‑art review 
to discover what different scholars and disciplines understand as important fac‑
tors and processes in EK diffusion and I debate the relevance of this knowledge 
for international relations. I decided for a multidisciplinary approach because EK 
diffusion is an issue analyzed only in a limited and specific way in International 
Relations and in Political Science (Gilardi 2012; Newmark 2002), and the mul‑
tidisciplinary revision of diffusionist literature much better highlights a wealth 
of opportunities for further conceptualization and empirical investigation of the 
problem in International Relations. I have included findings from the sociology of 
science, science and technology studies, knowledge management, anthropology, 
and economic geography to name a few. These disciplines have been paying atten‑
tion to EK diffusion for decades and the issue is already well embedded in their 
research traditions (see e.g. Amin – Cohendet 2004; Christakic – Fowler 2007; 
Grannovetter 1973; Knorr Cetina 2007; Lazega 1992; Liu – King – Baerman 2010; 
Rogers 1983/2001; Saxenian 2006; Steiner ‑Khamsi 2012; Strang 1991). Lastly, 
I used the knowledge from the debate on COVID and the spread of the disease.

Secondly, based on the lessons learned from the interdisciplinary state ‑of‑
‑the ‑art review I suggest an innovative approach – I called epistemic infrastruc‑
ture – how to study EK diffusion in international politics. In the conceptual 
terms I see EPIN as a hybrid entity (or assemblage) which must be understood 
within the context of the relationships between structure and agency, and which 
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in essence is based on relationality, practices, materiality, spatiality and tempo‑
rality. All this in mutual interaction give EPIN the capabilities to diffuse EK; in 
other words, it gives agency to EPIN. EPIN could be also applied as a framework 
for analysis, the way offering instruments and steps to grasp and scrutinize the 
process of EK diffusion. In the final part the potential, as well as weaknesses of 
EPIN as a concept and framework for analyses are discussed.

The starting point of the research

The revision of diffusionist literature indicates that there are several very dif‑
ferent positions to EK diffusion: technocratic ‑rationalist (see Irwin – Michael 
2003; Marsh – Sharman 2009), constructivist (see Gergen – Gergen 2004) and 
practice ‑oriented (e.g. Amin – Cohendet 2004; Knorr Cetina 2007; in Interna‑
tional Relations e.g. Adler – Pouliot 2011; Bueger – Gadinger 2018; Sending 
2015). Present research is inspired by the practice ‑centered approach. Expert 
knowledge is understood as an in ‑depth knowledge of the substance of a specific 
area or subject, which includes facts, information, professional codes and skills 
gained through specific training and education, socialization, practice, and 
research (not necessarily done in the laboratory) and through a theoretical and 
practical understanding of the subject (Eller 2017). I believe that EK diffusion 
and knowledgeable practices are not isolated activities; they rather result from 
social structures, embedded practices, technical processes, absorptive capaci‑
ties of recipients, and from the institutions and forms in which they take place, 
develop and are maintained. Knowledge is a spatio ‑temporal phenomenon situ‑
ated in practice, which is diffused by interactions. Ipso facto, I try to develop an 
approach which is able to include the tracing of processes, practices, relations 
and material forms. The main unit of analysis is nothing more than the everyday 
practice of expert knowledge diffusion and the process of diffusion itself. My 
emphasis in this article talks about knowledge as a practice and process, rather 
than a possession; however, it is clear that in the real world it is not possible to 
delineate a clear border between knowledge that is “possessed” and knowledge 
that is “practiced” (Cook – Brown 1999).

Diffusion is understood as a multidimensional process consisting of global, 
international, transnational, domestic and inter ‑organizational interactions 
which occur among many different entities. Diffusion is neither automatic nor 
spontaneous and is also not only a technical process based on a chain of events; 
it is rather a process which takes place in a network of social relations, in an 
environment of stable practices, institutions and pedagogical forms. Practiced 
knowledge is distributed because, instead of being possessed in the heads of 
individuals, it is collectively enacted through relations between them, and me‑
diated by the intersubjective meanings that are invested in the artefacts they 
produce (Amin – Cohendet 2004: xiv).
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Expert knowledge diffusion: toward a multidisciplinary 
conversation

The goal of this part is not, and it can never be, to widely map and review dif‑
fusionist literature, the goal is to open the door to other disciplines and find 
out how EK diffusion was grasped to take inspiration for international political 
research which is still in its infancy (for research challenges of EK diffusion 
in International Relations see Gilardi 2012). The question was how a multidis‑
ciplinary state ‑of ‑the ‑art review should be organized. Step ‑by ‑step it became 
clear that despite many disciplinary differences it is possible to find five uniting 
issues across the research: 1) research of the actors of diffusion, 2) research of 
the structures and environment in which diffusion takes place, 3) an analysis 
of the instruments and mechanisms of diffusion, 4) practice ‑oriented research, 
and 5) the debate on methodology and methods for the research of diffusion. 
The methodological debate is important but rather beyond the interest of this 
article and that is why I will not pay extensively attention to the issue. Based on 
this, the following review will be organized; each subchapter will always shortly 
introduce the issue generally and then the ideas relevant for the analysis of EK 
diffusion in international politics will be discussed.

The actors of diffusion

A common feature of research accounts in this area is the presence of power‑
ful actors whose agency drives the flow of expert knowledge from one place 
to another. It deals with people and groups who spread knowledge through 
interaction. This status is dependent on their ability to act at a distance by en‑
rolling and mobilizing other actors into a stable network on the basis of their 
representation (Callon 1986; Law 1987). Actor ‑oriented scholars pay attention to 
questions such as “who are the actors?”, “what are their motivations?”, “is their 
internal characteristic important for the process of diffusion?” to name a few.

In the IR research of EK diffusion, actors were the main topic for a long time 
(e.g. Haas 1975 or Ruggie 1975). However, new literature is more essential since 
it is more sensitive to the differences between actors. Contemporary research 
differs between epistemic communities (Antoniades 2015; Haas 1992); advocacy 
coalitions and transnational advocacy networks (Weible et al 2011; Keck – Sik‑
kink 1998); discursive coalitions (Hajer 1993); instrument constituencies (Voss 
and Simons 2014); and knowledge networks (Khaler 2009; Stone 2010, 2013) 
to name a few. Some scholars also include knowledgeable individuals. For ex‑
ample, Coe and Bunnel (2003) or Saxenian (1999, 2006) associate EK diffusion 
with the travelling of knowledgeable individuals through work and circulation 
in companies and business sectors. However, in IR the role of individuals has 
been rather ignored.
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Older diffusionist literature on actors usually did not take the impact of 
structures and of the environment on actors into consideration and supposed 
that actors and their interests and qualities are prior to the process of diffusion. 
Newer research, however, rather in other disciplines then in IR, is much more 
sensitive to actors, their ecology and their existence in structures. It points out 
that exogenous factors and structures may impact actors and their position in 
the process of diffusion, and that some actors (e.g. knowledgeable networks) 
may have agency and may be the organizational structure at the same time 
(Stone 2010, 2013; Khaler 2009). This way of thinking has been inspired mainly 
by Actor ‑Network Theory, which also credits agency to non ‑humans (so ‑called 
actants) (Latour 2005), and by practice ‑oriented debates which credit agency 
to the relationality. In spite of this shift, the turn to the structure is circumspect 
and the thinking on the agency of the structure and of relationality is even more 
discreet. Scholars who set out this way (e.g. Stone 2010, 2013) understand 
structures with agency as intentionally emerging and working coordinated and 
coordinating systems whose parts share the same motivations and are aware 
of their own existence.

Based on all of the above and with the goal of researching EK diffusion in 
international politics it can be concluded that: actors matter; attention shall 
be paid also to individuals; actors may have very diverse characters; even non‑

‑human entities may have agency; the agent ‑structure problem remains, how‑
ever, not as the dilemma of “who is prior” but in the question of whether “the 
structure may have agency” and whether “the actor may also be the structure”. 
What is not clear and shall be thought about is the question of whether unin‑
tentionally emerging and working systems may have agency.

The research of structures and of environment

A second strand of diffusionist literature believes that the main driving force 
behind the diffusion process is the character and organization of the structure 
and relationality. In other words, the existence of connections and the relation‑
ality are prior to actors and their character, and that the diffusion process is 
codetermined by structures. These scholars believe that the diffusion process is 
not automatic and accidental, and that it is also not only a chain of events; it is 
rather a cascade process influenced by many factors, such as the quality of gov‑
ernance, demographics, or the absorptive capacity of the audience (Ernst – Kim 
2001; Hall 1989; Hveem – Knutsen 2012). The possibility to gain EK depends 
rather than on the attributes of the actors, on the relations between them, their 
positions in the social network, on the character of the environment, on the 
channels of communication, and on the points of contact (Granovetter 1973).

In International Relations the research of structures and of relationality has 
for a long time been handicapped by the idea that there is a gap between the 



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 16 (2020) 2 461

worlds of politics and science, stemming from the fact that both environments 
have different structures and logics of rationality (Caplan 1979). This is why 
the transfer of EK between science and politics is complicated, even impossible 
(e.g. Jasanoff 2004; Wittrock – Wagner – Wollman 1991). However, contempo‑
rary observers say that science, politics and society have undergone profound 
changes in recent decades, when the borders between the theoretical and em‑
pirical components of knowing were weakened and EK is being produced by 
many actors, not only by scientists in laboratories (Evers 2000; Nowotny et al. 
2003; Ravetz 2012, 2016). Policymakers have started to talk about so ‑called 
evidence ‑based policy, highlighting the role of science and EK in politics and 
the involvement of scientists in policymaking (Oliver, Lorenc – Innvaer 2014). 
Contemporary literature does not think about science and policy as two differ‑
ent communities anymore; it rather pays attention to research into exogenous 
factors, to the character and organization of the structure, and to the mutual 
relationship between science and politics.

The emphasis on the significance of structures and relationality when ana‑
lyzing the diffusion process emerged in Actor ‑Network Theory (‘ANT’) and in 
Social ‑Network Analysis (‘SNA’). Later, the idea expanded into other disciplines 
and approaches, such as into the assemblage approach (see below).

According to ANT nothing in the social and natural world exists separately, 
rather everything is constantly being generated and transformed by the mu‑
tual relations between actors of the network. All ‑important innovations and 
human enterprise are the function of the interactions of mutually constitut‑
ing heterogeneous elements assimilated into networks (Law 1987). Networks 
emerge during the process of the active participation of actors and they then 
determine the actors’ roles and functions. Actors fill networks with sense and 
enable them to exist and survive (Latour 2005). According to Latour (2005: 
107), although we do not know how actors are connected, the connections are 
assumed, and we also assume that these connections transform the actors’ world. 
Agency, knowledge and institutions are the subjects of networks, the objects 
of negotiations, and the products of network building. ANT “traces links and 
networks… and actors who do something” and traces how they assemble to 
reach their goal (Latour 2005: 98, 128). These activities are not understood as 
the product of any independent selection or decision, but rather as the product 
of influences of relations, linkages and networks. According to ANT, the tracing 
of relational linkages enables an understanding of how actors and actants enable 
and mediate organized activities. The practice is understood as the conglomerate 
of agencies, and that is also why it has to be observed and mapped as a network 
where circulation and activities happen.

SNA has been evaluated (Borgatti et al 2009; Műtzel 2009) as an inter‑
‑disciplinary research program aiming to analyze and predict the structure of 
relations between social entities and the impact of this structure on other social 
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phenomena. It believes in the importance of relations between mutually influ‑
encing entities and its axiom is that structure matters. In other words, relational 
linkages between actors in the social structure are prior to actors’ attributes, 
such as individual characteristic or quality (Wasserman – Faust 1994). How‑
ever, the connections – as opposed to attributive data – are not the individual 
quality of particular agents, but the quality of the conglomerate of agents who 
produce the social network (Wasserman – Faust 1994). The elements that both 
approaches share – i.e. in the sense of the product of mutual connections, the 
actors’ role is determined by the network, the activity is prior to the actors – 
and in “network vocabulary” – connections are prior to nodes, are present in 
all analyses of EK diffusion which prefer the importance of structures and of 
relationality (see Eyal 2013; Grannovetter 1973 or Liu – King – Baerman 2010).

At the end of this part I would like to mention a concept which could po‑
tentially enrich research of EK diffusion – the concept of linked ecologies of the 
American sociologist Abbott. Abbott’s goal (2005) was to overcome the divi‑
sion between individualism and systemism and to offer a solution to the two‑

‑communities problem (science vs. politics). Abbott works from the idea that 
the world is composed of many different simultaneously existing ecologies and 
from a complex set of social relations and interactions between multiple ele‑
ments that are neither fully constrained nor fully independent and which emerge 
and assemble around a particular issue area. Actors living in these ecologies 
are looking for connections, allies, resources and support across ecologies; this 
then produces a so ‑called “linkage between ecologies” (Abbott 2005: 247). The 
concept of ecology involves three components: actors, locations, and relations 
associating one with the other… the location of an ecology is not a preexisting 
position… it is the process of the construction of the relations between actors 
and locations that in fact constitutes and delimits both actors and locations. 
Analytically and empirically, the relational process is prior. Abbott calls the 
process of emerging relations across ecologies “ligation”. “Ligation constitutes 
at one and the same time an actor, a location, and relations between them” (Ab‑
bott 2005: 248). When using Abbott’s perspective to frame and analyze EK dif‑
fusion, the diffusion process would be the result of linkages between ecologies 
of scholars, experts, policy makers and bureaucrats (see Stone 2013).

When thinking about structures and environment, there are some uncer‑
tainties in diffusionist research and there also exists a difference between dif‑
fusionist research in IR compared to other disciplines; other disciplines usually 
research the diffusion process in organized and/or centralized systems such as 
domestic politics, companies and organizations; contemporary international 
politics is, in contrast, a hybrid non ‑centralized multi ‑scalar and multi ‑layered 
environment of interactions between state and non ‑state actors without any 
global principle of organization. This means that any analysis of EK diffusion 
in international politics has to be able to research the complex adaptive systems 
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that are neither perfectly ordered nor anarchic, non ‑hierarchic, non ‑centralistic 
(but not polycentric) and that are multi ‑scalar and multi ‑layered. In other words, 

“non ‑structures” of rhizomatic rather than of network character.
Rhizome differs from an arborescent network system with a ramified struc‑

ture growing genealogically; rhizome is used to describe non ‑hierarchic and 
non ‑centralistic ordering, distribution and communication of facts, ideas and 
information. Serial and multiple models of the rhizome enable the linking of 
any components and lines of structures because it is not formed from divided 
static points or units but from mobile series of lines (Deleuze – Guattari 1980). 
The model of the rhizome is the reflexive category of fusion between scientific 
and policymaking thinking and as such it could be well used for the analysis of 
EK diffusion in international politics.

Based on all of the above and with the goal of researching EK diffusion in 
international politics it can be concluded that: structure and relationality matter, 
the entity can be structure and linkage as well as actor at one time and in one 
structure and relationality may have an agency; the agent ‑structure problem 
may be seen as the sum of interactions and practices which gives life and agency 
to the new entity (the conglomerate of practices and relations) and where the 
relations and links are prior to the actors’ attributes. When analyzing structures 
and relations it is necessary to take into consideration the fact that the environ‑
ment of international politics is rather unstructured with rhizomatic processes.

Instruments and mechanisms of diffusion

The third group within diffusionist research pays attention to the instruments 
and mechanisms of diffusion. As mentioned above, older literature believed that 
there is a gap between the world of science and the world of politics which has 
to be bridged. To build a bridge various “linkage techniques” should be used 
to transfer and utilize knowledge (Caplan 1979). This way of thinking lost its 
sense when it was clear that it is not possible to easily divide the world of politics 
and the world of science and that EK is co ‑produced or entirely produced in the 
political space (Eller 2017; Grundmann 2017). Contemporary research does not 
deal with science and politics as divided, it rather concentrates on particular 
instruments, approaches, mechanisms and strategies enabling diffusion and 
how new phenomena are accepted and implemented.

Diffusionist research in political science and IR paid attention mainly to the 
instruments and mechanisms of value, norms and policy diffusion (e.g. Checkel 
2005; Gilardi 2012; Schimmelfening 2008). Scholars representing this group 
concentrate on states and international organizations, other actors including 
individuals are not taken seriously. Many studies of diffusion instruments 
and mechanisms are field and technically oriented, many were prepared for 
states and international organizations to improve their capabilities to diffuse 
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“something” (model of governance, technical information etc.) more effectively 
(World Bank 2011).

In the field of instruments and mechanisms, good inspiration for research 
is offered by the sociology of education, by organizational studies, and by 
economic geography. Of particular interest is research on the role of individu‑
als and education in EK diffusion. When considering the role of individuals, 
their life journeys (education and jobs) and personal relationships will be of 
interest. As shown by Henry and Pinch (2000) or by Saxenian (1999, 2006) 
one of the main mechanisms to diffuse knowledge across the market is the 
regular movement of staff between firms (so ‑called brain circulation). When 
considering the role of education, Axelrode’s (1976) reflection on “cognitive 
maps” introduce the issue well: he argues that education and professional 
training are the key formative forces of our vison of the world and assist or 
limit our ability to accept new ideas or norms. Other scholars (Steiner ‑Khamsi 
2012) add that education significantly influences our preferences, behavior and 
values; however, not only inter ‑personally, but also during our life ‑long pro‑
fessional career. Education and remaining at a particular school help to form 
like ‑minded generational groups in which members often maintain relations 
through decades. Education has the potential to influence the development of 
a shared vision of social development and elites use education to consolidate 
its power (Steiner ‑Khamsi 2012). The most effective way to get a particular 
EK into politics is to set up education and employ scientists and experts with 
particular training and educational culture, i.e. with a particular vision of the 
world in government and bureaucracy. Furthermore, education is no longer 
a national project. Educational curricula, as well as schools, function globally 
even when some international organizations (e.g. the United Nations) estab‑
lish their own universities.

Another view of education as the instrument of EK diffusion is offered by 
organizational studies. As noticed by Ernst and Kim (2001), powerful produc‑
ers and entrepreneurs of knowledge on the international market are so ‑called 
flagship companies. They set up global production networks through which 
EK is transferred to local contractors. To better fulfil the flagship companies’ 
demands including the acceptance of new EK, local contractors have to improve 
their capabilities and absorptive capacity. To make the process easier and faster, 
the flagships assist to nodes (local contractors) in the network. This approach 
could be productive when analyzing international politics. Some agents in IR 
play the role of flagship, other agents play the role of node in the network, and 
flagships distribute or assist to gain and absorb new knowledge to the nodes. 
The debate on flagships is based on the idea that diffusion is not a coinciden‑
tal, spontaneous and automatic process, when – in words of the World Bank 
(1998/1999) “knowledge is like light”; knowledge diffusion is rather managed 
and, by a sum of incentives, a supported process.



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 16 (2020) 2 465

Another innovative and enriching idea for the analysis of EK diffusion has 
been offered by knowledge management. Representatives of this new discipline 
(see e.g. Schwartz ed. 2005) share the idea that knowledge may be managed and 
is a way to control and master diffusion instruments and to improve the capabili‑
ties for EK diffusion to get EK to the right place at the right time. Management 
of knowledge would enable an increase in the effectiveness of activities and 
operations, a decrease in costs, and an increase in profits. However, knowledge 
management as a discipline and an approach to EK goes beyond the analysis 
of the instruments and mechanisms of diffusion; it considers the instruments 
and mechanisms more or less recast as practices.

Based on all of the above and with the goal of researching EK diffusion in 
international politics, it can be concluded that: EK is diffused through diverse 
flows of people, information, texts and commodities, i.e. human and non‑

‑human actants, and that materiality matters, diffusion needs at least weak and 
soft links; despite the fact that diffusion may be a coincidental, spontaneous 
and uncoordinated process it is more often a well ‑deliberated and strategically 
managed process stimulated by incentives using various techniques of com‑
munication and dissemination.

Practice ‑centered set of perspectives

The fourth group of diffusionist literature does not comprise a single coherent 
perspective; however, the linking moment is an interest in practices which are 
understood as doing in a historical and social context which gives meaning to 
what we do (Wenger 1998: 47). Practice ‑knowledge nexus emerged in sociol‑
ogy and in economic geography; however, it penetrated IR as well. Practice 
approaches focus on how groups perform their practical activities in world 
politics to renew and reproduce social order. Practice ‑oriented scholars speak 
about “knowing”, rather than about “knowledge”, which is itself understood 
as living through their agents (not necessarily human) and the practices they 
enact. Indeed, a practical order of meaning produces agency, that is the capacity 
to act and become an actor, and subject positions, that is the possible spectrum 
of available actions in the first place. Such an understanding can be understood 
as a “distributed” form of agency, since agency is not a property of individuals 
but the effect of practice and relationality (Bueger 2015; Latour 2005). Knowing 
is interpreted by practice ‑oriented scholars as the element of the production 
of new – often hybrid – entities which have the potential to structure politics 
(Allan 2018).

Practice ‑oriented studies in IR are so far rather rare; they have been inter‑
ested in what practices and by whom EK is produced and diffused in interna‑
tional politics, which new entities and of which character have emerged in the 
process of EK diffusion and what effects they have on international politics 
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(Adler – Pouliot 2011; Bueger 2015; Sending 2015). Taking into consideration 
the spare diffusionist practice ‑oriented research in IR, it is better to look into 
the diffusionist practice ‑oriented research of other disciplines for inspiration.

The practice ‑oriented research outside IR produced several observations 
and concepts with the potential to enrich IR research; in particular the idea 
of communities of practice, of global microstructures, and of an assemblage 
approach. The concept of communities of practice has been mentioned before 
when talking about actors. Some scholars (e.g. the founding father of the ap‑
proach, Wenger /1998/) consider communities of practice as not only actors 
who do something, but also – in new terms – an assemblage of entities. An 
assemblage is a new actor emerging in the process of connections and links, 
emerging and working based on the existence of particular practices. Wenger 
(1998) argues that knowledge diffusion is based on learning through the eve‑
ryday practice of groups of employees within organizations, i.e. a community 
of practice is a setting for social ‑interactive learning. Communities of practice 
work as multiple, lateral, horizontal communications, collaborations, solidari‑
ties and support. They have three key dimensions – mutual engagement, joint 
enterprise and shared repertoire, which tend to take shape through routines 
and repeated interaction rather than actively designed or implemented in 
a top ‑down sense. Even if Wenger used the concept of community of practice 
to consider environments inside internally organized entities, the concept may 
be applied to international politics as well.

The inspiration for IR also produces the concept of global microstructures. 
“Global microstructure” is defined as a small group of specialized, highly profes‑
sional and efficient individuals with a specific structure and culture, localized 
only in several places (unusually in one office), using and connected by modern 
communication tools and having global influence in a specific issue area at all 
levels. Global microstructure is “a form of connectivity and coordination that 
combines global reach with microstructural mechanisms that instantiate self‑

‑organizing principles and patterns”. In other words, “global microstructures 
are structures of connectivity and integration that are global in scope but mi‑
crosociological in character” (Knorr ‑Cetina 2003, 2005; Knorr Cetina – Brueg‑
ger 2002). They have four characteristics: 1) the mechanisms and institutional 
structures involved suggest a reversal of the historical trend toward formal 
rationalized structures and do not work based on formal authority, complex 
hierarchy, rationalized procedures or deep institutional structures; 2) despite 
not being a highly rationalized system they are effective based on the systematic 
and reflexive use of systems of amplification and augmentation; 3) they are not 
simply networks, but consist of channels and even self ‑reproducing mechanisms 
or practices, using mechanisms such as media that points away from relational 
connectivity, and tend to be flat rather than hierarchically organized systems 
while the same time being highly textured systems which in fact contradict the 
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assumptions of network structures (Knorr Cetina 2003); and 4) they exhibit 
temporal complexity. Even when, traditionally in statism, seized IR may ignore 
the existence and global influence of microstructures, a more detailed look at 
several issues in international politics such as development agenda or EK dif‑
fusion indicates that the idea of global microstructures could be highly relevant 
for IR scholars.

Different, but also interesting, is approach of several economic geographers 
to the problem of EK diffusion. These scholars (e.g. Amin – Cohendet 2004; 
Prince 2010, 2016) argue that we live in a world in which material “stuff” makes 
up places and such stuff is always in motion, being assembled and reassembled 
in changing configurations. Attention is paid to the organizational or trans‑

‑organizational settings and forms of relational proximity, materiality, scalarity 
and spatiality. Learning and innovation are the results of the practice and agency 
of relations between people. These scholars have – similarly to Knorr ‑Cetina – 
promoted microspace accounts of diffusion which they see as an interactive and 
socially embedded process and developed relational views of space produced 
through social practice. Representatives of this stream started to test new ap‑
proaches to and concepts of research diffusion, e.g. the assemblage approach.

Thinking in assemblage terms seems to have great potential for EK diffusion 
research in IR. The assemblage approach is used to grasp dynamic, unstruc‑
tured, non ‑centralized and non ‑hierarchic, in other words, rhizomatic enti‑
ties (Deleuze – Guattari 2004) as well as being a way to analytically grasp new 
forms of interweaving between science, technology, society, people, politics, 
discourse and objects (Irwin – Michael 2003). Assemblage is used to describe 
a collection of heterogeneous and in fact autonomous elements (human be‑
ings, organizations, as well as material factors or even ideas) not necessarily 
localized, which at the same time work together and their joint existence has 
a specific effect and shows characteristics which the separately existing parts 
do not have (Acuto – Curtis 2014: 3). This approach emphasizes the historical 
coincidences of connections between parts of the assemblage, their discovery, 
mapping and power effects and pays attention to practices which are the essence 
of collectively organized assemblage. In sum an assemblage describes a new 
material, collective, and discursive relationships (Collier – Ong 2005). The next 
step when considering assemblages was done by Collier and Ong (2005), who 
introduced global assemblages, or assemblages with a global reach respectively. 
They argue (2005: 12) that “in relationship to ‘the global’, the assemblage is 
not a ‘locality’ to which broader forces are counterposed… An assemblage is 
the product of multiple determinations that are not reducible to a single logic”. 
They are actual configurations through which global forms gain significance.

Based on all of the above and with the goal of researching EK diffusion in 
international politics, it can be concluded that: communication instruments 
which are able to overcome the spatiality and proximity problem matter, and 
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it is necessary to pay attention to how both material and immaterial entities 
are produced, mediated, and transformed through the practices of humans 
and other “dynamic hybrids”, including non ‑humans (actants), and thus all 
need to be considered as mediators and outcomes of socio ‑cultural/material 
relationships. It should be also stressed that despite the fact that IR works tra‑
ditionally with a macroperspective, microstructures matter as well. As a way to 
solve the problem and to be able to grasp the “contemporary international”, an 
assemblage approach could be used; it opens the door to a rhizomatic way of 
thinking and is able to include individuals as well as macrolevels.

Epistemic infrastructure: a new Framework for Analysis

How is it possible that EK which came into existence in one place is going 
global among academics, NGOs, policymakers and bureaucrats at national and 
international level, and how is it possible that particular EK has been able to 
transform the agenda and structure of international politics? From the debate 
above it seems clear that agency and structure, relationality, practices and ma‑
teriality play important roles in the process of EK diffusion. This means that 
the questions need to trace how actors, structures, relations and practices work 
together and interact in the process of EK diffusion. In other words, we need 
to trace the mutual interactions between heterogeneous material and societal 
practices. To grasp, analyze and explain the process I suggest using a so ‑called 
epistemic infrastructure. “Epistemic” in this case means “emerging, existing 
and developing around particular expert knowledge”. The term “infrastructure” 
is more complicated.

Most people, when hearing about “infrastructure”, probably imagine trans‑
port infrastructure such as a network of streets, highways, ports and airports. 
However, “infrastructure” is not only a network of material objects, it is also 
something which enables something to work – for example, to trade. Infrastruc‑
ture may be seen as an assemblage of objects, actors and the regular relations 
between them, and of practices, all of which produces an ecology and the con‑
ditions for particular activities and the operation “of something else”. In this 
specific case, I use the term “infrastructure” to suggest that EK should not be 
considered in the context of an anarchic, placeless “space flow”, but rather in 
terms of situated social relations.

To better explain the argument, the metaphor of a playground may be used: 
to say that “something” is a playground, you have to have the projection of 
a playground (i.e. to know what it is), there has to be a space where swings 
and slides are located, and there have to be children regularly playing there. 
Those with children already know that there are better and worse playgrounds, 
playgrounds for babies, as well as teenagers; the differences are based on the 
equipment in the playground. In other words, the equipment in the playground 
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and the person who makes the decision pre ‑determine whether children will 
like the playground, which children will go there, and what they will do there. 
Some playgrounds are surrounded by a fence, some are not. The borders of 
a playground – despite a fence – may be flexible when children extend a game 
beyond the fence (e.g. playing hide ‑and ‑seek). The metaphor of a playground 
demonstrates that it is simply a configuration of several – even imagined – mate‑
rial objects and actors and the relations between them, and of practices carried 
out within a particular ecology, which produce the “infrastructure” and give it 
sense. An infrastructure is a relational issue going beyond one event and emerg‑
ing rhizomatically from intentionally emerging entities in a particular time and 
space (Star – Ruhleder 1994).

EPIN is emerging as the linkage between ideas, their authors, those who 
would like to diffuse, use and promote EK and particular social systems where 
EK is diffused. An EPIN is an adaptable instrument and an ecology where the 
potential of social relations is mobilized and used to initiate and diffuse EK 
and change respectively. Similarly to the fact that the localization of a play‑
ground and its equipment pre ‑determine who and what games will be played 
in a particular space, EPIN and those and that which create and form it and the 
relational linkages within an EPIN influence who will receive EK and how the 
EK will be consumed and handled. In the world of science, which “is so large 
that personal acquaintance no longer dominates in professional relations… 
and where impact is the name of the game” (Ravetz 2016), EPIN enables and 
mobilizes epistemic power and participation, and creates a space in which 
physical distance does not play a significant role, and relations and connections 
are based on mental proximity. EPIN enables the communication, management, 
integration, sorting and control of EK flow across disciplines and social systems. 
EPIN emerge as an assemblage, either intentionally or spontaneously, but from 
intentionally established parts.

An epistemic infrastructure is, metaphorically, a playground without a fence; 
a dynamic, unstructured, non ‑centralized and non ‑hierarchical space. It is an 
assemblage of material and non ‑material objects (organizations, laboratories, 
norms, etc.), actors (including individuals), relational links between them cu‑
mulating around specific EK, and practices which emerge in this socio ‑material 
ecology, all giving sense to the EPIN. Specific expert knowledge configures and 
gives sense to a particular EPIN; however, without the EPIN the EK has a low 
potential to diffuse. EPIN makes EK actionable. A particular EPIN and particular 
expert knowledge are interdependent entities in the making. EPIN borders are 
not clearly predetermined, it develops and perishes organically, i.e. it exists as 
long as it is relevant.

An EPIN is, in a nutshell, a temporal global assemblage of temporal non‑
‑global assemblages emerging and existing across diverse and mutually distinct 
social environments connected by multi ‑layered rhizomatically evolving inter‑
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actions and material manifestations. In other words, EPIN is the complexity of 
socio ‑material relationality endowed by agency and working through its own 
existence and practices which evolve within it. To research EPIN means to trace 
the rhizomatic growth, temporality, scalarity, spatiality, relationality, structure 
and actors, including knowledgeable individuals, at microscopical level. EPIN 
research includes: who creates relational links and practices and what quality 
they have; how relations and practice work, how they are mediated and shared 
in time and space; who is part of the network, what role the actors have in the 
diffusionist process and what role they have in EPIN. The analysis also traces 
individuals, their circulation across important jobs in international politics, 
their personal linkages and connections between the institutions they repre‑
sent, the materiality of EK diffusion, such as new documents, bodies, projects 
etc., and the implementation of new practices which contain and use specific 
EK. But how to research rhizomatic structures is already beyond this article 
(more see e.g. Baker – McGuirk 2017; Deleuze – Guattari 1987, Desmond 2014 
or Latour 2005).

Conclusion: Why epistemic infrastructure and why does it matter?

The central focus of this article has been expert knowledge diffusion in interna‑
tional politics, particularly questions such as “how expert knowledge gets from 
the place of its production into international politics, how EK became globally 
actionable, how the international political environment is settled by EK, and 
what does matter in EK diffusion?”. I believe that the key to learning about, 
analyzing and understanding EK diffusion in international politics is so ‑called 
epistemic infrastructure and uncovering its structure and inner workings. EPIN 
has been constructed here initially as a concept and later as a framework for 
analysis. However, it must be said that EPIN should be considered an entirely 
constructed analytical tool and that the concept of EPIN is analytic and meta‑
phorical rather than ontological.

I have defined EPIN as a non ‑accidental, dynamic, rhizomatic, spatio‑
‑temporal unlimited hybrid entity emerging as an assemblage of artefacts, 
physical phenomena, actors, relations and practices cumulating around spe‑
cific expert knowledge with the goal of using and promoting it. EPIN gives 
power and energy to EK and has the potential to structure reality, as well as 
the international political landscape. EK lives through EPIN and the practices, 
technical processes, institutions and pedagogical forms that take place within; 
however, at the same time EK configures the EPIN – without EK there would 
be no EPIN. Within the EPIN, within the process of EK diffusion and within its 
practices there are new emerging “objects” which afterwards structure, develop 
and maintain practices and the EK. An EPIN, its character and inner moving 
forces influence who receives EK and what is done with it. The concept of EPIN 
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enables the capture and understanding of the societal essence of EK diffusion 
and the fact that EK diffusion needs channels as well as an institutional, mate‑
rial and financial background. EPIN enables the explanation of why specific 
expert knowledge (and not other) becomes influential within a policy field. It 
also enables the bringing together of the micro‑ and macro ‑sociologial sides of 
the field, and to connect the research of the structure and actors, as well as of 
the diffusion process which contains “diffusion practices”.

A general statement of the EPIN existence is not sufficient for the understand‑
ing of its emergence, inner character, workings and role within the process of EK 
diffusion in international politics. To make more general conclusions on 
EK diffusion in international politics, we need to trace, analyze and compare 
more of these processes and EPINs respectively. To do this, it is necessary to 
deal with the second research question: how do we research the process of EK 
diffusion in international politics?

EPIN needs not to be only a concept; it could be used as a framework for 
analysis. To use EPIN as a framework for analysis it needs to be able to reflect 
the rhizomatic and dynamic character of EK diffusion in international politics, 
the special characteristics of its ordering, and the internal diversity and dy‑
namics of the processes and interactions which take place within the process 
of diffusion. We trace “the flow” of the specific EK through the international 
space and track the path to the place and time where the EK emerged. We trace 
actors including individuals and what they do with the EK and who and what 
has accumulated around it, who mediates the EK in time and space and how; 
we trace the material signs of the EK, such as documents or reports to name 
a few; we trace the relations and practices containing the particular EK and 
how they work; and we trace the emergence of an institutional background and 
channels of communication of the specific EK. When tracing the trajectory of 
EK diffusion, a pragmatic combination of instruments such as topology, Social 
Network Analysis and historical qualitative study has to be used.

The critical point to research EK diffusion and use EPIN as the framework for 
analysis, it is necessary to stress that to trace the tracks, actors and processes in 
a multi ‑scalar, unlimited, non ‑hierarchical and dynamic environment is difficult 
and the risk of losing the track is high; however, it is possible to minimize the 
risks of a “false track” by utilizing two strategies: the first strategy involves the 
step ‑by ‑step tracing of several paths, or of several rhizomes when concurrently 
including sufficiently long periods and sufficiently wide spaces; the second 
strategy involves the choice of two different events which clearly demonstrates 
the existence and actionability of the EK in international politics, both events 
being in different places and at different times, but both somehow connected 
and consequently emerging. The tracing of tracks and rhizomes will therefore 
proceed clearly – the researcher will observe the mutual creation and interde‑
pendence of both events and attempt to uncover their mutual connections, be 
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these actors, their relations, practices or any other phenomena. An additional 
important and helpful instrument when analyzing rhizomatic processes is to‑
pology and visualization (e.g. heuristic sketches or conceptual diagrams). This 
helps in keeping on the right path and also enables the discovery of unexpected 
connections.

To sum up, the diffusion of expert knowledge in international politics may 
be explained by epistemic infrastructure. EPIN is interpretative, reflexive, prag‑
matic and profoundly empirical. It is a concept and may be used as a framework 
for analysis. The systematic study of different EK based on EPIN as a framework 
for analysis would provide sufficient comparable empirical evidence necessary to 
evaluate, explain, understand and theorize EK diffusion in international politics.

Notes

1. While in the interstate environment the production and diffusion of EK is 
managed, regulated, evaluated and financed by government; there is no author‑
ity which would systematically and globally do the same in international politics.

2. Structural holes are places where links between nodes are missing or these 
links are so weak that the flow of information between actors from the different 
sides of the structural hole is impossible.

3. The author of the concept, K. Knorr Cetina (2003, 2005), analyzed several big 
investment banks and showed that a small group of financial market experts 
sitting in only a few offices is able to set up the rules for and influence the work‑
ings of a global financial market.

4. The term “epistemic infrastructure” has been used by several sociologists, but 
in a different way and limitedly (Knorr Cetina 2007; Evers 2000).
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Justice Reform or Facade Reform: The case 
of the Western Balkans

ZENUN HALILI

Abstract: EU transformative power is put into question and constantly challenged by 
the political actions of leaders in the Western Balkans. Although the political elites in 
this region have internalised a pro ‑European discourse, they are still guided and gov‑
erned by authoritarian logic and practices colliding with the EU’s governing model. The 
paper analyses precisely this relationship between the EU and internal politics, namely, 
the transformative power/powerlessness of the EU towards the aspiring countries for 
membership in a single dimension; namely, justice. The paper reviews the reforms devel‑
oped and the effects they have produced in the justice system in a calculation relation: 
costs and benefits. In this logic, this paper analyses costs and benefits of the internal 
elites of the Western Balkans, representing a classic oxymoron. On the one hand, pro‑

‑EU discourse is superficially used and, on the other, substantive actions are far from 
the EU’s governing model. The central argument emphasises that the reform process in 
the region has turned into a repetitive system of itself and destined to fail right from 
the beginning. So, we see a loss in reforms and plunging into a vicious circle, whereby 
each time elements increase and intensify but deteriorate one another, inevitably lead‑
ing to the deterioration of the situation and producing multidimensional corruption.

Keywords: Europeanisation; Justice System; Reform; Costo; Benefit; Facade.

Introduction

The changes that were driven globally by the fall of the Berlin Wall permeated 
states across Europe and produced different results in different regions of 
the continent. While examples of success in building a democratic state and 
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European Union (EU) integration are found in most countries in Central and 
Eastern Europe1, examples of fragmentation and mismanagement are found 
mainly in the Western Balkans.

In the 1990s this region faced chaotic situations, such as the violent breakup 
of Yugoslavia, which produced four wars, three of which had devastating con‑
sequences, as well as the riots like those in Albania in 1997. Such events in this 
region were reflected and classified in the literature with terms like 'delayed 
transition', 'double transition' and were described by many scholars under the 
term ‘Balkanization’. However, with the establishment of peace and the crea‑
tion of a commanded stability, these studies were added to the research centred 
on observing the transformative power/powerlessness of the EU vis ‑à‑vis the 
region. In the line of these research activities, this paper also aims to analyse 
the Europeanisation process specifically in the justice system.

Although the countries of the region are at different levels in the process of 
Europeanisation, the EU’s February 2018 strategy of ‘a credible enlargement 
perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with the Western Balkans’ de‑
scribes the main political challenges common to all these countries, and which 
they must face on their way to EU membership. These challenges include: the 
rule of law, fundamental rights and good governance, strengthening democratic 
institutions, economic reform/creating a competitive economy, fighting cor‑
ruption and organised crime, and solving bilateral problems and deepening 
regional cooperation (European Commission 2018a). Yet in all this architecture 
of challenge, the EU’s top priority for the region is the reform of the justice 
system as the key foundation for strengthening the rule of law and creating 
capable and independent mechanisms to cope with or, to put it another way, 
to fight corruption and organised crime. Justice reform is the set of complex 
and comprehensive tools, agendas and actions taken to strengthen the justice 
mechanisms in general. This paper analyses the judicial reform process under‑
taken over the years in the Western Balkan region by ‘focus on the costs and 
benefits for self ‑interested reformers and on power struggles between reformist 
change agents and reform ‑resisting veto players’ (Mendelski 2018: 118). The 
central argument in this paper emphasises that the process of reforms in the 
region has turned into a repetitive system of itself destined to fail right from 
the beginning. Now the question may be asked: what can be understood by 
‘a repetitive system of itself’?

The term ‘self ‑repeating system’ describes the governing logic of the elected 
in the Western Balkans expressed in the form of reformology (containing the 
requirement for system variability), but which results in system renewal. So 
while during electoral campaigns the voter is captivated by the illusion of change 
(mainly by opposition parties), with the takeover of power these political forces 

1 Despite the new democratic backsliding of Poland and Hungary.
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manifest the same governing mindset as previous governments, degenerating 
and functioning on the basis of phenomena such as corruption, patronage, 
nepotism and clientelism. In this way the state capture system is reproduced, 
but with a slight difference, the captors change. As a result, the reform process 
in the region turns into a facade process destined to fail from the outset, the 
main effect of which is to remove supporters/militants of other parties from 
public office (established there during the governance of their parties) to be 
replaced by supporters/militants of the ruling parties. Thus, in the case of the 
Western Balkans, we are dealing with a loss in reforms, overlapping reforms 
or, alternatively, a dive into a vicious circle, where each time the elements add 
up and intensify and aggravate each other, inevitably leading to a worsening 
of the situation and producing even more rampant corruption than before. In 
this way, through a pathology called facade ‑reform, the system reproduces 
itself. However, this represents only one way of reproducing. The other way 
implicates stakeholder interaction in defining rules and institutions in order 
to prevent the infringement of these stakeholders’ dominant positions. Thus, 
in Albania in 2008, some constitutional changes were initiated following the 
agreement between the two main political parties, DP and SP. The main effect 
of these changes was to reinforce the positions of both parties and the leaders 
of these parties, whose power goes ‘up to the limits of arbitrariness’ (Hoxhaj 
2015: 45). They, the heads, are the main power that determines the lists of 
candidates for deputies whose selection is generally based on the principle of 
obedience and preference (Hoxhaj 2015). In this way the parliament becomes 
a neglected institution for the executive power, subject to the will of the leader/
leaders. However, the commonality of these two modes of system renewal is the 
technique of keeping the justice system in a state of weakness. Thus, referring to 
the ‘World Justice Project’ rule of law index, all Western Balkan countries (part 
of the indexing does not include Montenegro and Kosovo) show poor grading 
(below average) on most of these components (6 of 8) such as: Constraints on 
Government Power, Absence of Corruption, Open Government, Regulatory 
Enforcement, Civil Justice and Criminal Justice (World Justice Project 2019). 
Even in the Freedom House report, these countries in the rule of law rank with 
an average score on most indicators (see: Freedom House report 2019). Con‑
sequently, state capture in the Western Balkans does not just appear to be tied 
to one party or leader but turns out to be an ongoing process, which Solveig 
Richter and Natasha Wunsch (2020: 53) call a ‘state capture trap’.

This article has four parts. After the introduction in the first section, the 
second part deals with theoretical and conceptual considerations about the 
judicial reform and the third part discusses the judicial reform process in the 
Western Balkan region. The paper ends with a concluding section, which con‑
tains its final conclusions.
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Theoretical Framework

Concept of the Rule of Law

Since the beginning of the transformation processes, the aspiration for EU 
membership has been stated as the main goal of the leadership and peoples of 
the Western Balkan region. However, the road to the EU goes first and foremost 
to reforms that make the rule of law operational. The concept of rule of law is 
a multidimensional, flexible and contentious concept defined by many and in 
a variety of ways (Lautenbach 2013: 19). First of all, the concept incorporates 
two basic elements: on the one hand it involves the separation and balancing 
of powers and on the other hand the legality (ibid.). Yet in the Western Balkan 
region both of these dimensions are violated by executive power. In this region 
the justice system suffers from politicisation, instrumentalisation and patronage 
(Elbasani 2018; Mendelski 2015; Mendelski 2016; Mendelski 2018).

Europeanisation of the Rule of Law

Europeanisation is the concept that first of all investigates the impact that the 
EU exerts on the internal changes within states. This influence generally extends 
to all three dimensions of politics: policy, politics and polity (Elbasani 2013: 7). 
Thus Europeanisation is first and foremost a process of ‘a) building, b) diffusing, 
c) and institutionalizing formal and informal rules, procedures, policy models, 
styles, ways of doing things, and common norms or beliefs that are established 
and consolidated at EU policy level, which are then embedded in the logic of 
local discourse, identity, political structures and public policy’ (Radaelli 2003).

The EU exerts its influence on the internal change within states through the 
mechanisms of socialism, externalism and imitation, but first and foremost 
through the conditionality mechanism (Schimmelfenning 2012: 8–10). Accord‑
ing to Tanja A. Borzel (2011: 12) ‘conditioning can have a decisive impact on 
countries' readiness to meet EU standards and implement its obligations’. How‑
ever, ’1) internal reformist elites must be able to prioritize EU requirements and 
2) functional state institutions must be able to coordinate and carry out reforms 
on the ground’ (Elbasani 2014). However, the process of Europeanisation can 
take the form of a facade, where formal rules are imported, but no sustainable 
reforms are made. Thus, when EU pressure and monitoring ceases, reforms are 
overturned and instrumentalised for particular purposes, thus exploiting both 
the internal vacuum (Elbasani – Sabic 2018: 3) and the vacuum created by EU 
policy towards the region of the Western Balkans.

Since the first EU initiative towards the region, besides democratisation, 
stabilisation has been an important dimension. This EU approach has been 
criticised by many scholars who believe that the EU has favoured the second 
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dimension to the detriment of the former. All this EU behavior towards the 
region has led some scholars to use the term stabilocracy (Beha 2017; Bieber 
2018a; Bieber 2018b; Pavlovic 2016) to describe the political systems of WB 
countries. A stabilocracy, according to Florian Bieber (2018a), implies ‘a re‑
gime that includes significant deficiencies in terms of democratic governance 
but enjoys external legitimacy by providing assumed stability’. For Antoinette 
Primatarova and Johanna Deimel (2012), a stable democracy ‘provides external 
stability but internally fluctuates between democracy and autocratic tendencies’ 
(p. 19). So, a stable democracy has two main characteristics: one is the external 
support or legitimacy that is provided by mainly EU actors/states as a result 
of the promise of democratic reform, but above all the promise of maintaining 
regional stability, while the latter is the derivative of the former. The EU’s ap‑
proach to the region, namely the external legitimacy that local actors benefit 
from European state players, has left them free to adopt undemocratic and 
authoritarian practices for obtaining and maintaining power (Bieber 2018a; 
Bieber 2018b) by using democratic means. Today ‘autocrats in the Western 
Balkans rule through informal structures of power, state capture by ruling par‑
ties, patronage and media control’ (BIEPAG 2017: 3).

Dimensions of the Rule of Law

In Martin Mendelski’s conception, the rule of law appears as a multidimen‑
sional concept consisting of two main qualities; de jure rule of law and de facto 
rule of law as well as of four distinct dimensions. The de jure rule of law refers not 
only to the quality of formal rules but also to the way they are created and the 
values they promote. The de jure rule of law consists of two dimensions: formal 
legality and substantive legality. The formal legality is a dimension that implies 
that laws that are enacted must be enforceable, clear, coherent and contain no 
contradictions. They must be easy to follow, as well as consistent or unchanged 
for a long period of time in order to provide the constraints and predictability 
needed for decision making (ibid.). The substantive legality refers to the essen‑
tial quality of laws, namely the presence of good laws that contain and provide 
rights and principles widely accepted and promoted by the international com‑
munity, as well as good governance practices. ‘Adherence and approximation 
to these international rules has been called “embeddedness”, as well as “legal 
approximation”’ (Mendelski 2016: 321–322).

The de facto rule of law refers to the quality of the judicial system and includes 
two dimensions: judicial capacity and judicial impartiality. Judicial capacity refers 
to the capacities in the judicial system, such as human resources, financial capaci‑
ties, computerisation and automation levels such as quality of administration 
and management. So this dimension focuses on the inputs, tools and resources 
needed to create a capable and professional judicial system to enforce legisla‑
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tion in an efficient and timely manner. However, building and ensuring judicial 
capacity does not in itself lead to the rule of law. Capacities can be misused for 
particular purposes, so the fourth dimension is the determination dimension 
judicial impartiality. Judicial impartiality consists of six sub ‑dimensions, as fol‑
lows: 1) judicial independence; 2) separation of powers; 3) judicial corruption; 
4) accountability towards the law; 5) judicial accountability; and 6) citizens’ trust 
in justice. So this dimension refers to impartial and impersonal law enforcement 
focused on the results of the rule of law, which include impartial judicial verdicts 
made by independent, uncorrupted and responsible magistrates (Mendelski 
2016: 321–322).

Both of these qualities and the four dimensions, though different from each 
other, are complementary and interdependent, whereas EU conditionality does 
not affect them uniformly. ‘Externally (EU)‑driven judicial reforms, reinforce 
judicial capacity and substantive legality, but at the same time reduce some 
crucial aspects of formal legality and judicial impartiality’ (Ibid.). However, 
reforms are context ‑dependent and countries that are most exposed to these 
adverse effects are those that already have weak rule of law and weak institu‑
tional capacity (Mendelski 2016: 348–349), so under these conditions it is 
also necessary to investigate the behavior and preferences of the local political 
players involved in the process.

Rational Choice Institutionalism Approach

During the 1980s a concept known as new institutionalism was developed, as an 
appropriate tool to describe the nature and complexity of the international system, 
and the impact that international institutions and organisations have on the EU in 
particular with internal change within states (March – Olsen 1998; Hall – Taylor 
1996). New institutionalism emphasises the importance of institutions and their 
structures in explaining these phenomena (March – Olsen 1998; Bulmer 1998) 
but without overlooking the informal rules, agendas and values embedded within 
institutions (Bulmer 1998; Kerremans 1996). Three important approaches have 
been developed within new institutionalism: rational choice institutionalism, his‑
torical institutionalism and sociological institutionalism (Hall – Taylor 1996: 936).

Rational choice institutionalism is an approach developed within the great theo‑
ry of new institutionalism alongside the other approach historical institutionalism, 
but nevertheless relatively isolated from its influences, born originally in stud‑
ies of American congressional conduct (Hall – Taylor 1996:942). This approach 
involves a dual interpretation of institutions; on the one hand there is a concept 
that considers institutions as constraints or as a given exogenous form of play. 
This implies that institutions are fixed forms and rules, which are above the will of 
the actors. On the other hand we have the endogenous conception of institutions 
which implies that the rules are not fixed but are the product of the interaction 
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of the actors provided by the institutions, so a set of rules can and probably will 
produce better results for a set of interests rather than another set. In this way, 
institutions are simply a way of balancing things (Shepsle 2006: 24–27). However, 
in addition to this distinction, there must be a distinction between structured 
and unstructured institutions, the main difference here being the extent to which 
the rules are codified. Thus, structured institutions maintained approximately 
the same form year by year, unlike unstructured institutions, which are more 
amorphous and implicit than formalised (Shepsle 2006: 28–32).

This approach is quite broad and contains numerous internal debates, how‑
ever its underlying assumptions generally emphasise that actors are strategic 
actors trying to maximise their fixed preferences and tastes and, consequently, 
politics in this respect emerges as a series of dilemmas of collective action ‘in‑
dividuals acting to maximize the attainment of their own preferences are likely 
to produce an outcome that is collectively suboptimal (in the sense that another 
outcome could be found that would make at least one of the actors better off 
without making any of the others worse off)’ (Hall – Taylor 1996: 945). Even 
with regard to European integration this approach follows a cost ‑benefit cal‑
culation relation and with this logic this article analyses the costs and benefits 
of the internal elites of the Western Balkan region derived from maintaining 
pro ‑EU reform discourse and their actions that collide with the European spirit. 
Although at first glance the linkage between the theory of new institutionalism, 
Europeanism and state capture seems weak, yet the theory of new institution‑
alisation by understanding institutions not only as fixed rules but also dynamic 
products of stakeholders’ interaction allows us to make a cost ‑benefit analysis 
of these interactions. At this point it is extremely appropriate to investigate 
the products of the interaction of stakeholders, thus institutions and rules, 
and analyse whether they are in line with the Europeanisation process or are 
instruments in the service of state capture enterprise.

Reform to Reform: Loss in Reforms

Discussion of Reforms

Since the beginning of democratic change, reforms or, more specifically, reform‑
ing the justice system and other areas such as education, health, etc., have been 
and remain an important dimension in the discourse of the Western Balkans’ 
political elites, especially during electoral campaigns. And so Aleksandar Vucic 
in Serbia, Edi Rama in Albania, Zoran Zaev in Macedonia and most recently 
Albin Kurti2 in Kosovo, have all won elections in the name of reforming the 

2 It should be clarified that at the time this research was conducted, Albin Kurti won the elections in 
Kosovo; however, he has not yet been appointed as the country’s prime minister, so his behavior and 
policies and their consequences are not addressed in this research.
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system in general and strengthening the rule of law, in particular the fight 
against corruption. However, ‘instead of tackling systematic reform, the politi‑
cal elites in Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, 
Kosovo and Albania have put state institutions and media under their control 
to the utmost degree. Only several weeks ago, the Prime Minister of Albania 
Edi Rama got two new laws off the ground, subjecting independent Internet 
media to a greater degree of state control.Judicial systems in the entire region 
are groaning under endemic corruption and party influence. The paradigm 
of law and order has been grotesquely reversed. Local laws and international 
legal standards do not determine what is lawful, but rather powerful criminal 
cartels, closely intertwined with the dominant parties’ (Kraske 2019). Thus the 
discourse of reformology in practice has taken the form of promise, where eve‑
rything is promised but in the end what is achieved is state capture. Otherwise 
the only transformation that takes place in these countries is that the capturers 
are changed, but the governance remains the same. The main consequences of 
this approach are best seen in the justice system, which continues to be one 
of the weakest links in the political systems of the Western Balkan countries.

State Capture and Instruments that Help Capturing

The EU’s February 2018 strategy related to the WB region states, among other 
things, states that ‘countries show clear elements of state capture, including 
links to organized crime and corruption at all levels of government and adminis‑
tration, as well as a strong confusion of public and private interests’ (European 
Commission 2018a: 3).

State capture, according to Transparency International (2009: 43), presents 
the situation in which some powerful persons, whether institutions or groups 
of individuals, shape the political and economic environment of a country in 
their favour through the instrument of corruption. However, ‘state capture can 
be widely understood [also] as disproportionate and unregulated influence of 
interest groups or decision ‑making processes, where special interest groups 
manage to propagate state laws, policies and regulations through practices 
such as illegal contributions paid by private interests for political parties and 
election campaigns, parliamentary vote buying, buying presidential decrees or 
court decisions, as well as through illegal lobbying and door ‑to ‑door appoint‑
ments’ (Transparency International 2014: 1).

So, in its entirety, state capture is understood as the appropriation or control 
of state resources by the elites, who then use these resources for both personal 
and political gain, thereby distorting the democratic process (Gryzmala ‑Busse 
2008: 640; Fazekas – Toth 2016). The forms of state capture and the types of 
capture are different. In discussing the type of state capture, Lily Evelina Si‑
touris (2011: 47) believes the emphasis should be on the institutions that are 
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subject to capture and on the type of actors who aim at capturing. In the wake 
of this logic, referenced by Fazekas and Toth (2014: 3), the capture appears 
in two ways: local, which means entering into a captured relationship of only 
some public and private organisations leaving a certain number of 'islands' 
relatively autonomous and global, which presents the situation where an elite at 
the national level controls the captured organisations, which are linked to one 
another. Even in the typology of state capture provided by Abby Innes (2013: 1), 
state capture appears in two ways: state capture by party and state capture by 
corporations. The former implies the politicisation, or the re ‑politicisation, of 
state institutions by political parties for the purpose of pursuing and securing 
political monopoly, while the latter is defined as the exercise of power by private 
interests through the overthrow of legitimate channels of political influence. 
However, in the case of the countries in the WB region we are dealing with the 
first type, namely the capture of the state by party, where, after the progress of 
the early 2000s in building independent institutions, we now see a partition 
of these institutions and control of the parties over them. ‘This reaffirmation of 
party control is articulated through the erosion of independent institutions, the 
penetration of state administration by party members, and the use of informal 
mechanisms to secure control’ (Bieber 2018b: 348).

The instruments used for the appropriation or control of state resources 
by the elites are different; however, referring to Arolda Elbasani (2017) in the 
case of Albania we are dealing with state capture through the mechanism of the 
judiciary. Similar features to that of Albania are present in all of the countries 
in the WB region in which the functioning and independence of the judiciary 
are seriously violated. According to the European Commission’s 2019 reports, 
Western Balkan countries such as Serbia, Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina 
are considered to have achieved some level of preparation in the field of the 
judiciary (see: European Commission report for Serbia, Albania and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina: 13, 14, 28). Montenegro is considered to be ‘moderately 
prepared’ (European Commission report for Montenegro 2019: 15), Northern 
Macedonia has a dual classification of 'some level of preparation' and ‘is mod‑
erately prepared’ (European Commission report for North Macedonia 2019: 
15), while the Kosovo judicial system is considered to be ‘at an early stage in 
developing a well ‑functioning’ (European Commission report for Kosovo 2019: 
14). However, despite the differences in qualification, all countries across the 
WB region face similar problems in establishing the rule of law.

Since 2015 Serbia is considered to have achieved some level of preparation 
in the field of the judicial system (European Commission 2015: 11); however, 
the progress achieved since then has been at a reduced level. Serbia’s judicial 
system continues to suffer from political interference, the constitution and legal 
framework still leave room for political interference. Pressures on the work of 
judges and prosecutors, as well as commentary on court cases by individuals at 
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high political levels, remain high. Likewise, government control over the media 
and selective justice and impunity continue to be serious problems that oppose 
the rule of law (see: European Commission report for Serbia). To address these 
problems in the justice system, ‘Serbia has adopted the basic legislative condi‑
tions and founding stones for vetting, [however] the current government has 
failed to design a comprehensive vetting process and institutional restructuring. 
This is due in large part to a lack of political will’ (Haider 2018: 46).

Lack of political will by all Serbian governments in the period following 
Slobodan Milosevic’s3 overthrow is also seen in the prosecution of war crimi‑
nals. Initially the Serbian governments refused to cooperate with The Hague 
Tribunal, for many years refusing to turn over criminals such as Ratko Mladic 
or Radovan Karadzic, while internally they initiated improvisation processes 
that culminated during the governance of A. Vucic and his party. Among others, 
this government has begun the process of accommodating war criminals and 
those convicted in The Hague, through Serbian institutions.

In Albania, the justice system characterised by profound politicisation, par‑
tial justice, corruption, links between crime and politics has emerged as the 
weakest cog in the chain, the 'Achilles' heel' of the system throughout the post‑

‑communist transition. To change this situation, a comprehensive reform of 
justice has been initiated, which aims at building the institutional and human 
capacity needed to ensure the rule of law. One of the most important aspects 
of this reform is the process of reviewing the purity, competence and wealth 
of judges and prosecutors, otherwise known as the vetting process. However, 
vetting as a key instrument of justice reform in Albania is not a novelty for the 
Western Balkans. Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and Kosovo have also gone 
through such a process before. Thus ‘even radical measures did not produce 
the intended effect: in 2009 – 2010, Kosovo and Serbia, for example, attempted 
a mass evaluation and reappointment procedure for all magistrates, with mixed 
results at best, and possibly with the solution being worse than the problem’ 
(SELDI 2014: 75). This process in Kosovo exposed the failure in training of 
new professional staff. Among other things, this process was characterised by 
political implications in cases of reappointment and appointment to leading 
positions and in the filtering of judges and prosecutors (Gashi – Musliu 2013: 
16–18). Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina have experienced similar symptoms 
as Kosovo. For this reason, new EU justice reforms have been initiated in all 
Western Balkan countries.

3 Slobodan Milosevic was a Yugoslav and Serbian politician who served as the President of Serbia from 
1989 to 1991 and within The Federal Republic of Yugoslavia from 1991 to 1997, and President of the Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia from 1997 to 2000. He was the representative face of Serbian ultra -nationalism 
and the main cause of the violent dissolution of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. During the NATO 
bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999, Milosevic was charged by the International Criminal Tribunal for the 
former Yugoslavia (ICTY) with war crimes in connection to the wars in Bosnia, Croatia and Kosovo. He 
died in his prison cell in The Hague on 11 March 2006.
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This process has shown in a large number of cases the links between prosecu‑
tors and judges and segments of organised crime. In other cases, such as with 
former Chief Prosecutor Adriatik Llalla, corruption and incompetence appears. 
‘Llalla was apparently involved in transactions worth millions of dollars, which 
fitted into a clear scheme of money laundering, such as the reevaluation and 
sale of properties, which he had bought only a few months before, at a much 
higher price. In one case, the transaction involved selling a property for a price 
23‑times higher than the one he had allegedly bought it for from a person with 
an official record of killings and various crimes. The public also learned that 
Llalla’s high school diploma cannot be found but the alleged lack of secondary 
education seemed rather insignificant amidst the allegations of criminal charges 
that have surfaced’ (Elbasani 2018: 29–30).

In cases similar to that of A. Llalla, judges and prosecutors could not justify 
the origin of the personal property, and cases of incompetence were found as 
well. All of these cases reveal the decay of the judicial system in Albania and 
its transformation into a party branch where recruitment and management of 
particular individuals is done not on the basis of meritocracy but on the basis 
of loyalty to the party. ‘Five out of six post ‑communist presidents have been 
nominees of one party and the first and last two presidents hailed from that 
party’s close circle of leadership, the Albanian presidents usually served to carry 
out party patronage schemes by positioning individual and party loyalists across 
the judiciary system. […] Since those appointees owed their job to the party, 
they served the party patronage schemes – by controlling active investigations, 
nominating lower level appointments, distributing cases to suitable prosecu‑
tors and judges, etc. – in order to advance their careers. Consequently, not only 
did the Albanian presidents establish a long ‑running mechanism of political 
patronage, but they also helped to maintain low professional standards, as the 
second side of the same coin’ (Elbasani 2018: 31).

This context has prompted obstruction or, in other words, promoted the veto 
of this reform by the actors involved in the deformation of the legal system (El‑
basani 2018). Nevertheless, the speed at which this reform is being implemented 
and the political environment in which it is taking place are two of the main 
concerns for its future and for the justice system itself. The justice system in 
Northern Macedonia just like Montenegro, Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina4 
appears to have the same symptoms in Serbia and Albania. Political interference 
and influence in the justice system, biased justice and lack of media freedom, 
commentary on court cases by senior government officials, corruption and 

4 In the Bosnian case some time ago a scandal broke out where the President of the Judicial Council was 
offering his services to a businessman. Instead of holding him accountable, other Council members came 
out in his favour (see Kraske 2019). This scandal proves once again the decay of the justice systems of 
the Western Balkan region, the links of judges and prosecutors with segments of organised crime and 
their involvement in corrupt affairs.
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links to organised crime are evident in each of these countries (see European 
Commission reports on 2019).

Thus, in general the rule of law in the WB region remains weak due to the 
unwillingness of the elites to strengthen the justice system, as this would also 
mean breaking authoritarian practices and informal networks. By keeping the 
justice system weak, the political elites have succeeded in extending their power 
through corruption, clientelism, nepotism and patronage. The flooding of insti‑
tutions and state companies with party members is obvious in all countries of 
the Western Balkan region. Contribution and loyalty to the party remain the two 
main premises for recruiting new members against whom the party has coun‑
termeasures that ensure that they are kept under control, such as the promise 
of employment and promotion, temporary positions, insecurity or fear of losing 
jobs. Thus ‘state institutions in the [Western] Balkans are sacrificed to politi‑
cal party influence, the result of which is an utter rupture of their functionality. 
Captured state structures reveal that criminal structures are stronger than any 
corrective mechanisms in these systems’ (Kraske 2019). In this way, destroying 
the corrective mechanisms opens the way for the enrichment of some persons 
through the use of state resources or other forms of abuse. This money is later 
used to finance the political campaigns of the parties to which these individuals 
are affiliated, as well as to purchase votes, a phenomenon that is widespread in 
every Western Balkan country. So here we are dealing with a chain phenomenon 
that is networked and encompasses a wide range of institutions vital to the 
functioning of democracy and is presented with symptoms such as structural 
corruption involving high levels of politics.

High levels of corruption since the beginning of the transition have been 
a major problem for societies in the WB region. Rosa Balfour and Corina 
Stratulat (2011: 22) discuss a uniform scenario involving the political elites 
of all Balkan countries. This scenario first assumes that in the moments of 
political and economic transformation, the political elites took advantage of 
the vacuum created so that political and economic reforms could be tailored 
to their personal interests and status. This strategy proved to be successful in 
many countries, making it difficult to distinguish between politicians, busi‑
nessmen and magistrates. In these cases ‘the government acted more as an 
invisible captured hand than as an invisible hand and deliberately promoted 
partial reforms with the general aim of capturing the state’. As Othon Anasta‑
sakis (2013: 108) states, the beginning of transition determines its continua‑
tion, namely, ‘the early years of transition lay the groundwork for a climate of 
corruption’. Such a corrupt climate, despite its improvement over 2008–2011 
(see metrics index), has followed and continued to dominate politics at the 
highest level in all countries of the Western Balkan region. Today this region 
is one of the most corrupt in Europe. However, ethnic divisions such as Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Northern Macedonia, Montenegro and Kosovo, as well as 
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nationalist discourse and the EU’s own approach to the region, contribute to 
this state ‑capturing approach.

‘The exploitation of public resources in election campaigns creates a major 
corruptive force in the electoral process, as it introduces or exacerbates power 
inequalities and provides unfair leverage for the elected incumbent or political 
parties via patterns of clientelism, party patronage, corruption, and nepotism. 
It erodes the quality of democracy, as incumbent elites can take advantage of 
a civil service, public contractors, government communications, public media, 
and even private companies and privately owned media which are part of the 
established clientelistic chain. After the elections, powerful voted officials can 
pay back the services rendered during the campaign by securing well ‑paid posi‑
tions in the public sector for their supporters, providing access to privileged 
information, granting favorable procurement contracts, and so on’ (Kmezic 
2020: 5).

The Role and Impact of EU Policy in the Process of State Capture 
by Local Elites

The role and influence of the EU in the development and results of justice re‑
forms have been analysed by a large body of research (Mendelski 2015; Men‑
delski 2016; Elbasani – Sabic 2018; Kochenov 2008; Ritcher – Munsch 2019), 
and although the conclusions are different, there is increasing agreement on 
the counter ‑effect of EU conditionality on the reform process.

‘The presence of informal networks that capture formal institutions and im‑
pede deep democratisation explains why the EU has been able to induce partial 
compliance with membership criteria, but has not had a profound democratis‑
ing impact in the region. [so] not only that the presence of state capture inhibits 
the operation of conditionality as a trigger for democratic transformation, but 
that conditionality unintentionally enables informal networks to consolidate 
their power, creating a dynamic that durably undermines any progress towards 
sustainable democratization’ (Ritcher – Wunsch 2020: 56).

Thus, according to Solveig Ritcher and Natasha Munsch (2019) ‘EU con‑
ditionality has not only failed to effectively address state capture, but also 
inadvertently contributes to the consolidation of such processes by enabling 
informal networks to tighten their grip on power’. There are three reasons that 
make EU conditionality an instrument that helps to consolidate state capture. 
First, in the absence of a comprehensive legal framework, external pressure 
to liberalise markets created favourable conditions, namely allowing a small 
political and economic elite to derive private benefits and influence political 
decision ‑making through powerful informal networks (Ritcher – Munsch 2019). 
‘Governing the reform processes has helped the ruling parties […] gain a clear 
edge over their political competitors in the process of the redistribution of 
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powers. Institutional reforms in view of Europeanization enabled the posses‑
sive parties direct personnel policies in the state sector. The “perturbation of 
established arrangements” within the state apparatuses opened opportunities 
for a new generation of bureaucrats. Due to ruling parties’ claim to consolidate 
their influence over the state, many among them have owed their appointments 
to their loyalty to the party and its leader. In the economic field, the privatization 
and deregulation of the markets opened new spaces for the re ‑distribution of 
power. It created a powerful nexus between economic and political power. This 
led to the rise of new pro ‑government elites, including managers of state ‑owned 
companies, large businessmen and emergent middle ‑sized entrepreneurs’ (Gü‑
nay – Dzihic 2016: 8). Second, robust top ‑down conditionality eliminates almost 
any discussion in the domestic political scene and with it undermines internal 
accountability mechanisms (Ritcher – Munsch 2019). However, inter alia, EU 
conditionality, especially in the area of rule of law and the fight against corrup‑
tion, is focused, as Jovana Marovic (2017) puts it, on quantity, thus bypassing 
quality by creating the appropriate ground for the ruling elites to silence internal 
opponents. Third, the interaction between the ruling elites of the countries of 
the Western Balkan region with EU officials or with the officials of the member 
states respectively strengthens the legitimacy benefiting the WB elites and lead‑
ers within this interaction (Ritcher – Munsch 2019).

In this way, according to Cengiz Günay and Vedran Dzihic (2016), European 
Union integration reforms stemming from the latter’s (EU) conditionality 
mechanism along with the promise of redistribution and redirection of public 
resources and narrative national ‑populist constitute the macro ‑strategy of the 
dominant parties in hybrid regimes such as Turkey, Serbia and Northern Mac‑
edonia. Thus ‘EU reforms functioning as “legitimising devices” opening new 
spaces’ (Günay – Dzihic 2016). So, ‘The Rise of Strong Balkan Rulers, such as 
Nikola Gruevski (Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia), Milorad Dodik 
(Republika Srpska, Bosnia and Herzegovina), Milo Djukanovic (Montenegro) 
and Aleksandar Vucic (Serbia), and their machines of the party, came under EU 
scrutiny and often with tacit support and approval. These autocratic ‑minded 
leaders – all, of course, self ‑proclaimed pro ‑European democrats – have been 
able to stay unmatched in their domestic political arena because there is no 
democratic acquis to bring the monopoly of power, the organization of party 
and competition or informal practices’ (Stratulat 2017: 13).

This tacit approval by EU leaders of the autocratic powers of strong Western 
Balkan leaders has come primarily as a result of the destabilising power these 
leaders possess. These leaders have repeatedly transmitted insecurity, which 
has served as an instrument for strengthening supporters' dependence on par‑
ties (Günay – Dzihic 2016), but also for sending messages about and related 
to the power they have for destabilising the region. In this way, by tolerating 
their autocratic power, the EU has succeeded in neutralising this force and thus 
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maintaining the status quo in a region where there are no hot spots, which 
have the potential to destabilise the entire region. An important dimension in 
this regard is the geopolitical context of the Western Balkans. Thus, aiming to 
maintain the pro ‑European spirit and policy of the political elites of the Western 
Balkan region and to neutralise the presence of third parties such as Russia, 
China or Turkey, the EU has tolerated and funded the region’s autocratic powers. 
However, the refusal to open accession negotiations with Albania and Northern 
Macedonia may produce an optimal context for the action of these actors and 
thus trigger a new wave of authoritarianism, which would undermine even the 
region’s few European achievements. This ambiguity of the EU has created the 
desired space for the absorption of Russia’s authoritarian sentiment towards 
the region (Mujanovic 2018: 111–117)

Conclusions

In the Western Balkans, both the political elites and the justice institutions 
have been unable to support and implement the Europeanisation process. On 
the one hand political elites have proved ineffective, corrupt and self ‑interested 
in state capture or certain state segments or resources, so generally reformist 
political elites have appeared too weak to undertake radical reforms and change 
(Anastasakis 2005: 84; Elbasani 2013: 10; Bieber, 2018b: 341; Halili 2019). On 
the other hand, justice institutions have served as a key instrument in the 
state capture enterprise. Thus, the reform process in the region has become 
an iterative system destined to fail at the outset. So, we see a loss in reforms, 
overlapping of reforms and plunging into a vicious circle, whereby each time the 
elements increase and intensify but deteriorate one another, inevitably leading 
to a deterioration of the situation and producing multidimensional and rampant 
corruption. In the meantime, the impact of the EU has not been transformative, 
but rather stimulating authoritarian and non ‑legalistic authoritarian practices. 
In this respect, therefore, it is necessary to change the EU’s approach to the 
region. This (new approach) should not be rejective (refusing to open accession 
negotiations with individual countries as in the case of Albania and Northern 
Macedonia may produce counter ‑effects) but coercive (coercion should be of 
a financial nature, i.e. benefit only those countries that carry out sustainable 
and independent reforms).
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The Turkish Community in the Czech Republic: 
A Diaspora in the Making? 1

LUCIE TUNGUL

Abstract: Migration is a relatively new phenomenon in the Czech Republic, which has 
gradually become a destination country. The securitisation and politicisation of migra‑
tion in the Czech domestic discourse has created a great deal of public anxiety, especially 
towards Muslims. This paper focuses on the position of Turkish migrants, the single 
largest Muslim community in the Czech Republic, in the specific context of the Czech 
Republic. The objective is to define the nature of Turkish migration to the Czech Republic 
as part of broader migration patterns. Using data from the Czech Statistical Office 
and from a questionnaire survey, it investigates the Turkish community’s assessment of 
adaptation to the Czech environment and their position within the wider Turkish dias‑
pora policy. I argue that that the non ‑transparent Czech immigration policy and Czech 
Islamophobia are potential factors influencing the adaptation process of the Turkish 
community, which might affect their decision to remain in the country. Furthermore, the 
small size of the Turkish community can hamper the migrants’ social life, who might 
wish to maintain strong ties with the homeland and the diaspora community in Europe.

Keywords: Turkey, diaspora, migration, the Czech Republic

Introduction

Migration is regulated on a wide range of levels from the local and national to 
the global and transnational, and affects many areas of human activity includ‑
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ing economic, social, national and foreign policies. These various areas affect 
each other in a multi ‑layered web of relationships in and across nation states. 
In the case of Europe, the single market and the Schengen agreement together 
with the institution of European citizenship and with asylum policy coopera‑
tion have had crucial importance for the movement of people on the continent. 
Immigrants are often seen as culturally “other”, as a potential economic and 
social threat to the sovereign nation because they are seen as belonging else‑
where. The perception of the kin countries, that the emigrants are “theirs”, goes 
hand in hand. According to Wimmer and Glick Schiller (2002), immigrants 
receive attention because they 1) are not part of the shared loyalty to the state, 
2) remind the nation that it emerged by assimilation and integration in the 
past, 3) contribute to the social system but are excluded from full enjoyment 
of the services, and 4) their move runs counter to the notion of territory in the 
nationalist imaginary.

Much migration to Europe comes from predominantly Muslim countries, 
thus, the attitudes to migrations are closely linked with the perceptions of Is‑
lamic and/or Middle Eastern cultures. The most negative attitudes can be found 
in countries with a limited knowledge and/or experience of immigration and/
or Muslims (e.g. Burns – Gimpel 2000; Lahav 2004; Hjerm 2009). The debate 
about migration often focuses on refugees claiming that while some are escap‑
ing political persecution and war, others are using the situation to claim mate‑
rial benefits. The distinction between economic migrants and political refuges 
is not clear, however, because people seek political freedom, physical safety 
and material well ‑being. The lack of political freedom is highly subjective and 
can range from (possible) threats of imprisonment and material suffering to 
the perception that the individual’s lifestyle is under threat. Given the nature, 
limitations and conditions of the asylum process, many people with sufficient 
material and non ‑material resources choose to use alternative ways to reach 
Europe such as job applications, education and family reunification. Dedeoğlu 
and Genç (2017) found that factors that influence the inflow of migrants include 
economic prosperity and per capita income, distance from the country of origin 
(including travel costs), level of urbanization (greater variety of jobs available), 
density of migrant social networks providing assistance and information to new 
migrants and political stability.

Migration is a relatively new phenomenon in the Czech Republic, which 
has gradually become a destination country due to its positive economic per‑
formance but also political stability and security. The economic necessity of 
immigration notwithstanding, securitisation and politicisation of migration in 
the Czech domestic discourse has created a great deal of public anxiety. We have 
witnessed what Lahav (2004: 1162) identified as the majority’s fear that migrants 
would destabilise “national and cultural identity”. The fear has been particularly 
strong in the case of Muslims combining post‑2001 Islamophobia with the 2015 
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and 2016 EU migration crisis. Like the other Eastern European EU member 
states, the Czech Republic has a complicated history of national sovereignty 
and feels threatened by transnationalism related to the postmodern migration 
flows. Its public discourse on migration has been controlled by methodological 
nationalism, which considers the nation ‑state a natural unit and equates society 
with it (cf. Wimmer – Glick Schiller 2002). Furthermore, the violation of state 
sovereignty by the process of EU integration has pushed the nation states to 

“prove their status” in areas like migration (Nachmani 2016: 343).
The attitude of the receiving state is complemented with the reality of dias‑

pora life. While former studies focused on archetypal diasporas and the “return 
to the imagined homeland”, the more recent ones discuss “linkages across bor‑
ders” (Faist 2010: 12) and “multiplicity of spaces” (Aksel 2013) as actual borders 
have declined in importance. The post ‑WW2 emphasis on everyone having to 
belong somewhere and everyone having to belong to only one nation (seen as 
a privilege) has been undermined by the increase in transnational politics since 
the 1990s. The revolution in technologies and decrease in transportation prices 
led to an increase in transborder activities. Diaspora creates “collective memory 
and insistence on multiplicity of diasporic identity [is relevant] to the social, 
political, and economic practices of diasporic communities” (Malek 2016: 26). 
A rising number of migrants commute between the home and host countries, 
invest and trade goods. Another issue is the mobilisation of the diaspora, its 
sense of belonging and identities, the narrative of departure and the idea of 
home(s). This is linked to the relationship of the home country with its citizens 
abroad, which bears possible positive and negative outcomes, where in the latter 
case, the homeland is said to hamper integration. National background becomes 
an easy distinguishing point for identifying “us” and “them”. Generally, loyalty 
and ties to the home country are seen as a problem for migrants’ integration, i.e. 
social cohesion, because members of the diaspora are seen as compatriots and 
the country of origin wishes to preserve their “national character”, sometimes 
trying to engage them in domestic political battles abroad.

While European and Czech attention have been recently directed mostly to 
the refugees arriving through Turkey as a transit country, the rising authori‑
tarianism of the Turkish government that escalated after the 2016 failed coup 
and the deteriorating economic and security situation in the country have 
been major push factors leading to a steady increase in an exodus of Turkish 
citizens. While research has been mapping the developments in those EU 
countries which traditionally have large Turkish minorities such as Germany 
and the Netherlands, there has been little attempt to investigate the structure 
of current Turkish migration to Central Europe. Recently, Turks have become 
the single largest Muslim community in the Czech Republic and it is possible 
that they want to settle in the country for a longer period of time. This paper 
focuses on the position of Turkish migrants in the specific context of the Czech 
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Republic. The objective is to define the nature of Turkish migration to the Czech 
Republic as part of broader migration patterns, where the country has become 
a destination country for an increasing number of migrants. It investigates 
the Turkish community’s assessment of adaptation to the Czech environment 
and their position within the wider Turkish diaspora policy. I argue that that 
the non ‑transparent Czech immigration policy and Czech Islamophobia are 
potential factors influencing the adaptation process of the Turkish community, 
which might affect their decision to remain in the country. Furthermore, the 
small size of the Turkish community can hamper the migrants’ social life, who 
might wish to maintain strong ties with the homeland and the diaspora com‑
munity in Europe.

The Turkish diaspora in Europe

Turkish national identity was built on Turkification and immigration of Turks 
from neighbouring countries and on policies leading to direct and indirect ex‑
pulsion of ethnic minorities. Since the 1960s, the Turkish government signed 
labour agreements with several countries providing “guest workers” helping 
the country’s excess labour and enabling the flow of remittances. Economic 
migration peaked in the late 1960s and early 1970s and was followed since 1975 
by family reunification making the migration more permanent, together with 
political migration of leftists and Kurds after the 1980 military coup. Another 
wave of political migrants came from the “Kurdish” regions in the 1990s.2 The 
early 2000s witnessed a declining trend3 of Turkish migration to Europe due to 
the economic and political reforms of the new Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) government and the increasing standard of living in the country, which 
increasingly made Turkey a destination country as well. Prior to the 2016 failed 
coup, Turkish ‑born migrants accounted for 2.9 million people (2014–2015), of 
which 2.5 lived in Europe, thus Turks were the second largest migrant group in 
Europe after Moroccans; more than half lived in Germany, followed by France 
and the Netherlands (De Bel ‑Air 2016).

A new wave of Turkish emigration started after the failed coup of 2016, after 
which the economic situation and political freedoms deteriorated in the coun‑
try (see Table 1).4 According to the official figures from the Turkish Statistical 

2 There are thirteen regions in Turkey, where a majority of the population are ethnic Kurds. They are lo-
cated in the south -east and east of the country. These include Iğdır, Tunceli, Bingöl, Muş, Ağrı, Adıyaman, 
Diyarbakır, Siirt, Bitlis, Van, Şanlıurfa, Mardin and Hakkâri.

3 The numbers of asylum applications had declined already earlier. For instance, in Germany, 25,514 Turks 
applied for political asylum in 1995, which dropped to 8,968 in 2000 and to 1,365 in 2014 (De Bel -Air 
2016).

4 The 2019 Economist Intelligence Unit report labelled Turkey a hybrid regime, falling by 10 points from 
the previous year. With a total of 4.37 points (placing between Palestine and Gambia), it scored the low-
est of Western European countries, ranking 110th in the world and for six years has been experiencing 
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Institute (TÜİK), a total of 69,326 Turks left the country in 2016, followed by 
a sharp increase in 2017 (113,326) and another increase in 2018 (136, 740). 
Eurostat data showed that over 42,000 Turks sought asylum in the EU in 2018 
and 2019, thus, a majority left Turkey without applying for asylum. According 
to a January 2019 Dutch report, the number of Turks looking for employment 
in the country doubled since 2016 (an increase from 540 to 1020 of Turkish 
university graduates between 2016 and 2018), with their reasons citing “the 
shortage of freedoms in the country” and the economic situation. Başer and 
Korkmaz (2018: 2) found that the people leaving Turkey since 2016 represented 
mostly “privileged, educated citizens.” Obtaining passports and a Schengen 
visa has become costly5 for Turkish citizens, and only the more privileged can 
try to look for employment abroad or can apply for the so ‑called golden visa 
(through investment or purchase of property) – in 2018, 10% of Turkish mil‑
lionaires left the country.

Table 1: First time asylum applications from Turkey

EU-28 Germany Greece France Czech Republic

2014 4,415 1,565 30 1,400 0

2015 4,180 1,490 35 1,015 0

2016 10,105 5,385 180 1,005 30

2017 14,655 8,030 1,820 1,285 20

2018 22,075 10,160 4,820 2,045 30

2019 20,490 (Jan-Oct) 10,775 3,790 3,175 (Jan-Nov) 20 (Jan-Nov)

Source: Eurostat 2019. 

Turkey is one of the countries, which actively seek to maintain contact with its 
citizens and its diaspora policy has a decades long history. Aydin (2014: 8) noted 
that the Turkish government has pursued a “defensive policy of influence and 
identity” trying to strengthen the ties and loyalty to the country. The 1980 coup 
marked the beginning of an era when the Turkish regime sought to secure the 
diaspora’s support while acquiring influence over them and the host countries. 
Turkey supported “incorporation in host societies [and discouraged] cultural 

a decline (Economist 2020). IHS Markit (2018) evaluated the risk rating of Turkey as elevated (political 
and operational), high (legal, tax and security) and severe (economic). For a more detailed analysis, see 
the full report.

5 In 2020, a Turkish passport valid for 10 years cost 1,155 Turkish lira (TL, around 196 USD), while the 
minimum wage was 2,325 TL in 2020. The Schengen visa was raised from 60 to 80 € in February 2020, 
which was an additional 526 TL. Most applicants receive a single -entry short -term visa and have to go 
through the costly and sometimes time -consuming process repeatedly. The government also cancelled 
the passports of many people and/or restricted their travels abroad.
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and political assimilation” (De Bel ‑Air 2016: 1). Article 62 of the 1982 Turkish 
Constitution stated that: “The State shall take the necessary measures to ensure 
family unity, the education of children, the cultural needs, and the social se‑
curity of Turkish citizens working abroad, safeguard their ties with the home 
country and help them on their return home.”6 A further aim was to strengthen 
the Muslim identity of Turks abroad,7 while supporting their integration in the 
host country and their active role in domestic politics (Aydin 2014). Thus, the 
main features of the Turkish diaspora policy combined integration incentives 
with Kemalist nationalism and Islam. It provided possibilities for strong emo‑
tional bonds to Turkey while separating Turks from the other migrant groups.

In the 1980s, Turkey also allowed Turkish citizens to hold dual citizenship 
and vote at customs several weeks before the elections. In the 1990s, Turks 
without Turkish citizenship received Pink cards (today Blue Cards), Turkish 
political parties could set up branches abroad, and institutional changes were 
later made under the office of the Prime Minister and the Ministry of Labour to 
assist Turks abroad and collect information about the challenges they faced. In 
2010, the government set up a new agency, the Presidency for Turks Abroad and 
Related Communities (YTB), and defined its three objectives: “… to protect the 
family structure, socio ‑cultural values of our diaspora and the transmission of 
them to future generations…”. Thus, the government has become increasingly 
proactive, especially in countries with sizeable Turkish minorities.

The diaspora experience depends on the migrants’ preferable identity, how 
they relate their “localized knowledge to various socially constructed, nested 
imaginaries” (Vainikka 2016: 9). It would be a mistake to consider the Turk‑
ish diaspora a monolithic group of people. While some arrived in Europe as 
economic migrants, others came because they felt their lifestyle or political 
rights were threatened. Some developed a transnational diaspora identity, 
others could be better defined as living in an exile mentality. The distinction 
is often blurred due to the situation in the receiving country, the nature and 
complexity of Turkish migration patterns, and the complex domestic economic, 
political and social factors. Leaving aside the specifics of the receiving country, 
the polarisation of the Turkish society and politics is present and visible in the 
Turkish communities. The timing and reasons for leaving the country influence 

6 After the 1980, Kurds and Alevis were not included in the definition of Turkish emigrants and into the 
definition of Turkishness unlike the Turks who lived in the former Ottoman lands or even people of 
broader Turkic origins.

7 Article 136 of the 1982 Constitution stated that “The Department of Religious Affairs [Diyanet], which is 
within the general administration, shall exercise its duties prescribed in its particular law, in accordance 
with the principles of secularism, removed from all political views and ideas, and aiming at national 
solidarity and integrity” thus linking nationalism with religion in the long history of discussion on the 
specific nature of Turkish Islam, which dates back to the nineteenth century and aims at Turkifying 
Islam or Islamising Turkishness (Sunier – van der Linden – van de Bovenkamp 2016) and in the post-1980 
coup era became known as the Turkish -Islam synthesis.
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the migrants’ perception of Turkey, relations with other members of the com‑
munity and the plans for return.

Given the migration discourse in the EU and the nature of the Turkish 
diaspora, Dedeoğlu and Genç (2015) mention two factors in the debate on 
Turkish migrants: their integration and future migration patterns. The latter 
concerns the debate about possible future Turkish membership in the EU, the 
visa liberalisation programme linked to the 2016 EU ‑Turkey refugee deal and 
more generally the migration flows of Turkish and non ‑Turkish citizens from 
Turkey, which have been used by the critics of Turkish EU membership ever 
since Turkey became an EU candidate country. The discussion on their inte‑
gration often involved matters of loyalty, language, citizenship and dominant 
culture. Much of the debate also relates to the assessment of the current politi‑
cal situation in Turkey, the role of Islam in Turkish national identity, and in 
some cases the position of the Kurdish minority in Turkey. The perception of 
successful integration varies by country and is largely affected by the history 
of migration, the characteristics of the migrant community, and the nature of 
immigration policies in the country. It is therefore affected by a multitude of 
economic, political, social and cultural factors.8 

The Czech Republic

Although the Czech Republic has a relatively low share of foreigners per capita,9 
the number of foreigners with permanent and temporary residency has been 
increasing since 2001, recently affected by the persisting labour shortages in the 
country. At the end of 2018, 564,345 foreigners lived in the Czech Republic, most 
frequently Ukrainians, Slovaks and the Vietnamese. By the end of 2018, foreign 
nationals constituted 12.4% of the total employment in the Czech Republic. 
Table 2 summarizes additional basic data on foreign nationals in the country.

Czechs exhibit relatively hostile attitudes to foreigners. In 2018, 58% of 
Czechs saw foreigners as a problem (73% in 2003); 64% believed that foreigners 
increased crime rates, and 62% believed foreigners represented a health risk, 
while the number of people claiming foreigners increased total unemployment 
has steadily decreased from 79% in 2014 to 41% in 2018. The share of people 
who believed foreigners threatened the Czech way of life has increased in abso‑
lute terms since 2009 (46%, respectively 36%) but had had a declining trend 
since 2016 when it peaked at 53%. Only 20% believed that foreigners helped 
solve the problems of ageing society and that they contributed to economic 
growth. Similarly, only 18% believed they enriched the local culture. People 
in Bohemia were more likely to say that foreigners were not a problem while 

8 For variations across multiple countries, see e.g. Dedeoğlu and Genç (2015).
9 It ranked 19th in the EU-28: CR 4.9%, EU-28 average 9% (ČSÚ 2019).
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Moravians were more likely to say that no foreigners lived in their area. People 
who personally knew foreigners or had foreigners as friends were more likely 
to say that foreigners were not a problem (CVVM 2018).

Table 2: Selected Data on Foreign Nationals in the Czech Republic (31/12/2018)

Number of foreigners Total
Women 
EU nationals
Third country nationals

564,345
244,768 ()
232,493
331,852

Most frequent citizenship of foreigners Ukraine
Slovakia
Vietnam
Other

23%
21%
11%
45%

Most frequent place of settlement Prague
Stredocesky
Jihomoravsky

205,595 
  76,393
  50,351  

Foreigners by category of residence Permanent residence
Temporary residence EU nationals 
Long-term residence
Long-term visa
Asylum

289,459 
145,177
113,793
  15,916
    2,586

Foreigners by age 0-19
20-29
30-44
45-59
60 and +

  79,126
  91,598
210,202
129,952
  53,467

Employment of foreigners Total
Employees
Self-employed

658,600
568,500
  89,800

Source ČSÚ 2019, 2020.

The lack of comfort with becoming a destination country has been translated 
into a more restrictive immigration policy both on the level of political state‑
ments and policy implementation, which have witnessed a number of discrep‑
ancies and inconsistencies. Šimáčková (2018:10) noted that the CR has become 
a destination country due to the values and principles it offers to its population. 
These are what the immigrants seek, i.e., rule of law and protection of human 
rights, but the failure to protect the rights of the foreigners raises the question, 
how they can identify with the country’s fundamental principles, when the 
Czech immigration and asylum laws are “exceptionally inconsistent, incom‑
prehensible and parts of it have been declared repeatedly by the Constitutional 
court as unconstitutional” (12). She noted that the immigration laws, their 
execution and judicial practice violate rule of law based on transparency, clarity 
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and enforceability and the equality of all people. The administrative proceedings 
were also often problematic and the country did not seem to know whether it 
wanted foreigners or not and if so, which ones. Until applying for permanent 
residency, there were no integration requirements, which were more extensive 
only in the case of citizenship applications. People under international pro‑
tection and asylum applicants were also not required to integrate into society 
except for children at the compulsory education age (Šimáčková 2018). This 
brings the question as to whether the current Czech integration policy matches 
the new position of a destination country for an increasing variety of migrants 
and whether it can address the legitimate concerns of the Czech public regard‑
ing the diversity of the migration patterns.

In many European countries, Islam is seen as the religion of the underclass 
because their Muslim communities were a result of post ‑WW2 labour migration, 
which filled low ‑skilled jobs. In Central Europe, however, there have been no 
significant Muslim migrant communities. The majority population see Mus‑
lims, however, as uneducated, violent and dangerous, thus, they evoke hate 
and hostility. In a 2018 survey, while 80% of Czechs did not know any Muslim 
personally, 35% claimed they would not like to have a Muslim co ‑worker, 81% 
opposed the idea their children had a Muslim partner, and 35% would not like 
their child to attend school with a Muslim child. 52% did not agree that Mus‑
lims could obtain Czech citizenship. The terrorist attacks in Europe also led to 
fears about Muslim terrorists and their radicalization in Europe. The survey 
revealed that while fear of Muslims did not distinguish much between Arabs 
and Muslims from other Muslim countries (feared by 79, and 78% respectively), 
the number was only slightly lower for the Balkans and post ‑Soviet republics 
(70%), somewhat lower for Czech converts (61%), and lowest but still high for 
second generation Muslims living in the country (51%). The survey revealed 
a very positive correlation between respondents with general xenophobia and 
a rejecting position towards Muslims (95% of respondents with a high level of 
xenophobia had a closed view of Muslims as compared to 29% of people display‑
ing low levels of xenophobia) (Idnes.cz 2018). Schiffauer (2007) summarised 
the European reservations about Islam as incompatibility with democracy, an 
authoritarian family (patriarchy, misogyny, domestic violence) and fundamen‑
talism. The host society determines who is a bad and good Muslim based on the 
subjective degree of religiosity. A good Muslim is seen as a person, who is not 
religious and does not follow the rules of the religion, and is thus seen as capa‑
ble of integration into the host society. Much of this also applies to the Czech 
context, where some of the migration anxiety is caused by the Islamophobic 
feelings described above, which together with the current setting of the Czech 
immigration policy and the politicisation of the issue can potentially hamper 
the adaptation process of the migrants coming from the Muslim countries, who 
might already feel culturally marginalised from the host country.
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Method

Our study analysed the state of research on migration in the specific context 
of the Turkish diaspora in Europe. The empirical part relied on available sta‑
tistical data about foreigners in the Czech Republic obtained from the Czech 
Statistical office (ČSÚ 2018). The overview of the data for the Turkish citizens 
is summarised in Annex 1. These data were complemented with data collected 
from an online survey, which was distributed in Turkish in two Turkish ‑Czech 
Facebook groups between 20 July and 17 August 2019. The first group, Turci 
v Česku/Çek Cumhuriyeti’deki Türkler is a private Facebook group with 1,199 
members created in 2012. The second group, Česko Turecko/Çek Türk, has 1,965 
members. It is a private group created in 2013 by the Czech ‑Turkish community 
of the same name. A total of 98 responses were obtained. The questionnaire 
combined close and open ‑ended questions, which enabled a more thorough 
analysis of the data obtained. Its aim was to map the level of adaptation into 
Czech society and the attitudes of the Turkish diaspora in the country, which 
could not be obtained from the general data available from the Czech Statisti‑
cal Office. The questions were divided into two main groups. The integration 
level was measured based on selected aspects identified by the World Migration 
report (2015) as the most frequent obstacles faced by migrants, i.e. language 
barrier, legal and administrative barriers, discrimination and xenophobia. The 
second pool of questions focused on several features identified with the diaspora 
as discussed above, i.e. the connection with the country of origin and engage‑
ment with local and transnational diaspora. The link to the home country was 
measured by questions about the following domestic politics in the Turkish 
media and generally news about Turkey, by the frequency of their visits to Tur‑
key, their reasons for leaving Turkey, the plans for returning to Turkey but also 
the level of trust in the Turkish embassy. Annexes 2 and 3 provide the results 
of the close ‑ended questions and the population summary. The main limita‑
tions were the sampling and distribution of the questionnaire in the Facebook 
groups, thus, we also relied on the ČSÚ data on the Turkish community in the 
country. Another problem was distrust on the part of some respondents, which 
was clear in the board discussions but also in the lower response rates for some 
questions, which focused on their political preferences and the evaluation of 
the Turkish embassy.

Findings

The Turkish community in the Czech Republic is small but its numbers have 
been rising (see Annex 1). Graph 1 shows the increase since 2016; in 2017 Tur‑
key entered the top 25 groups of immigrants in the Czech Republic for the first 
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time; it is now the sixth largest European third country nationals’ group and 
the largest Muslim community in the country.10 

Graph 1: Number of Turkish Citizens Legally Residing in the Czech Republic 
(2008–2018)

Source: own results

The Czech Republic is not the top country of choice for Turks, but the increase 
in the immigration numbers indicates that Turkish push factors and Czech pull 
factors have affected Turkish migration flows since 2016. The possibility of hav‑
ing or finding employment seemed very important in the decision as much as 
the economic situation in Turkey. Economic reasons were the most often stated 
primary motives both to leave Turkey and to come to the Czech Republic. The 
ČSÚ and our data indicated that the Turkish community preferred to settle in 
the largest and most diverse urban centres in the country, which also had the 
lowest unemployment rates. The second and third most common reasons for 
choosing the Czech Republic were family and education. The ability to obtain 
a family visa provided a significant pull factor and facilitated the integration 
process including knowledge of the environment and the ability to find an oc‑
cupation. The relatively low cost of education and universities with international 
programmes also served as noticeable pull factors. Our data also confirmed the 
argument of Dedeoğlu and Genç (2017) that political (in)stability can serve as 
a secondary push and pull factor: the respondents ranked political instability 
among top five problems in Turkey today (together with unemployment, infla‑
tion and terrorism) and evaluated the political situation in Turkey as poor or 
very poor while the evaluation of the situation in the Czech Republic was posi‑
tive on all accounts asked (see Graph 2).

10 The only country with a majority Muslim population that has more foreigners living the Czech Republic 
is Kazakhstan, where over 70% of the population is Muslim but due to the Soviet past and despite the 
more recent religious revival in the country, the level of religiosity is relatively low compared with many 
other Muslim countries.
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Graph 2: The current situation is poor or very poor in the following areas (%)

Source: own results

Generally, the respondents indicated their will to integrate into Czech society. 
A majority spoke Czech, did not plan to leave the country in the near future, 
planned to apply for Czech citizenship and once eligible, vote in the Czech elec‑
tions. Their children were mostly receiving education in Czech (if applicable).11 
When self ‑evaluating the ability to adapt to Czech society, a majority (58%) 
claimed they did not face any problems. Those who did were most likely to en‑
counter problems with finding accommodation, with finding friends and having 
a social life, with the authorities including the police, with access to health care 
and with finding a job. The region and size of the settlement did not seem to 
influence problems with integration unlike the sex of the respondent. Women 
were far more likely to report problems (see graph 3), which will require ad‑
ditional information to identify the causes of this discrepancy.

Graph 3: “Have you encountered any problems ... ”

Source: own results

Among the things mentioned that the Czech government could improve in 
their services to the respondents (and their families, if relevant) were better 

11 Annex 1 shows that the number of Turkish children enrolled in Czech schools is very low but the data 
can be influenced by the number of children, who are dual citizens, thus, are not recorded as foreigners.
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integration policies including teaching Czech, adaptation training, consultancy, 
better access to health care (including birth and post ‑birth assistance), less 
bureaucracy and introduction of e ‑government and English ‑speaking staff at 
the departments handling immigration affairs. Although a slight majority of 
the respondents declared their knowledge of Czech, for many language barrier 
was one of the crucial problems in their adaptation process and some even 
considered leaving the country for this reason. While a majority (57%) of the 
respondents did not consider moving to another country, those who did (32%) 
most often complained about the low standard of living but also the language 
barrier, racism, cultural differences and the related problems with socialisation. 
These respondents were also more likely to report problems with integrating into 
Czech society and discrimination based on their nationality. The respondents, 
who reported discrimination based on their nationality, mentioned general 
racism and prejudice in society but also racism in governmental offices.

The Czech perception of Turkey is to some extent perceived as affecting the 
majority’s approach to the Turkish migrants. The long ‑standing good relations 
between the two countries are little known.12 While the official relations are 
stable, the public has become increasingly critical. The European Council on 
Foreign Relations (Aydintasbas 2018) evaluated the Czech ‑Turkish relations 
as characterised by declining support for Turkish EU membership among the 
Czech public due to perception of increasing authoritarianism. Czechs consid‑
ered the post‑2016 Turkish development as a violation of human rights and 
democracy and did not welcome the changing Turkish relationship with Russia 
and Israel. The Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan was the least trusted 
foreign leader in 2016 (yet, most people did not know what he looked like). 
Czech society’s view of Turkey was also affected by the strong representation 
of the Kurdish perspective on the Turkish “Kurdish problem” and rising Czech 
anti ‑Islamism both projected into the understanding of the Turkish involve‑
ment in Syria and affecting the perception that the Turkish regime has become 
increasingly undemocratic. The relations between the countries hit the lowest 
point during the Salih Muslim crisis in February 2018.13 

The survey respondents viewed the relationship between Turkey and the 
CR as mostly neutral/normal (33%) or bad/insufficient (30%) while only 
18% assessed it as good. One respondent described the relations as defined by 

“lack of information and interest” while another stated that the two countries 

12 Few people are aware that the relations between the two countries date back to the post -WW1 era and 
continued even during the Cold War era. The first agreement between the two countries was signed 
in 1924 and several agreements were also signed between Turkey and socialist Czechoslovakia and 
with the Czech Republic in the 1990s and the early 2000s. Some of the recent agreements facilitated 
cooperation in terms of double taxation, pensions and social security.

13 The former Syrian Kurdish leader was arrested in Prague and Turkey requested his extradition on terror-
ism charges but the Czech court released him, which Turkey called “scandalous” (BBC 2018) and against 
international law.
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crossed paths only during the the Salih Muslim crisis. One other respondent 
argued that the Czech Republic was siding with the Americans, which could 
indirectly damage its relations with Turkey. The respondents also recorded the 
impact on the negative view of Turkey on their integration into society. Several 
people complained about racist or discriminatory remarks and behaviour in 
business and social relations. One respondent noted that people’s reactions 
to him changed when they learnt he was Turkish, so he began saying he was 
from Cyprus. While none of the respondents directly associated the perceived 
discriminatory treatment of Turks with the current political situation in Turkey, 
they recorded that the anti ‑Turkish attitudes were influenced by the anti ‑Islam 
discourse as documented in most of the respondent’ personal stories. One re‑
spondent stated that even though not religious, being Turkish “I was inevitably 
subjected to the same treatment” as Muslims. Another noted that when hear‑
ing Turkey, Czechs directly think Muslim and do not want to have any contact.

When specifically asked about problems related to their religion, only 16% 
declared they experienced problems in their workplace, social life and school.14 
One person stated that Czechs did not like foreigners, but especially Muslims. 
Some respondents, while declaring they did not have any religious beliefs, 
complained about the anti ‑Muslim attitudes in the country, while another 
said he was happy he was not Muslim in this country. Several personal stories 
were provided when answering this question. One female respondent noted 
that her son attending primary school was told that he was a Muslim terrorist, 
and another female respondent wearing a headscarf reported that the glances 
and prejudiced behaviour were pushing her to insulation from social life. She 
found it “impossible to find job or friends.” The personal stories also included 
cases of verbal and physical assaults on a friend with a headscarf and the rejec‑
tion of medical assistance to a covered woman. Generally, those experiencing 
problems believed that Muslims were not welcome in the Czech Republic and 
that their religion was causing social problems and issues with finding a job. 
These perceptions were also reflected in the declared plan to leave the country.

These responses indicated that while Turks were not all that visibly different 
from the majority in terms of complexion and dress, except for women wearing 
headscarves, some people perceived them as primarily Muslim. This was affected 
by the widespread belief that for Muslims, their first source of identification is 
their religion, which increases hostility together with the belief that Muslims 
cannot successfully integrate and that they come from poorer countries, and 
thus, some people “look down upon them” (Nachmani 2016). Paul and Becker 
(2017: 141–142, 152) argued that Turks were more likely to highlight their 
similarities with Europeans than Arabs and were actually critical of Arabs and 

14 Some of the anti -Muslim attitudes were recorded, however, in the question on discrimination based on 
their nationality.
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disliked being confused with them: “prioritizing and emphasizing national 
identity/culture facilitates stigma management”, which could also be found in 
some of our responses. Several respondents complained that Czechs viewed 
Turks as Arabs but one respondent noted that the problem with perceiving 
Turks as Arabs and all Arabs as terrorists was commonplace in Europe in general.

Paul and Becker (2017: 141–142) argued that Turks also dealt with the “Mus‑
lim stigma” by emphasizing traditional Turkish hospitality, friendliness, love 
for children and generosity. The respondents described the local Turkish com‑
munity as family, close friends and business contacts and defined its members 
as warm, social, hard ‑working, well educated, secular and well ‑integrated 
people. The negative descriptions of the Turkish community were infrequent 
and criticised selfishness and pretentious behaviour. The self ‑descriptions fit 
the national perspective on Turkish culture defined in Turkey as related to the 
Central Asian Turkic tradition and different from Arabs (“with their strange 
views of women and their theocratic political systems”) but also the West (and 

“its excessive and exploitative nature”) because it builds on “strong family ties, 
respect for elders and unconditional love of, and commitment to, children… 
loneliness is a rare phenomenon… the foremost motivation of individuals is 
not greed… racism seems distant from everyone’s mind” (Iskenderoglu, quoted 
in Nachmani 2016: 329).

Our results confirm the discomfort some Czechs feel with foreigners and 
Muslims in particular. There is a question whether Czechs perceive the Turk‑
ish migrants primarily as Turks or as Muslims but the image is in both cases 
highly problematic due to Islamophobia and the unpopularity of the Turkish 
regime. Collective responsibility is often applied, when Turks are expected to 
show shame for the violence caused by their government or by Muslims. Given 
that the negative view of the Turkish regime in Czech society is connected with 
President Erdogan, who is perceived by the Czechs as an Islamist, there might 
be a political connection as to how the Czech perceive the Turks.

Another important aspect was the existence of an (at least on some level) 
organised local Turkish community, with its activities and links to Turkey or 
other communities abroad. Vainikka (2016: 17) argued that “the sense of se‑
curity and freedom, shared values, discourses of trust, conventional practices 
and comfort in the way of living contribute to seeing national communities 
as objects of emotional identification.” Two thirds of the respondents were in 
contact with Turks in their current place of residence, only one respondent did 
not know about Turks living in the area, which could be caused by his recent 
arrival, and the small size and geography of his residency in the country. Half 
the respondents were aware of events and activities organized by the Turks in 
their neighbourhood and of those informed, a slight majority participated in 
these events. Among those who were not aware of the events in the area, 62% de‑
clared they would like to attend. The links to Turks in other European countries 
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were less common, 44% had contacts with Turks in other European countries. 
It is worth noting that those who planned to leave the Czech Republic were 
considering Germany (46%), the Netherlands (41%) and the UK (33%). The 
fact that these countries have significant Turkish minorities could be a factor 
in the decision, because those considering the move expected not only better 
living conditions but also a better social life.

The mobilization of Turkish immigrants can represent an opportunity but 
also a challenge to the Turkish state and the host country. In recent debates 
about Turkish nationals in other European countries, one hears about the level 
of control the Turkish government has over its diaspora and some worry about 
the Turkish diaspora being the “fifth column” especially linked to the spread of 
conservative social values and Islam (Aydin 2014). Our findings indicate that 
the Turkish community in the CR maintained close ties with Turkey. More than 
half visited Turkey at least once a year (55%) and they were quite engaged in 
following the events in the home country; 92% followed the news in Turkey, 
usually combining various sources but mostly relying on the Internet (93%) 
and the social media (77%), but also news from family and friends (53%). The 
involvement in Turkish politics was strong through elections – 85% of Turks 
voted or planned to vote in Turkish elections. The political views of the respond‑
ents were pro ‑European and pro ‑Western (see Graph 3).

Graph 4: Selected Foreign Policy Views

Source: own results

The respondents and the official results of the Turkish embassy in Prague from 
the 2018 presidential election also showed high support politically for the main 
opposition candidate Muharrem Ince (Republican People’s Party, CHP) and low 
support for Recep Tayyip Erdoğan (see Graph 4).15 This clearly distinguished 

15 Given the fact that some of the respondents did not vote in Prague due to their arrival to the country 
and their registration as voters (while 80% claimed they voted in the Turkish election, the 2018 presi-
dential election had a 53% turnout in Prague), the sampling limits of the online survey through the 
social media, and the fact that 9 respondents did not answer the question, the numbers correspond 
well with the results announced by the Turkish embassy in Prague except for the results of Erdogan.



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 16 (2020) 2 515

the Czech Turkish community from the diaspora in some EU countries with 
a more numerous Turkish community, where President Erdoğan won and with 
a higher percentage than in Turkey.16 The support for the CHP candidate could 
also explain the relatively low perception of religious discrimination in the 
country as recorded by the respondents (discussed above) because the CHP 
electorate are generally non ‑religious, secular voters (cf. Ciddi 2009).

Graph 5: Support for presidential candidates, 2018 election

Note: voter turnout in Prague 53%, total diaspora turnout was 48.8%
Source: own results, Sabah 2018.

Unlike for instance Germany, the Turkish government does not seem to have 
a strong ally in the Turkish diaspora in the CR, where many Turks do not sup‑
port the AKP and negatively assess the political and economic situation in 
Turkey. The service of the Turkish embassy in Prague was generally assessed as 
not particularly good, with only 20% of the respondents finding it very good 
and good and 68% claiming that the embassy should provide more services 
than it did. These included organizing events which would support the Turkish 
community (meeting of Turks, connecting Turkish children with their Turkish 
culture and language, social gatherings, educational activities, and economic 
opportunities; all these should have a regular programme) but also improving 
Turkey’s image in the host society, promoting Turkish culture and Turkey in 
general. The demand to help increase the cohesion of the Turkish community 
and “unity” was particularly frequent.

The findings confirm Aydin’s argument (2014) that most Turks maintain very 
close relations with the home country and wanted to keep their “lively connec‑
tions”; they especially agreed on the need to preserve the culture and language 
as links to the motherland. The embassy did not seem all that active, however, 

16 While the comparison is not the focus of the study, we also need to note that the diaspora turnout was 
quite low and much lower than in Turkey, thus, the results might not represent the views of the Turk-
ish diaspora in general. Erdogan received the highest number of votes in Austria (72.3%, voter turnout 
48.9%), in the Netherlands (73%, voter turnout 46.7%) and in Belgium (74.9%, voter turnout 53.6%). For 
more see Sabah 2018.
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in supporting the local Turkish community. The website of the embassy does 
not inform about any activities for local Turkish citizens or links to the official 
diaspora programmes of the Turkish government.17 Thus, the Presidency for 
Turks Abroad and Related Communities (YTB) does not seem to be interested 
in supporting Turkish diaspora activities in the country including those directly 
related to its proclaimed goals such as education of children. When asked about 
classes teaching children Turkish and helping their families socialize, the 
embassy’s reaction was limited to supply of books in Turkish (M.C. 2020).18 
Several projects involving children of the Turkish community are currently 
under preparation, all without the direct involvement of the embassy. While 
asking for more services, the responses revealed ambivalent levels of trust in 
the embassy: 41% trusted it and 37% did not, while a relatively high share of 
the respondents refused to answer the question (24%). This might also be 
related to the claims that the Turkish embassy had been spying on the citizens 
in Prague (and other European cities), who were critical of President Erdoğan 
and affiliated with the Gülen movement,19 as claimed by the pro ‑Gülenist news 
portal Nordic Monitor (Bozkurt 2019).20 

At the same time, the respondents demanded more assistance with their life 
in the country from the embassy such as receiving information in Turkish about 
the visa and residency application processes, housing, health care, transpor‑
tation, diploma recognition, employment opportunities – generally services 
facilitating their early adaptation, but also assisting their long ‑term integra‑
tion such as organizing Czech language courses and learning about bilateral 
agreements concerning social policy and retirement rights. This indicated the 
dissatisfaction with the work of the embassy but indirectly also the insufficiency 
of the Turkish support groups and the inadequacy of the integration services 
available to immigrants in the CR including the availability and awareness about 
the Czech integration centres.

17 This might change after the new ambassador Egemen Bağış was appointed in autumn 2019. He met 
with various Czech -Turkish groups active in the country and is planning to organize a one week cultural 
festival in Prague in June 2020. More specific information is not available at the moment but the aim 
is to promote Turkey in the Czech Republic and strengthen the ties of the Turkish community.

18 The interview with the president of a Czech -Turkish association, which cooperates with the embassy 
on cultural affairs, was conducted on 21 February 2020. The interviewee wanted to remain anonymous 
so we do not provide the full name of the association.

19 A social -religious movement built around the preacher Fethullah Gülen formed an informal alliance 
with the AKP until 2013. The government holds it responsible for the 2016 failed coups. For more, see 
e.g. Tungul (2018).

20 The article claimed that they had been “targeted by a campaign of intimidation and harassment and 
denied consular services abroad, while their relatives and friends back in Turkey risked the possibility 
of jail time, asset seizure and persecution on fabricated criminal charges.”
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Conclusion

International migration is a phenomenon, bringing many opportunities but also 
threats to the host societies, which leads to an increasing hostility to migrants 
across the Western world. National migration laws are becoming stricter, while 
politicians and the media are becoming increasingly antagonistic, especially to 
asylum seekers but also other migrants, who they often associate with disorder 
and criminality (Snyder 2011). Despite the anti ‑immigration sentiments in the 
Czech Republic, it has become a destination country for an increasing number 
of people. While job insecurity and low income, exacerbated by (possible) 
political persecution, can be important push factors in a country undergoing 
a prolonged economic crisis and rising authoritarianism like Turkey, foreign‑
ers looking for employment help fight shortages in the host countries like the 
Czech Republic and can potentially address certain problems of ageing societies. 
The perceptions of political stability, rule of law and respect for human rights 
associated with EU membership serve as additional pull factors for third country 
nationals. The decisions to live abroad or to return to the homeland take into 
consideration social, economic and political factors. The factors of economic 
and political stability are complemented with the distance from the country of 
origin and the ability to reach the kin/host country at an acceptable cost, the 
existence of possible (transnational) migrant networks, and the standard of 
living in the kin/host country.

The originally economic push factors of Turkish migration to Europe in the 
1960s have developed into a far more complex web of reasons for migration and 
have affected its patterns and characteristics. While the European public opinion 
is rather negative about current Turkey, Turkish communities can now be found 
in all EU countries, including Central Europe. The Turkish diaspora policy and 
transnational connections between Turks are often seen as obstacles to their 
successful integration into the host societies and are called the fifth column or 
Trojan horse. The rising authoritarianism of President Erdoğan and the results of 
the Turkish elections abroad seem to confirm that view in some European coun‑
tries. The host society blames them for social conservatism and perceives their 
collective Muslim identity as a problem or even a threat. The political views of the 
Turks in the Czech Republic do not support this view but it would be interesting 
to see whether the Czech public would associate the Turkish migrants with pro‑

‑Erdoğan attitudes due to their nationality or due to the news about the support 
of the Turkish diaspora for Erdoğan in countries like Austria and Germany.

The homeland provides a strong point for identity formation and preserva‑
tion of the diaspora. The individualised definition of migrants’ Turkishness 
depends on the memory of the life before leaving, the narrative of the departure, 
the reception and environment in the host country and the relations with the 
other members of the diaspora and the kin state. They might believe or hope 
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that one day they will be able to return to the country, when the political situ‑
ation changes. In their case, the emotion of loyalty to their homeland can be 
replaced by an emotion of resentment to the country of origin as it stands today. 
We witness the idealization of the homeland but also the shame of the homeland 
and these feelings do not have to be mutually exclusive. The people who left 
because of some political turmoil such as the 1980 military coup, during the 
Kurdish insurgency or most recently after the 15 July failed coup experienced 
a “traumatic loss”. They maintained a memory of the place and the trauma 
and create their own discourse of why they had left the country as witnessed 
in the case of the Turkish Kurds, and more recently the members of the Gülen 
movement. In this context, more research is needed to assess the memory and 
diaspora narratives of selected sections of the Turkish diaspora.

The Turkish community in the Czech Republic has been rising in numbers 
and the majority of its members seem interested in staying in the country for 
a longer period of time and in integrating with Czech society. The anti ‑Islamic 
feelings might not be sufficient deterrents to migrants coming from Muslim 
countries because there is a general perception that Islamophobia is on the rise 
in the West in general. It was apparent that the inconsistencies in Czech immi‑
gration policy and the lack of requirements for integration of immigrants has 
been reflected in the problems the Turkish citizens recorded and the demands 
they expressed towards the Czech authorities and the Turkish embassy. The 
evaluation of the level of their integration depends on what the receiving state 
considers successful integration, which obviously brings substantial differences 
between individual countries. Thus, it is not only the nature of the diaspora but 
also the receiving state that define the result. The Czech immigration policy 
lacks consistent and lucid integration priorities and goals, which would better 
reflect the position of the destination country and assist with the integration, 
which is required both on the level of political decisions and policy implemen‑
tation by the state authorities. Such a policy should reflect the fact that while 
there are dominant migrant groups, a majority of the migrants come from third 
countries. They do not therefore have EU citizenship rights, often wish to apply 
for permanent residency, and many of them will be raising their children in the 
Czech Republic. Acknowledging and preparing for diversity might contribute 
to economic prosperity but also political stability and democratic maturity.
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Annex 1: Selected official data on Turkish citizens in the Czech Republic

Source: ČSÚ 2019.
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Annex 2: Basic sociodemographics of the survey respondents (N=98)
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Annex 3: Summary of selected questions and responses
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Multi ‑level Governance and Energy Specifics 
of the V4 Countries within the Context 

of European Integration 1

HELENA BAUEROVÁ AND MILAN VOŠTA

Abstract: The topic of energy is still one of the most sensitive policy areas. The aim 
of this article is to examine the multi ‑level governance and energy specifics of the V4 
countries within the context of European integration by analyzing selected the specifics 
of the energy mix of the V4 group countries. This will be carried out within the context 
of applying the theory of multilevel governance. The paper shows how energy policy 
is formed at state, and/or non ‑state level, as well as how these levels are influenced 
by the EU. The article also looks at the efforts taken to shape a common energy policy. 
A closer examination of the individual countries‘ levels lies outside the scope of this 
article. Therefore, the framework was chosen with regard to the particular features 
within the context of the functioning of the V4 group of countries. Using multi ‑level 
governance as a theoretical concept, the authors considered the limits arising from the 
determination of levels and the subjects of the survey, as well as having distinguished 
three levels of analysis. The first is the supranational level. This is represented by the 
EU. The second level is represented by the V4 states. The third level is the state as the 
actor that formulates energy policy, sets the energy mix and subsequently manifests 
itself in relation to the EU and the V4 group. Energy policy is significantly influenced by 
states, especially in the area of   energy security of fuel supplies, or that of setting the 
energy mix. With the gradual communitarization of energy policy, the EU’s influence is 
growing and it is debatable how the evaluation of existing strategic plans, presented 
by individual states, will be done. The role of the V4 group is the weakest of the three 
levels of analysis which were examined. However, its increasing influence can be pre‑

1 This paper is the result of Metropolitan University Prague research project no. 74-02 “Territorial Stud-
ies, Economics, International Relations” (2020), based on a grant from the Institutional Fund for the 
Long -term Strategic Development of Research Organisations.

Politics in Central Europe (ISSN: 1801-3422)
Vol. 16, No. 2
DOI: 10.2478/pce-2020-0022



526 Multi-level Governance and Energy Specifics of the V4 Countries … Helena Bauerová and Milan Vošta

dicted mainly in the case of coal depletion and the perception of nuclear energy as 
a renewable source.

Keywords: Visegrad group, European Union, EU energy policy, multi ‑level govern‑
ance, energy mix

Introduction

Energy policy is one of the oldest policies of the European integration process. 
The coal and steel co ‑operation project of the early 1950s; leading to the crea‑
tion of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC); laid the foundations 
for energy cooperation in the present ‑day European Union. However, it should 
be noted that energy policy has long been an area outside the scope of primary 
Community Law. A real energy policy began to take shape only after the adoption 
of the Single European Act (1986). This was in connection with the construction 
of the common internal market, which also, logically, included energy ‑related 
commodities.

The energy sector was, and still is, one of the most sensitive areas where, in 
terms of European integration, the interests of states (government, policies 
or corporate interests) conflict with the interests and direction of European 
integration. The indicated contradiction is plainly visible from the turn of the 
1980s and 1990s and has continued up until the Treaty of Lisbon was adopted. 
This is because because energy was not considered to be a “classic” Community 
policy. EU activities and challenges since the publication of the White Paper 
(1995): Energy Policy for the European Union have referred to the need to build 
energy policy on a Community policy platform. Such a policy should include “… 
private and public operators… a framework for consultation on energy action and 
instruments… a framework for cooperation between Member States in order to iden‑
tify common interests” (Evropská komise 1995). However, the challenges which 
the European Commission faced were the lack of interest and unwillingness of 
member states to find a common ground for the shaping of common rules for 
the internal market in energy commodities; as well as for the communitarization 
of this policy. The change did not occur until 2006, with the publication of the 
Green Paper on a European Strategy for Sustainable, Competitive and Secure Energy 
(Evropská komise 2006). The European Commission mentions the possibility 
of developing a common energy strategy based on a single energy policy; not 
on the separate energy policies of each of the 25 member states. The indicated 
activity of the European Commission resulted in the adoption of the Lisbon 
Treaty, which communitarized energy policy.
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The aim of this paper is to analyze selected specifics of the energy mix of 
a group of countries within the context of the application of the theory of 
multilevel governance. The authors assume that energy policy (setting the 
energy mix) clearly demonstrates the blending of several spheres of decision‑

‑making (local level, state, government organizations and the EU level) into 
the formation and final form of energy policy; both of the individual state and 
the EU. At the same time, the authors are aware of the breadth of the topic, and 
therefore chose a narrow group of states. The selected states are connected by 
geographical proximity and cooperation on the basis of their membership of 
the Visegrad Group and the European Union. The aim of the article is to show 
to what extent energy policy is formed at state and/or non ‑state level, as well 
as how these levels are influenced by the EU and its efforts to shape a common 
energy policy. The breadth of the individual levels also lies outside the scope 
of this paper. Therefore, the framework was chosen with regard to the partial 
specifics, especially within the context of the functioning of the group known 
as the Visegrad Group. The levels of analysis are, therefore, the following three: 
1) The four countries Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia, which 
are: 2) part of the Visegrad Group (V4); which is the second level of analysis. 
The last level of analysis: 3) is the EU. In terms of time, the analysis will focus 
on the period after accession to the EU (after 2004), and mainly on the most 
recent period after 2015.

The following text is divided into two main parts. The first part introduces 
the theory of multi ‑level governance as a concept by which the selected issue 
can be grasped. At the same time, the weaknesses of the approach that can ad‑
just the resulting findings are demonstrated. In the second part of the article 
the specifics of energy policy in the concept of V4 countries in connection with 
the EU are analysed. This is specifically a partial energy policy of the group of 
analysed states within in the context of those activities implemented by the 
Visegrad Group. Subsequently, the energy mix is   analyzed within the context 
of each state’s specifics. The text seeks an answer to the research question: „to 
what extent are the specifics of the energy policy of the selected countries determined 
by state policy?“ To put it another way, to what extent is it possible to monitor 
the EU’s influence on the energy policy of the Visegrad Group countries? Is it 
possible to say that the Visegrad Group does or does not shape the energy poli‑
cies of the Member States within the context of EU action?

Multi ‑level Governance as a Framework for Grasping the Energy 
Policy of the V4 Countries

The common denominator of all approaches using multi ‑level governance 
(hereinafter to be referred to as MLG) is the system of governance, which takes 
place at various levels. The basic divisions are: national, local, supranational 
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or regional level (Daniel – Kay 2017: 4). There are two main types of MLG. The 
first is associated with the federal organization of the state, where governance 
goes from the state government to the units. The second type is an expression 
of broad governance involving both the individual and the state (Hooge – Marks 
2003). The division of governance according to levels allows the MLG concept 
to explain the development and implementation of outputs at different levels; 
which together achieve the defined objectives (Zürn 2010). One can agree with 
the statement of Stein and Turkewitsch (2008) that multi ‑level governance leads 
to the optimization of political decision ‑making. This is because it is possible to 
monitor the vertical and horizontal levels of decision ‑making. Moreover, they 
are intertwined and the decision ‑making process reflects a number of actors that 
influence the resulting decision (Stephenson 2013). This helps us to analyze, 
inter alia, the functioning of energy policy in this paper.

In the context of European integration, it should be recognized that the 
MLG concept requires the monitoring of the principle of subsidiarity, as well 
as the tendency of partial policies to communitarise in the context of European 
integration. This principle led to the involvement of other actors in the integra‑
tion process after 1993.

If multi ‑level governce is used as a theoretical concept, it is necessary to 
consider certain limits resulting from the determination of levels and actors to 
be examined. The authors of this paper are aware of these limitations. However, 
from the beginning of their research activity, they recognise three main levels of 
analysis. The first is the transnational level, represented by the EU as an actor 
that creates common rules for the functioning of energy policy within a group‑
ing of 27 member states. The second level is represented by selected countries 
(the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia). At state level, the paper 
is greatly simplified, because its analysis monitors the behavior of states as 
units; i.e., primarily the energy mix of the state. Therefore, it does not deal 
with partial problems (e.g. energy security), or specifics at sub ‑state level (e.g., 
the influence of pressure or lobby groups). In the following text, the state is 
perceived as an actor which formulates energy policy, sets the energy mix within 
the entire territory of the given state. This is then reflected in relation to the EU 
and the Visegrad Group; which is the third level of analysis. The Visegrad Group 
is an example of intergovernmental cooperation, which is non ‑binding upon 
the parties involved (the V4 states are free to decide whether or not to apply 
in practice the results of the negotiations and the conclusions). On the other 
hand, V4 level negotiations provide a common platform that makes it easier 
for the participating countries to negotiate with each other, as well as in other 
fora, such as within the EU. The Visegrad platform is, therefore, perceived in 
the analysis as a specific meeting place where its member states’ energy policy 
interests may or may not be harmonized, and the negotiations may or may not 
be reflected at national and/or EU level.
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The EU and the V4 Energy Policy

Cooperation between the Visegrad Group countries is based upon an effort to 
return to Europe by engaging in European integration and joining NATO. The 
V4 countries‘ imminent entry into European structures has enriched the co‑
operation of the countries of Central Europe in new areas, including dialogue 
related to energy. V4 cooperation on the basis of energy policy dates back to 
2002, when the working group on energy was established. In the beginning, 
it was only an information platform, which began to develop only within the 
context of EU accession. The main focus of activity was the discussion on EU‑

‑based energy policy (Starý 2006). The group of states thus responded to the 
EU’s efforts to revise their existing energy policy. It is, therefore, possible to 
monitor the V4 countries‘ increased discussions of energy policy2 However, the 
external influence of the Russian ‑Ukrainian gas crisis cannot be overlooked.3 
One of the stimuli of increased interest in EU energy policy was, and still is, 
the fact that the V4 countries are dependent on imports of strategic energy raw 
materials from abroad, due to the fact that domestic production is not sufficient.4 

In general, the problem of high dependence on the import of primary energy 
sources affects the whole EU. At present, the European Union is still heavily 
dependent on oil and gas consumption. This necessitates future changes to 
be made in the context of overall consumption development, production pos‑
sibilities, shortages of raw material reserves, as well as political influence. The 
response to import dependence can be seen in the EU’s efforts to reduce the share 
of imported fossil fuels, and to increase the share of renewable energy sources, 
as a part of total consumption. In particular, the decline in the amount of oil 
and natural gas consumed was positively reflected in an increase in the use of 
renewable energy sources. Coal use has always been a difficult area, because some 
EU countries, and in particular, the Czech Republic and Poland (V4 countries), 
remain highly dependent on its use. Mention should also be made of the impor‑
tance of nuclear energy in the EU, which has gradually declined after peaking 
in 2002. However, it is in the V4 area that it is possible to observe an increased 
interest in nuclear energy as an alternative energy source (Eurostat 2017).

The current structure of the EU energy balance (2017) consists mainly of 
fossil fuels. Of this, the largest share is oil (36.4%); the second most important 
fossil fuel source for consumption is natural gas (23.2%); with coal in third 
position (14.5%). Renewable energy sources outperformed nuclear fuel with 
a share of 13.6% (12.3%) (Eurostat 2019). There are differences across the EU, 

2 This is reflected in the intensified negotiations that took place in 2006.
3 The crisis also prompted the EU to engage in dialogue and diversification of resources with regard to 

dependence on imports from third countries, in particular the Russian Federation (Evropský parlament 
2006).

4 See more below in the text on the energy mix of the individual countries analyzed.
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and the V4 countries are no exception. Poland and the Czech Republic; whose 
energy industry sectors have been historically based on coal mining; show 
a lower import dependency of around 30%. Hungary and Slovakia are more 
dependent on primary fuel source imports. They import between 55 and 60% 
of their primary energy sources (Eurostat 2019).

Energy is one of the areas where the Visegrad Group is very active. This 
stems from its geographical location and also its dependence on the import 
and distribution of energy resources and raw materials. The Visegrad countries 
have become increasingly aware that pre ‑negotiated, and subsequently shared 
positions; which are presented during EU summit plenary sessions; have greater 
potential for enforcement. Therefore, since 2009, efforts to pre ‑negotiate sub‑

‑themes on the part of the Visegrad Group, and to present them as topics of com‑
mon interest at EU level (European Council, summits, etc.) could be discerned. 
Since 2010, the abovementioned schemes have been called mini ‑summits, in 
which the Visegrad Group states seek to integrate regional interests and to act 
as a unit at EU level (Bauerová 2018: 179–180). Energy policy in the context of 
the above is one of the most important areas of interest, especially in the spirit 
of common interests. This interest stems from the V4 states‘ dependence on 
energy supplies predominantly from the Russian Federation. The instability in 
the Middle East region as well as the absence of a single European energy market 
also have a significant impact (Slobodian 2016). Especially after the Russian‑

‑Ukrainian gas crises, increased cooperation at V4 level has become a desirable 
outcome for all V4 states. This is evidenced by the Ministerial Declaration of 
the V4 countries issued from the Bratislava meeting (2011). The Declaration 
envisages: 1) energy cooperation in the context of the EU institutions; 2) the 
creation of a local energy sector as part of the EU’s single energy market, while 
strengthening the importance of the V4 countries; 3) reducing territorial de‑
pendence on gas imports by creating a pipeline network that will diversify the 
structure of suppliers; 4) with the construction of the North ‑South Gas Corridor 
by 2020; 5) cooperation with other countries (Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia), in 
particular on the North ‑South Gas Corridor project; 6) with the support of joint 
information exchange projects in the field of energy policies, legislation and 
regulations; 7) ensuring the stability of oil flow through the Druzhba pipeline 
and seeking alternatives for oil transport (Adria, TAL, TANAP); 8) with support 
for research in new areas of energy (Visegrad Group 2019).

However, finding common approaches is not easy because, as has already 
mentioned, V4 countries differ in their national interests and energy mixes, 
but also in the structure of their suppliers and the structure and capabilities of 
their transport infrastructures (Visegrad Group 2019).

The activities of the Visegrad Group can be followed by their efforts to solve 
the problem of energy dependence through intensive dialogue with Ukraine 
(in V4 + Ukraine format). This culminated in 2014, when the V4 supported the 
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integration of Ukraine5 into EU structures. Interest in Ukraine was also dem‑
onstrated by the large amounts spent from the Visegrad Fund (Maksak 2018). 
Currently, however, it should be noted that interest in Ukraine has weakened. 
Relations with Ukraine have become problematic in the context of the war in 
eastern Ukraine (since 2014), and in 2015 the migration crisis became the V4 
states‘ dominant concern. This is illustrated, for example, by the Final Decla‑
ration of the Summit of Prime Ministers of the Visegrad Group of Countries 
in 2015. While the Energy Declaration (2015/2016) of the Czech Presidency is 
one of the priority topics, the final summary does not mention this issue at all.6

From the point of view of the V4 countries‘ energy direction, we can discern 
partial similarities in the way that the states in the region define themselves 
towards the EU, as well as towards its expected direction. In general, the coun‑
tries that joined the EU in 2004 report a total of one fifth of carbon dioxide 
emissions (Ámon 2018). The solution to the complicated energy mix situation 
in member states is the EU’s plan to create an energy union that would divert 
countries away from the use of traditional, environmentally ‑unfriendly energy 
sources. A major turnaround in EU energy policy took place in 2006, when the 
debate on shaping a single EU ‑based energy policy was opened. The European 
Union has begun to build a so ‑called New Energy Policy for Europe, and a Green 
Paper on a European strategy for sustainable, competitive and secure energy 
has been published.7 It was and is crucial to the V4 states that the energy mix 
should remain in the hands of states.

The main »problem« with EU energy policy is, paradoxically, the afore‑
mentioned strong influence of states on the formation of the state energy mix, 
which may not meet the requirements coming from the EU. At V4 level, states 
clearly demonstrate the rather traditional direction of their energy policy. This 
is evidenced by the setting of the energy mix resulting not only from geographi‑
cal realities, but also from often political will (see below). The EU is currently 
moving towards carbon neutrality agreed at the Brussels Summit in 2019. The 
European Green Agreement envisages that by 2050, the EU will emit as much 
CO2 as it can absorb.8 Overall, the EU roadmap includes 4 main objectives: in 

5 More on the relationship between the EU, the V4 countries and Ukraine in the context of relations with 
Russia, eg Daborowski, 2015.

6 See Summit předsedů vlád červen  2016, available at: https://www.cssd.cz/data/files/summit-
-predsedu -vlad -zemi -visegradske -skupiny-8-cervna-2016.pdf (24 February 2020); Program českého 
předsednictví ve Visegrádské skupině v letech 2015-2016. Available at: https://www.mzv.cz/public/93/
bd/c9/1534795_1336641_program_V4_e_brozura_A4_CZ.pdf (24 February 2020).

7 Komise evropských společenství (2006): Green Paper. European strategy for sustainable, com-
petitive and secure energy. Available at: https://eur -lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.
do?uri=COM:2006:0105:FIN:CS:PDF (23 December 2019).

8 ČT24 (2019): The EU agreed on climate neutrality until 2050. The Czech Republic enforced the mention 
of the core. Available at: https://ct24.ceskatelevize.cz/svet/3003023-cilem -je -plan -ochrany -klimatu -rekl-

-pred -summitem -michel -dohodu -v-eu -brzdi -i-spor -o (29 March 2020).
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addition to reducing CO2 emissions, it seeks to increase the share of renewables, 
increase energy efficiency and increase the interconnection of energy systems.9 

By the end of 2019, all EU states had to submit draft national action plans, 
which were to be subsequently reviewed by the European Commission in the 
light of the defined EU energy policy objectives. However, member states 
want to achieve neutrality differently and perceive EU control as interference 
with their sovereignty (Zachová – Hosnedlová 2020). For example, in the V4 
region, it is possible to observe the effort to replace coal with nuclear energy, 
or Poland’s efforts to negotiate special conditions for itself.10 At the same 
time, it is possible to observe that the Czech Republic, Poland and Hungary 
preferred to reject the plan to create a carbon ‑neutral Europe in the context 
of a functioning economy (Simon 2019). The Slovak position is not so nega‑
tive, but it does not want to set a specific year for achieving carbon neutral‑
ity (Szalaj 2019). Some countries have already adopted certain legislative 
measures (eg Finland, Austria or Sweden). On the one hand, the EU can be 
seen as a major engine and stimulant for states to change long ‑term energy 
strategies and directions. On the other hand, state sovereignty is a major 
obstacle to the formation of a single energy market and energy union. The V4 
platform is a regional alternative where closer, common, EU ‑led collaborative 
factors can be sought. In the long run, the V4 countries have tended to favour 
traditional sources of energy, especially coal. The V4 countries are currently 
willing to adjust their energy mix, but the changes should be based on the 
needs of each state in the context of the functioning of the economy.11 In the 
field of energy policy, national interests are adapted to local conditions, not 
always to trends coming from the EU.

The Visegrad Group’s interest in energy policy stems from a number of docu‑
ments and statements.12 The first real effort to solve energy problems together 
on the V4 platform appeared in 2009 in the context of the gas crisis. The crisis 
has supported efforts to create a common energy market in the region, which 
would not only lead to lower raw material prices, but also increase energy secu‑
rity (Denková 2016). In this sense, a number of opportunities have arisen for 
the V4 countries to find a common ground and mutually acceptable solutions 
with regard to security of energy supply. Cooperation V4 level is evident, for 

9 Aliance pro energetickou soběstačnost (2019): The new decade will strengthen the growth of sustainable 
energy: a comparison of the approach of the Czech Republic and nearby countries. Available at: https://
www.tzb -info.cz/docu/clanky/0201/020104_Klimaticke_plany_2030_CR_vs_V4.pdf (1 April 2020).

10 The Polish case will not be discussed until mid-2020. At the time of writing (March 2020), the necessary 
data are not yet known.

11 Euractive (2013): Prime Ministers V4: Each EU country has the right to its own energy mix, including 
nuclear and shale gas: available at https://euractiv.cz/section/aktualne -v-eu/news/premieri -v4-kazda-

-zeme -eu -ma -pravo -na -vlastni -energeticky -mix -vcetne -jadra -a-bridlicoveho -plynu- visegradska -rusnok-
-tusk -fico -orban -eu -energetika-011190 / (29 March 2020).

12 Due to the limited scope of the article, the following text will deal with the situation from 2015 to 2019.
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example, in the response to the agreement between Austria and Germany on 
the introduction of a congestion management system at the “Germany/Luxem‑
bourg – Austria” tender border.

The reaction is evident in the cooperation of the Energy Regulatory Office of 
the Czech Republic (ERO), the Hungarian Office for Energy and Public Services 
(HEA), the Energy Regulatory Office of Poland (URE), and the Office for the 
Regulation of Energy Networks of Slovakia (RONI). According to the V4 coun‑
tries, the above agreement violates the rules of interconnected transmission 
networks, because the V4 region was not involved in the project (Energetický 
regulační úřad 2017). The discussion on the energy market revealed partial 
problems associated with V4 level negotiations (not only in the field of energy 
policy). One of the main problems arises from the fact that energy policy has 
been the responsibility of member states themselves for a long time, and it is 
clear that purely national interests cannot be overcome by shared V4 interests 
for the time being. For example, the above positions were clearly shown by the 
different positions in foreign policy towards the Russian Federation (Osička – 
Lehotský – Zapletalová – Černoch 2016). It also showed the influence of the 
EU, which is now a relevant platform for all four countries surveyed. Energy 
policy and the EU’s interests span the interests of the Visegrad Group. The EU 
has been liberalizing the energy market since 1996 (Evropský parlament 2019), 
and the V4 countries have had to adopt existing rules in accession negotiations. 
The V4 could undoubtedly act as a place that combines the interests presented 
at EU level. One example is the V4 consultation on roadmaps in the context of 
Regulation 2018/1999 of the European Parliament and of the Council; which 
took place in 2019 and will continue to be carried out over the course of 2020. 
It concerns greenhouse gas emissions, the use of renewable energy sources, 
energy efficiency and the interconnection of the transmission system. However, 
it should be borne in mind in this context that partial decisions taken at V4 level 
are non ‑binding and there is no legal instrument with which to force states to 
comply with the rules agreed V4 level. Efforts to create a common energy market 
from the V4 initiative became evident at the turn of 2015/2016, but this has been 
delayed due to the migration crisis, as well as other EU sub ‑projects. Mention 
should be made, too, of the EU Energy Union project, which was approved at 
the EU Summit in 2015.13 The EU project correlates with the interests of the V4 
as a whole. From the outset, however, it encounters the problems posed by the 
lack of uniformity among the EU member states. Within the V4, it is possible to 
detect some criticism from the Czech Republic and Hungary. On the other hand, 
in 2015 all EU member states signed a declaration supporting the establishment 

13 The European Council defined five main objectives of the European Energy Union and these had 3 
basic aspects. Provide affordable energy for businesses and consumers; secure energy for all countries 
by reducing energy dependence; produce more energy from renewable sources and combat climate 
change (European Council 2014).
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of an energy union. This correlates with the European Commission’s interest 
in promoting regional cooperation in order to achieve greater efficiency. In 
this sense, a number of opportunities have arisen for the V4 countries to find 
common ground and mutually acceptable solutions with regard to the security 
of the energy supply. If we look at the interest taken in the EU Energy Union 
from the perspective of the V4 as a whole, there is a clear common interest in 
supporting the concept (see the joint statements of the prime ministers of the 
V4 countries).14 If we were to pursue sub ‑interests at V4 member state level, it 
is obvious that agreement will be difficult to achieve. For example, the Czech 
Republic supports the project, while in the case of Hungary it is clear that the 
Energy Union would undermine state sovereignty (Euractive 2015). The ques‑
tion of state sovereignty is also at the heart of the shared interest in which states 
determine the energy mix. It is possible to pursue separate cooperation in the 
area of energy policy in a way which suits the states. An example of such coop‑
eration is the Czech ‑Hungarian cooperation in the field of nuclear energy and 
the initiation of the establishment of the Czech ‑Hungarian Innovation Platform 
(CIP).15 A platform for energy research across the V4 should be established 
within the current Czech Presidency of the V4 (2019/2020).16 

Energy Mix as a Basis for Cooperation at V4 Level

In the following section, the energy mixes of the V4 countries will be analysed. 
The main goal is to show the energy profile as well as the determinants that affect 
the energy mix and also comes close to [or not, as the case may be] the other 
V4 members. There is a particular need to respond to EU requirements. It is 
currently necessary to monitor the response of states to Regulation 2018/1999 
of the European Parliament and of the Council on the governance of the Energy 
Union and climate action.

In the Czech Republic, despite a relative decline, it still maintains its leading 
position in the consumption of coal as a primary source of energy (37.2%). The 
second most important component of the fuel and energy balance is crude oil 
(22.3%), which is used mainly in transport. Natural gas (16.6%) and nuclear 
fuel (16.2%) account for approximately the same share (Eurostat 2019). The 
Czech Republic is one of the least import ‑dependent countries of the EU (it 

14 Společné prohlášení předsedů vlád zemí V4 z roku 2017: available a: https://www.vlada.cz/cz/media-
-centrum/aktualne/spolecne -prohlaseni -predsedu -vlad -zemi -v4-_silna -evropa-_-duveryhodna -a-
akceschopna -unie_--153994/ (24 February 2020).

15 Věda výzkum (2019): Česká republika a Maďarsko iniciují platformu V4 pro energetický výzkum: available 
at https://vedavyzkum.cz/z -domova/z -domova/ceska -republika -a-madarsko -iniciuji -platformu -v4-pro-

-energeticky -vyzkum (1 April 2020).
16 Ministerstvo průmyslu a obchodu (2019): Česká republika a Maďarsko iniciují platformu V4 pro energet-

ický výzkum: available at https://www.mpo.cz/cz/rozcestnik/pro -media/tiskove -zpravy/ceska -republika-
-a-madarsko -iniciuji -platformu -v4-pro -energeticky -vyzkum--247655/ (1 April 2020).
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is below the EU average) and the V4, while 32.7% of primary energy used in 
domestic consumption is imported into the Czech Republic. Coal contributes 
twice as much to the production mix (as in Poland, for example, see below), due 
to energy obtained from nuclear power plants (Denková – Zbyetniewska 2018). 
According to EU regulations, it is no longer possible for the Czech Republic not 
to consider the cessation of coal use. To put it another way, the old state energy 
concept assumed the share of coal ‑fired power plants in the energy mix to be 
11–21% by 2040, thus deviating from EU plans. In the future, according to the 
newly issued National Plan17, we can expect the Czech Republic to be willing to 
implement changes in the field of energy only if the environment, state of the 
art and energy security are considered, and if energy transformation is not as‑
sociated with high costs. In the context of decarbonisation, the Czech Republic 
is forced to follow EU regulations, and so the so ‑called Coal Commission should 
stop producing energy from coal.

At present, the share of coal ‑fired power plants in electricity generation is 
47%. According to the State Energy Policy, nuclear power plants should produce 
between 46 and 58% of electricity by 2040 (Ministerstvo průmyslu a obchodu, 
2014). Currently, the Czech Republic has responded to the European Parliament 
and Council regulations18 by issuing the National Plan of the Czech Republic 
in the field of energy and climate (November 2019)19 (Ministerstvo průmyslu 
a obchodu 2019). However, oil and gas imports are still very important. 97.2% 
of oil and 96.5% of natural gas are imported. The import balance is improved by 
the traditional source – coal; which in 2016 showed an import value of –0.9%, 
ie independence from imports (Eurostat 2019). From the perspective of the 
European Union’s energy policy, the pressure to reduce the consumption of 
fossil fuels, especially coal, as part of the country’s total consumption is sig‑
nificant. However, the Czech Republic has long focused on its own resources, 
which are characterized in particular by the stability of supply and, thus, they 
strengthen the energy security of the state. However, this fact is at odds with 
current EU energy policy priorities. If we evaluate the degree of diversification 
of suppliers of two key imported fuels to the Czech Republic – oil and natural 
gas, Russia plays a crucial role, especially in natural gas supplies. These latter in 
2017 accounted for 99.2% of total imports to the Czech Republic. In the context 
of the planned changes, the Czech Republic makes reference to the strengthen‑
ing of the solar energy sector. The Czech Republic wants to meet the European 

17 Ministerstvo průmyslu a obchodu (2020): Vnitrostátní plán ČR v oblasti energetiky a klimatu: available 
at https://www.mpo.cz/cz/energetika/strategicke -a-koncepcni -dokumenty/vnitrostatni -plan -ceske-

-republiky -v-oblasti -energetiky -a-klimatu--252016/ (1 April 2020); srov. Ministerstvo průmyslu a obchodu 
(2019a): Vnitrostátní plán České republiky v oblasti energetiky a klimatu.

18 This is an EU governance regulation
19 The document was adopted in January 2020.
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Commission’s goals not in the field of energy as such, but the National Plan 
envisages changes in transport and heat production.20

Table 1: Fuel and energy balance of V4 countries in 2017 (in %)

State Coal Oil Gas Nuclear RES Others

Czech Republic 37,2 22,3 16,6 16,2 10,4 0

Poland 48 28,7 14,7 0 8,5 0,1

Hungary 9 28,5 32 15,3 11,1 4,1

Slovakia 20,8 21,4 24 23,1 9,2 1,5

V4 28,8 25,2 21,8 13,7 9,8 1,4

EU28 14,5 36,4 23,2 12,3 13,6 0

Source: Eurostat 2019.

Poland, as another V4 country, shows the lowest degree of import dependence 
of the entire V4 group and is well below the EU average of 30.3%. It has the 
least diversified energy mix (Denková – Zbyetniewská 2018). Its energy sector 
is very strongly focused on coal consumption, where it uses its own resources 
and thus has the strongest position among the V4 countries in the field of en‑
ergy policy. Coal is the main item in the fuel and energy balance with a share 
of 48%, followed by oil, which provides 28.7% of consumption, and the third 
most important source is natural gas, which covers 14.7% of consumption. 
Poland has long failed to find the political will to create a new energy concept. 
The energy mix was therefore backward and unsatisfactory according to Eu‑
ropean Union standards. The new document was not adopted until the end of 
2019 (Energy Policy of Poland to 2040).21 An important point of the concept is 
the construction of a nuclear power plant, which is a fundamental change from 
the current energy mix, as nuclear energy has not been used in Poland yet. The 
first nuclear power plant should be commissioned in 2033 (Eurostat 2019). 
Onshore wind farms (Ministerstvo Aktywów Pańswowych 2019) will also be 
used more. Poland is a net exporter of coal, so it is completely independent of 
imports and shows an import dependence value of –12%. However, since the 
1990s, this level has fallen sharply, reaching –30.2% in 1995. The situation is 
different for other fossil fuels. Import dependence on natural gas is 78.4% and 
in the case of oil imports the situation is even more serious, its value is 92.8% 
(European Commission 2018). As in the case of the Czech Republic, Russia is 

20 Aliance pro energetickou soběstačnost (2019): The new decade will strengthen the growth of sustainable 
energy: a comparison of the approach of the Czech Republic and nearby countries: available at https://
www.tzb -info.cz/docu/clanky/0201/020104_Klimaticke_plany_2030_CR_vs_V4.pdf (1 April 2020)

21 This is an updated version from 2018.
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also the main supplier of natural gas and oil to Poland. Russia accounted for 
68.5% of oil supplies in 2017, and the share of natural gas going to Poland from 
Russia was similar (65.6%) (Eurostat 2017).

In recent decades it has not been possible to observe a significant change in 
the structure of Hungary’s energy balance. Hungary is characterized by a rather 
conservative approach to the diversification of energy sources. The shift from 
a cautious approach to the energy mix was brought about by the Russian‑

‑Ukrainian gas crises (2006 and 2009), when the volume of natural gas in the 
energy mix was   slowly declining. The changes also need to be linked to the new 
political climate associated with the arrival of Prime Minister Orban in 2010. 
This prime minister has had a significant and long ‑term impact on Hungary’s en‑
ergy policy, especially in the context of its relationship with Russia. The Russian 
Federation is a major supplier of natural gas and the above ‑standard relations 
between the two countries are reflected in supplies as well as in pricing policy 
(Euractive 2015).22

Hungary has recently responded to EU energy policy regulations and two 
documents were adopted in January 2020 – the National Energy Strategy and 
the National Energy and Climate Plan.23 The new strategy envisages carbon 
neutrality by 2050.24 One of the main conclusions is that changes in the energy 
sector are not expected to hamper economic growth. At the same time, Hungary 
wants to reduce its import dependence, especially in the area of   natural gas.25 
Unlike the Czech Republic and Poland, Hungary does not have comparable coal 
reserves and the main item in its energy balance currently remains natural gas, 
which accounts for 32% of the balance. Oil takes second place with 28.5 percent. 
Nuclear energy (15.3%) accounts for a relatively large share of primary energy 
consumption. Nuclear energy is to be the main alternative to green energy in 
the future, along with the development of solar energy.26 Hungary has been 
paying more attention to nuclear energy since 2014, in the context of the plan 
to expand its existing Paks nuclear power plant.27 The project is a response to 

22 The current Hungarian -Russian agreement will expire in 2020 and it is therefore necessary to monitor 
the current negotiations, which are being held at the highest level.

23 Previous versions adopted after 2010 always refer to diversification and resources and less ties to the 
Russian Federation. Cooperation from countries in the region was also crucial in the strategies.

24 About Hungary (2020): Hungarian government approves its climate policy priorities: available at http://
abouthungary.hu/news -in -brief/hungarian -government -approves -its -climate -policy -priorities/ (1 April 
2020)

25 About Hungary (2020a): Here’sa look at Hungary’s climate strategy until 2050: available at http://
abouthungary.hu/blog/heres -a-look -at -hungarys -climate -strategy -until-2050/ (1 April 2020)

26 All for power (2019): The first construction and assembly work began at the Paks II nuclear power plant 
in Hungary: available at http://www.allforpower.cz/clanek/na -madarske -jaderne -elektrarne -paks -ii-

-zacaly -prvni -stavebne -montazni -prace/ (25 February 2020).
27 Before the start of construction, the EC carried out a deep checking that the project complies with EU 

competition rules (European Commission 2015).
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efforts to minimize CO2. On the other hand, it points to Hungary’s strong energy 
ties with Russia, as the project is being implemented by the Russian nuclear 
energy company Rosatom and is financed by a Russian loan. The nuclear fuel 
will also come from Russia (Euractive 2018).

Coal is being used less in Hungary than the growing volume of renewable 
energy sources (11.1%) and it provides only 9% of the fuel energy balance (Eu‑
rostat 2019). Coal, which is rarely used in Hungary, shows an import depend‑
ency of 34.6% and, interestingly, the supply structure is relatively diversified 
and geographically different; coming as it does from the US (38.6%), the Czech 
Republic (23.2%) and Australia (12.1%). In the long term, coal mining should 
be halted by the end of 2030, while solar energy should increase (Patricolo 2019). 
The most important fact is that both of the most used resources – natural gas 
and oil – are largely imported and even the composition of suppliers is alarm‑
ing, because here too there is a strong link to Russia. However, this should be 
minimized under the new strategy. Dependence on crude oil imports in 2017 was 
78.9% and on natural gas imports 89.3%. In the case of oil, 42.7% of imports 
come from Russia (European Commission 2018). Russia is also a key supplier 
of natural gas. In this case, it is dominated by a 95% share of imports.

In terms of energy security, Hungary can be assessed as a very endangered 
country with very little of its own resources, unsuitable structure of the energy 
balance and also minimal diversification of supply flows, especially of the two 
most used fuels – natural gas and oil. The total import dependency thus exceeds 
the V4 average as well as the European Union average, reaching 55.6% in 2016 
(European Commission 2018). In the case of Hungary and Poland, the use of 
shale gas as an alternative to conventional sources should also be considered. 
This would make both countries less dependent on conventional gas.

However, the highest value of import dependence from the V4 countries is 
still achieved by Slovakia. It has fallen to 59% since 1995, when it exceeded 
68 percent, but is still well above the European Union average. The structure 
of Slovakia’s fuel balance is interesting, where no one source has a dominant 
position; as in the other V4 countries; but the four main sources (natural gas, 
nuclear fuel, oil and coal) are equally distributed in consumption and con‑
tribute to the primary energy consumption of the state in about equal shares. 
Nevertheless, the main primary source in Slovakia remains natural gas with 
a 24% share in consumption. In 2017, the second most used resource was 
nuclear energy with a 23.1% share. The other two primary sources consist of 
roughly one fifth of the fuel balance of Slovakia; crude oil supplies 21.4% and 
coal 20.8% (data as of 2017) (Eurostat 2019). Of all the V4 countries, Slovakia 
has the best distributed energy and energy balance and approx. 80% of energy 
comes from renewable sources (Ministerstvo zahraničních věcí 2019). Slovakia 
is dependent on imports and the structure of its suppliers is clearly oriented 
towards Russia for all fossil fuels. Slovakia’s dependence on natural gas imports 
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was very high in 2016, reaching 92.9%. A slightly more favorable value was 
reported by another fossil resource – coal (83.3%). However, in the case of oil, 
it was also above 90 percent (91.8%); (European Commission 2018). Slovakia, 
through whose territory fossil fuel transport routes run from Russia, used this 
geographic exposure to shape its supply structure for fossil fuels and focused on 
Russia. In 2017, imports from Russia accounted for 84% of Slovak natural gas 
imports and 74% of its oil imports. The importance of geographical exposure 
and historical links can also be cited in the case of coal imports. The three main 
countries are the supplier mix: Russia (27.2%), the Czech Republic (24.9%) 
and Poland (23%) (Eurostat 2019).

Table 2: Import Dependence of V4 Countries in 2016 (in %)

State Total Oil Gas Coal

Czech Republic 32,7 97,2 96,5 -0,9

Poland 30,3 92,8 78,4 -12

Hungary 55,6 89,3 78,9 34,5

Slovakia 59 91,8 92,9 83,3

V4 44,4 92,8 86,7 26,2

EU28 53,6 86,7 70,4 40,2

Source: European Commission 2018.

Like other V4 countries, Slovakia adopted the Integrated National Energy and 
Climate Plan28 for 2021–2030 in response to EU regulations. Here, it is pos‑
sible to observe similar interests in the field of nuclear energy; i.e., they share 
the interest with the Czech Republic, for example, that energy produced from 
nuclear fuel should be counted among low ‑carbon sources. On the other hand, 
it must be stated that Slovakia is already a low ‑emissions country. New projects 
aimed at the development of renewable sources will further strengthen this fact.

Conclusion

Energy policy is one of the most sensitive areas of European integration. It often 
impinges on state sovereignty as well as the efforts of states to implement their 
own energy policy which satisfies local interests, not EU interests as a whole. 
In the context of a long historical development, national energy policies are 
adapted to local specificities. These often result from the country’s geographical 

28 Ministerstsvo hospodárstva Slovenskej republiky (2019): Integrovaný národný energetický a klimatický 
plán na roky 2021 – 2030: available at https://www.mhsr.sk/uploads/files/zsrwR58V.pdf (1 April 2020)
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location. These factors are then difficult to overcome. Especially in view of the 
EU’s current efforts to make changes to the energy sector that will be in line 
with the bloc’s plans for a low ‑carbon Europe. The EU is currently interested 
in reducing CO2 emissions to a level consistant with a carbon neutral Europe 
in 2050. Alongside this goal is a plan to increase the use of renewable energy 
sources as well as increasing energy efficiency. By the end of 2019, EU member 
states (including the V4 countries) had to submit a concrete plan correspond‑
ing to European Commission requirements. At present, it cannot be unequivo‑
cally said that states have not complied with the EU Regulation. While partial 
plans are available, the European Commission is still evaluating the submitted 
documents (at the time of writing). As yet there is no empirical data that can 
be compared with the assumed direction of national energy policies. At the EU 
level of analysis we have clearly demonstrated the increasing influence of the 
bloc. Since the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty, the EU’s influence in the field of 
energy has been greatest. However, in the area of   the energy mix, states have 
a choice and this complicates the harmonization of the EU’s energy policy. The 
EU is an actor that sets the rules, but it has to expect a partial response from 
the member states, and it is in the group of selected countries that every effort 
is being made by their governments to prioritize state sovereignty over the fact 
that the state is part of supranational bloc [the EU].

The second level of analysis was the Visegrad Group as a specific platform 
where it is possible to form partly regionally conditioned interests. In the case 
of energy policy, it cannot be unequivocally said that energy is an area of   sharing 
interests, which are then always transferred to EU level. Here it is necessary to 
contextualize the cooperation according to the state’s energy source. An im‑
portant liaison for cooperation is nuclear energy, where the common interests 
of the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary are clearly shown. On the other 
hand, Poland is outside the scope of this cooperation due to the absence of any 
nuclear power plant from its territory.29 Another common feature of a narrower 
group of countries is the traditional coal mining associated with Poland and 
the Czech Republic. However, it should be noted here that Poland makes more 
use of alternative energy sources and pays more attention to EU ‑based require‑
ments. Conversely, the Czech Republic wants to phase out coal production more 
gradually. A big incentive for cooperation in the energy field is the countries‘ 
strong import dependency. Energy imports proved to be problematic during the 
Russian ‑Ukrainian gas crises. Efforts to diversify the import network is in the 
interests of the entire V4 Group. The Russian Federation is perceived to be an 
unreliable partner. The exception is Hungary, where the political elite initiated 
negotiations leading to a separate agreement affecting the import and price of 

29 On the other hand, in the future, closer cooperation can be considered if the Polish plan for the construc-
tion of a nuclear power plant, which is to be built by the end of 2033 (Moravec 2019), is implemented.
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natural gas. Hungary is thus excluded from the V4 Group. The conclusions from 
Bratislava (2011) also show interest in cooperation in the field of energy. At the 
same time, these have pointed to particularities which make it difficult to estab‑
lish the Energy Union. This brings us back to state sovereignty and the fact that 
decisions made at V4 level are not legally binding on states. This complicates the 
whole cooperation process. We could say that in the field of energy cooperation 
there is particular emphasis on the development of new technologies, carrying 
out research projects, or cooperation in times of crisis in efforts to build gas 
pipelines that will not lead from the Russian Federation and Ukraine.

The third level of analysis; at member state level; was carried out in the con‑
text of setting energy mixes and their changes in the implementation of the 
European plan for a carbon neutral EU. Despite different characteristics, such as 
the range of energy mixes, the V4 countries share a number of common features. 
For example, the Czech Republic and Poland, which are focused on coal con‑
sumption and are generally less dependent on fuel imports. EU pressure on the 
Czech Republic and Poland regarding decarbonisation can make them increas‑
ingly dependent on imports. Also, the direction taken by the EU towards greater 
use of renewable energy sources and compliance with the limits set down by the 
EU energy policy is very demanding on the composition of energy mixes for the 
Czech Republic and Poland. We must not forget the missing infrastructure for 
renewable energy sources. Hungary and Slovakia use the most natural gas and, 
as has already been mentioned, their dependence on the import of this source 
is very high. The V4 countries are more dependent on natural gas imports than 
the rest of the EU, and their territorial orientation towards Russia is particularly 
risky. That is why the key joint projects are focused on solving the problem of 
a secure and reliable gas supply, which is the key task for the V4 countries. At 
the same time, it is possible to observe partial specifics resulting from local 
specifics, whether it is geopolitical; e.g. the fact that Poland can use its position 
as a coastal state, or the coal deposits in the Czech Republic and Poland. The 
influence of the political elites on the formulation of energy policy must also 
be taken into account. Hungary and its inclination to the Russian Federation 
is a clear example of this. Currently, EU energy policy is being shaped by EU 
Regulation 2018/1999 (see above). Here, the differences in the perception of 
the existing and the new settings of energy mixes were clearly shown. The V4 
is linked by efforts to interpret nuclear energy as a renewable resource; they 
want to set a year for carbon neutrality and defer to state sovereignty in the new 
formulation of the energy mix. It can therefore be expected that energy policy 
will be a cementing area in which the V4 countries will share their interests and 
exploit their potential to negotiate a shared V4 based position to be presented 
in the EU in the future.

Looking at the answers to the research questions raised in the introduction, it 
is clear that energy policy is significantly influenced by states. This is especially 
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true when it comes to energy security of supply or energy mix settings. With 
the gradual communitisation of energy policy, the EU’s influence is growing 
and it is questionable how the evaluation of the already existing strategic plans 
presented by the states will be carried out. The role of the Visegrad Group is 
the weakest of the three analyzed levels. In the future, however, its increasing 
influence can be predicted, especially in the case of phasing out coal mining, 
or perceiving nuclear energy as a renewable source.
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KDU ‑ČSL deputies 1
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Abstract: The main objective of this study is to capture and analyse the dynamics 
of co ‑voting ties among the members of the KDU ‑ČSL political party group in the 5th 
parliamentary term between 2006 and 2010 when some members of KDU ‑ČSL left this 
party and founded new political party TOP 09. For the analysis of the data, network 
approach and methods were used, with emphasis on the detection of possible rivalling 
communities in the constructed network of co ‑voting ties between deputies belonging 
to the KDU ‑ČSL parliamentary party group in the analysed time period. The co ‑voting 
was treated as a proxy indicator of a possible relationship indicating co ‑operation or 
rivalry between the deputies. The main outcome of the study was the identification 
of the co ‑voting strategies and dynamics of the co ‑voting between deputies who left 
KDU ‑ČSL in 2009 and formed a new political party with their former party colleagues. 
The study is of a quantitative nature, but the main findings are connected to qualita‑
tive insights as well.
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legislative networks
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Introduction

It has been more than ten years since the new political party TOP 09 was estab‑
lished in 2009. That year was very turbulent as, from the political perspective, 
the government lost the vote of confidence, which negatively influenced the 
stability of the Czech political environment. One of the oldest Czech political 
parties KDU ‑ČSL suffered from a long ‑lasting internal crisis, which escalated 
in early 2009. Right after the party congress in May 2009, which was supposed 
to resolve the party instability, many of its core members left the KDU ‑ČSL and 
joined the new political party TOP 09.

The main goal of the study is to uncover the voting strategies of those mem‑
bers of KDU ‑ČSL who left their party in 2009 and joined the newly established 
political party TOP 09. To be more specific, I will focus on the co ‑voting of these 
MPs (renegades) with their former colleagues from KDU ‑ČSL, as I’m interested 
in what their co ‑voting looked like during the fifth parliamentary term between 
2006 and 2010. Because of the relational nature of the co ‑voting, I will make 
use of network analysis tools when investigating the co ‑voting strategies among 
the deputies of the KDU ‑ČSL parliamentary party group.

It can be expected that the MPs who left KDU ‑ČSL and joined TOP 09 af‑
terwards voted differently than their former party colleagues. It would be in‑
teresting to investigate if the renegades voted differently even before they left 
KDU ‑ČSL, or if they were disciplined members until they decided to form a new 
political party.

This brings several possible outcomes of the analysis that I will try to confirm 
or reject in the study.
Outcome 1: Deputies that left KDU ‑ČSL and joined TOP 09 voted differently than 

their KDU ‑ČSL colleagues before the TOP 09 was founded (before Miroslav Ka‑
lousek, former leader of KDU ‑ČSL, declared his departure from the party).

Outcome 2: MPs who left the KDU ‑ČSL started to vote differently than their former 
party colleagues after they left the party.

Outcome 3: Deputies who left KDU ‑ČSL voted similarly to (or differently than) their 
former colleagues during whole fifth parliamentary term.

The resulting outcome will be put together with qualitative insights to better 
understand the dynamics of the co ‑voting between the two ‘rivalling’ blocks 
inside the KDU ‑ČSL parliamentary party group.

The aim of the article is not to contribute to the theoretical framework of 
party factionalism but rather to investigate specific co ‑voting strategies of the 
MPs who left their original political party group and founded a new political 
party with the formation of TOP 09 in 2009, and to capture the moment when 
and if the legislative (co ‑voting) behaviour of these MPs changed.

Theoretical background:
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In the introduction section, I presented three outcomes that would be the 
most probable results of the final analysis of roll ‑call data of KDU ‑ČSL deputies 
between 2006 – 2010. At this stage, I will explain the main logic and theoretical 
background behind these expectations.

First, all of the possible outcomes could be divided into two general categories.
The first category reflects the outcomes in which any community or sub‑

‑community of deputies who would vote in a similar fashion could not be iden‑
tified. These outcomes would be possible if the deputies of the KDU ‑ČSL voted 
randomly with no co ‑operation. This category would present the outcomes with 
no or very weak intraparty unity.

The second category reflects these outcomes in which I will be able to identify 
cohesive groups of the deputies (and possible subcommunities in its parliamen‑
tary party group if the party is suffering from an internal crisis) thanks to the fact 
that the deputies of the specific political party should be voting unanimously to 
a large extent (or co ‑ordinating their political actions). The concept of party unity 
stems from two specific sources, namely from the ideological cohesion of a party 
and party discipline. Ideological cohesion is based on the shared opinions and 
views of the deputies, who consequently tend to vote together or sit in the same 
political party because of their shared preferences. Party discipline, on the other 
hand, could be understood as a pressure that the party imposes on its members 
to secure their obedience (Ozbundun 1970). According to the concept of party 
unity, political parties should consist of members that have similar preferences 
and opinions and the party management should endorse this cohesion so the 
political party can survive in the long run. I assume that the results of the analysis 
of KDU ‑ČSL members’ co ‑voting behaviour between 2006–2010 will fall into this 
(second) category. Apart from the theoretical perspective, this assumption could 
even be supported by empirical studies that investigated the internal unity and 
cohesion of Czech political parties (Linek – Lacina 2011). Specifically, Dvořák 
(2017: 113) identifies the rates of internal party cohesion of Czech parliamen‑
tary parties in 2006–2010. According to his study, KDU ‑ČSL was an internally 
cohesive parliamentary party, with an exception that occurred during the fifth 
parliamentary term, when KDU ‑ČSL suffered from an internal crisis.

Based on this evidence, I will focus more specifically on the rationale behind 
the individual outcomes that fall into the second category (as the possible out‑
comes belonging to the first category could not be obtained, based on theoretical 
assumptions as well as empirical evidence) where the party unity affects the 
votes of deputies. As was already presented in the introductory part of the text, 
I expect that the final analysis should result in one of these outcomes:
Outcome 1: Deputies that left KDU ‑ČSL and joined TOP 09 voted differently than 

their KDU ‑ČSL colleagues before the TOP 09 was founded (before Miroslav Ka‑
lousek, former leader of KDU ‑ČSL, declared his departure from the party).
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Outcome 2: MPs who left the KDU ‑ČSL, started to vote differently than their former 
party colleagues after they left the party.

Outcome 3: Deputies who left KDU ‑ČSL voted similarly to their former colleagues 
during whole fifth parliamentary term.

The main difference between these outcomes is directly linked to the concepts 
of exit, voice and loyalty introduced by Albert O. Hirschman (1970). As related 
to the content of this study: exit could be labelled as a strategy where the mem‑
bers of the political party choose to leave when they are dissatisfied with the 
internal or external situation of the party. The voice, on the other hand, could 
be perceived as a strategy where the political party members attempt to improve 
the situation they are displeased with. Both exit and voice could be legitimate 
strategies taken by the members of a party which is on the decline (suffers from 
an internal or external crisis, etc.). The concept of loyalty has a decisive effect 
on whether the individual inclines more towards the strategy of exit or voice. 
Where there is present loyalty to the organisation (political party), the inclina‑
tion of its members to use the exit strategy should be mitigated, as they should 
most likely accept voice strategy first.

It is therefore interesting to investigate what strategy the deputies who left 
KDU ‑ČSL and joined TOP 09 incorporated. It has to be stated here that “Since 
the TOP 09 formed practically in Parliament, before its official establishment it 
had its people in both chambers, from the ranks of independent, mayors (such 
as Jaromír Štětina), representatives of smaller parties and former members of 
the KDU ‑ČSL, which the KDU ‑ČSL labelled for their affection for ODS as “bluish” 
(Mach 2010). We can assume that this group of new TOP 09 members would 
have a slightly different voting preference than their former party colleagues.

The first introduced outcome (Outcome 1) of the analysis would indicate 
that the renegades did use the strategy of voice first and then they incorporated 
the strategy of exit. As they were voting differently than their party colleagues, 
indicating they have different preferences and were not compatible with the 
party politics even before they eventually left KDU ‑ČSL. The second outcome 
(Outcome 2) would suggest that the renegades followed a strategy of an exit 
rather than indicating their dissatisfaction via voting (voice) first. They left the 
party as soon as a reasonable and promising opportunity occurred. The third 
possible outcome (Outcome 3) is quite hard to interpret and while it is pos‑
sible to acquire it, it would not make much sense.2 It could suggest that the 
renegades incorporated an exit strategy, but it didn’t have any effect on their 
voting behaviour once they left their former party, which would be in direct 

2 This outcome would indicate a different underlying strategy of the renegades, such as artificial establish-
ment of a formal rival party with the aim to address a different spectre of voters. So, the exit strategy 
would serve only as a concealment manoeuvre.
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contradiction with the new political profile TOP 09 tried to establish. The last 
possible outcome (Outcome 4) was not introduced earlier as it can’t be the re‑
sult of the analysis (simply based on the fact that KDU ‑ČSL split in 2009). This 
outcome wouldn’t incorporate the successful effect of loyalty on the behaviour 
of the MPs who would probably use the voice strategy first, but wouldn’t leave 
KDU ‑ČSL (incorporation of exit strategy) consequently.

All eventual analysis outcomes (obtainable as well as unattainable) are pre‑
sented in the diagram below.

Figure 1: Diagram of obtainable and unattainable analysis outcomes. 

Source: Author.

Methodology

The main aim of the study is to investigate the co ‑voting strategy (or behaviour) 
of the MPs who were originally members of the KDU ‑ČSL political party group 
between 2006 and 2010. The focus of this analysis will be put mainly on the 
change of the co ‑voting behaviour of these MPs, if it is present and observed 
in the analysed data (roll calls).

To uncover co ‑voting behaviour of the MPs, I will make use of tools of net‑
work analysis – more specifically, bipartite network projection analysis.3 This set 
of methods was chosen because it emphasises the relational nature of politics 
and political behaviour. But in the first place, I have to raise a question: to what 
extent is co ‑voting necessarily a relationship?

3 As the main object of Network analysis research is to uncover the patterns of relationships between 
different kinds of actors (Zech – Gabbay 2016: 216).
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It has to be stressed that co ‑voting as such could potentially represent a re‑
lationship between MPs who co ‑ordinate their votes according to their mutual 
interests. On the other hand, co ‑voting could also be just a coincidental phenom‑
enon with no previous co ‑operation between MPs. Because of this dual nature 
of co ‑voting, I will treat it rather as a proxy indicating whether a certain kind 
of relationship (such as co ‑operation in cases, where the values of co ‑voting are 
high between MPs or rivalry in the cases where co ‑voting rates between MPs 
are low) could exist between analysed pairs of MPs (Brabec 2019: 149–150).

To overcome this theoretical obstacle, scholars dealing with legislative net‑
works often make use of the fact that an undoubtable relationship exists between 
each MP and the draft on which MPs vote.4 It does not really matter what pref‑
erence during voting an MP expresses. The relationship is present even if the 
MP supports the draft, votes against or even abstains from the vote (the only 
exception is when the MP is not present during voting on draft). Using these 
relationships for network construction would result in the so ‑called bipartite 
network (or affiliation network). Bipartite networks capture the ties between two 
different kinds of entities (in this case MPs and legislative drafts), but it does 
not capture ties among the entities of the same kind (Borgatti et al. 2013). To be 
more specific – bipartite network depicts the relationship (preference expressed 
by the vote) between MPs and legal drafts, but not between MPs themselves or 
drafts themselves, as the MPs and the drafts didn’t vote about each other.

As the main goal of this study is to analyse the co ‑voting of MPs, the bipartite 
network (or affiliation network) has to be converted into the network that would 
represent the rate of votes, where the MPs expressed the same preference when 
voting on individual legislative drafts. This could be achieved by a so ‑called 
one ‑mode projection of bipartite (affiliation) network.5 The projected network 
would capture only MPs and ties between them, where the strength of these 
ties will represent the number of legislative drafts where MPs voted the same.

It is necessary to note that for the rigidity of the outcome in the process of 
the network creation, I will constitute several bipartite (affiliation) networks. 
One for those MPs and legislative drafts where the MPs voted yes, the second 
network for the negative votes of MPs towards the drafts and finally I will cre‑
ate the third network to reflect the cases where MPs abstained from the voting. 
Every single bipartite network will then be projected into one ‑mode co ‑voting 
network. The main benefit of this procedure is that it captures the co ‑voting rates 
between all the pairs of MPs and at the same time it stops them from establishing 
high rates of co ‑voting just because they voted on the same legislative draft but 
with different preferences (Leifeld 2017: 10). On the other hand, a normalisation 

4 Many studies (Cohen – Malloy 2014; Ringe et al. 2013) used roll -call data as a primary source for the 
legislative network analysis. Also, Ringe et al. (2017: 14) summarises the dynamics of legislative network 
analysis development with its future challenges.

5 These networks are also called congruence networks (Leifeld 2017: 10).
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method for adjusting the strength of the ties between MPs (rates of co ‑voting 
obtained this way) has to be implemented here. This is because of the different 
levels of activity of individual MPs, as the MPs’ presence during voting could 
differ a lot and therefore neither the individual networks nor the co ‑voting rates 
of the different pairs of MPs could be compared (Leifeld 2017: 12).

For this reason, I will make use of the Jaccard index of similarity. This index 
is counted as the intersection of the votes of a pair of MPs (the votes, the MPs 
have in common) divided by the union of their total votes (number of votes 
each of the MPs from the pair casted) (Leifeld 2017: 15).6 The value of the index 
represents the rate of co ‑voting of a pair of deputies – the higher the value of 
the index, the more similar the behaviour of MPs during the voting. Usually, the 
values of the index lie in interval 0–1, but because I am working with specific 
software, which is not capable of dealing with decimal numbers, I’m going to 
calculate the index in whole numbers (interval 0–100).

After this step, all the one ‑mode co ‑voting networks (representing co ‑voting 
of the MPs in the cases when they voted yes; no; or abstained) will be re ‑created, 
so the strength of a tie between each pair of MPs will correspond to the value 
of the Jaccard index of similarity for every single pair of MPs present in the 
network. Then all the one ‑mode co ‑voting networks will be aggregated into one 
final co ‑voting network.

As the main goal of the study is to analyse the dynamics of co ‑voting between 
MPs of a specific political party group (KDU ‑ČSL) present in the Chamber of 
Deputies, with emphasis on identifying the presence of party fission, I will 
make use of community detection tools (namely modularity) of network analy‑
sis. These techniques help to identify subgroups in the whole network using 
the ties (eventually their strength) between the nodes (actors present in the 
network). Modularity specifically measures the number of ties in the analysed 
subgroup in the network and compares them with the expected number of ties 
that would be part of the network, if these ties were added to the network ran‑
domly (Newman 2006). For the identification of the possible subgroups in the 
network, I will use the Louvain method for community detection designed by 
Blondel, Guillaume, Lambiotte, and Lefebvre (2008). This algorithm will divide 
the network into communities based on the number of the ties between the 
actors (it will also take into account the strength of these ties) – as the specific 
community should have more ties between its members than the number of the 
ties between members of different communities.

Why is this important? I’m trying to understand the dynamics of co ‑voting 
strategies of MPs who were members of a political party group that split during 
the analysed time period (one election period of the Czech House of Commons). 
For this reason, I will divide the dataset into two separate subsets. The first one 

6 For mathematical explanation see Leydesdorff (2008: 3).
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will cover all the roll ‑calls that happened before the KDU ‑ČSL congress on the 
30th – 31st of May 2009, as only one day before, Miroslav Kalousek, former leader 
of KDU ‑ČSL, declared that he would leave this party. The second subset will cover 
all the roll ‑calls that happened after this date until the end of the fifth parliamen‑
tary election period in 2010. I made this choice because it is needed to identify 
if the members of KDU ‑ČSL and future members of TOP 09 (former members 
of KDU ‑ČSL) had similar voting preferences during the whole parliamentary 
term or if their preferences changed during this period. The main outcome of 
this procedure will be the identification of possible rivalling subgroups inside 
the KDU ‑ČSL parliamentary party group in the two analysed time periods.

Data

As the study reflects legislative behaviour of the MP pairs, it is necessary to 
introduce the data used for the analysis. Voting records of individual deputies 
provided by the Chamber of Deputies database for the fifth parliamentary term 
between 2006 and 2010 served as the basic dataset.

This dataset contained information about 8468 roll calls for all of the 224 MPs 
who voted in the Chamber of Deputies during the fifth election period of Czech 
House of Commons. But not all of these roll calls were included in the analysis. 
Those votes where more than 95 % of present MPs voted for, against a draft, or 
abstained during voting were excluded from the analysis. In total, 5694 roll calls 
were included in the final analysis (3936 roll calls for the first analysed time pe‑
riod, 1758 roll calls for the second analysed time period). I excluded 2774 very 
high consensus roll calls from the final analysis. The first analysed time period 
starts with the first voting in the newly elected House of Commons after the elec‑
tions in June 2006 and ends with the last voting before the KDU ‑ČSL congress 
on the 30th of May 2009. The second analysed period starts with the first voting 
on the floor of lower house after the KDU ‑ČSL congress and ends with the last 
voting in the fifth parliamentary election period of Chamber of Deputies in 2010.

As the main objective of the analysis was to construct a co ‑voting network of 
the Chamber of Deputies in its fifth election period and subsequently to isolate 
a specific political party group (original members of former KDU ‑ČSL political 
party group) present in the lower house, I had to compare how the MPs voted in 
every single vote in the analysed time period. I differentiated whether an MP voted 
for a draft; against it; if he/she abstained from the vote; was not present during 
voting or could not vote, because he/she had not been appointed to the office yet.

Contextual background

The analysis relies heavily on the roll ‑calls data, based on which, the co ‑voting 
between MPs will be derived and consequently deputies’ co ‑voting strategies 
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will be deduced. But it is also necessary to introduce the internal situation in 
KDU ‑ČSL in an analysed time period, so it can be understood why and if the 
MPs who left the party changed their co ‑voting behaviour between 2006 – 2010.

Right after the elections in 2006, everything suggested that the KDU ‑ČSL 
with its leader Miroslav Kalousek would try to establish a government coali‑
tion with ODS (Civic Democrats) and SZ (Green Party) (Bureš et al. 2012: 334). 
That changed after the information about negotiations between the two biggest 
parties ODS and ČSSD (Social Democrats) went public. ODS and ČSSD, based 
on this information, should have tried to form a government coalition with 
the intent to change the rules for the elections to the Chamber of Deputies 
(installing majority ‑forming elements in the parliamentary electoral system) 
that would be beneficial for the bigger political parties (Bureš et al. 2012: 335). 
In response to these negotiations between ODS and ČSSD Kalousek tried to 
form the government coalition of KDU ‑ČSL and ČSSD supported by the Com‑
munist party. This endeavour of his didn’t get the support of his party col‑
leagues, so Kalousek resigned as chairman of KDU ‑ČSL (Buchert 2006). After 
Kalousek’s resignation, KDU ‑ČSL suffered from many internal party conflicts 
(especially between former party leader Kalousek and new KDU ‑ČSL leader 
Jiří Čunek) and corruption scandals (accusations of J. Čunek) (Bureš et al. 
2012: 335). This tension in KDU ‑ČSL escalated in January 2009 when the party 
leadership suggested the removal of M. Kalousek from the office of Minister of 
Finance (as KDU ‑ČSL was part of the government coalition with ODS and SZ 
supported by two former deputies from ČSSD). But Kalousek was supported by 
Prime Minister M. Topolánek (ODS), who proposed removal of J. Čunek from 
the office of Minister of Regional Development instead. In the end, J. Čunek 
resigned as Minister, but he managed to endure as leader of KDU ‑ČSL until its 
congress on the 30th of May 2009 (Bureš et al. 2012: 336).

This congress was an earth ‑shaking moment for KDU ‑ČSL, as only one day 
before it happened, M. Kalousek declared that he was leaving KDU ‑ČSL and 
that he wanted to found a new conservatively7 oriented political party.8 Most 
interestingly, other KDU ‑ČSL colleagues of M. Kalousek started leaving the 
party and joining his newly founded TOP 09 (TOP 09 was formally registered 
on 26th of June 2009 at the Ministry of Interior). We should mention at least 
those members of KDU ‑ČSL who left the parliamentary party group of KDU‑

‑ČSL and became members of TOP 09. The KDU ‑ČSL parliamentary party group 
originally consisted of 13 deputies, but its numbers diminished after several of 
its deputies left. Starting with Kalousek, another four deputies, namely Vlasta 

7 According to Hanley (2012), TOP 09 presented itself as a “purifier“ of centre -right liberal politics in the 
Czech Republic.

8 Kalousek and a few of his party colleagues from the KDU -ČSL parliamentary party group also supported 
establishing the caretaker government of J. Fischer, although the KDU -ČSL leadership headed to an 
opposition (Mach 2010).
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Parkanová (former Minister of Defense), Pavel Severa (former President of the 
KDU ‑ČSL parliamentary party group), Jan Husák and Ladislav Šustr left KDU‑

‑ČSL in June 2009 (Mach 2010).
Moreover, many other influential KDU ‑ČSL members started leaving the 

party after the 2009 congress and consequently joined TOP 09. Besides the 
above ‑mentioned deputies, KDU ‑ČSL’s senators Václav Jehlička, Adolf Jílek and 
Ludmila Müllerová also left the party. KDU ‑ČSL’s deputies ministers Martin 
Plíšek (Ministry of Health), Jiří Kubínek (Ministry of Finances), Karel Tureček 
(Ministry of Agriculture), Marek Ženíšek (Ministry of Education) and Jan Vitula 
(Ministry of Justice) abandoned the KDU ‑ČSL. These influential party members 
were also followed by many regular ones and other KDU ‑ČSL’s employees such 
as Jaroslav Poláček, who was election manager of the Christian Democrats since 
2002 (Eliášová 2009).

After this turbulent development, KDU ‑ČSL didn’t succeed in the 2010 par‑
liamentary elections and lost its representation in the Chamber of Deputies (but 
only for one election period, as in the 2013 preliminary elections, KDU ‑ČSL 
was able to recover and get back into the lower house).9 On the other hand, the 
newly founded TOP 09 achieved great election success in the 2010 parliamentary 
elections, as it was third strongest party with 16,7 % of votes (Bureš et al. 2012: 
337). But since that time, TOP 09 has been losing support from voters, as during 
each consequential parliamentary election, it got fewer votes.10

According to some sources (Plesl 2010), since 2003 TOP 09 was a political 
project discussed between M. Topolánek (ODS) and M. Kalousek (KDU ‑ČSL, 
TOP 09 later) as a political party that should be a partner to ODS, targeting 
those voters for whom the ODS was not an option. It is therefore interesting 
to ask whether the voting behaviour of those deputies who left KDU ‑ČSL and 
joined TOP afterwards, reflected a long ‑term strategy or not. In other words – 
I will analyse whether those MPs voted differently than their former KDU ‑ČSL 
colleagues and when possibly, they started to do so.

Empirical analysis

Several two ‑mode affiliation networks based on the roll ‑calls were created for 
both analysed time periods. These networks captured three possible sets of 
ties between MPs and legislative drafts: those where deputies voted ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 
towards the draft, or where the MPs abstained from the vote. The two ‑mode affili‑
ation networks were consequently projected into one ‑mode networks. The ties 
of these networks then represented the number of mutual preferences towards 

9 Even though the support KDU -ČSL got from voters was quite low – 6,78 % in the 2013 preliminary elec-
tions and only 5,8 in the parliamentary elections in 2017 (CZSO 2013; 2017).

10 In 2013, TOP 09 got 11,99 % of votes, in other parliamentary elections in 2017 it was only 5,31 % (CZSO 
2013; 2017).
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legislative drafts that each of the MP pairs shared. For the comparability of the 
deputy pairs’ tied values, a similarity measure with normalizing properties 
(Jaccard index of similarity) was applied. After this step, projected one ‑mode 
networks were aggregated into the one ‑mode network for both analysed time pe‑
riods. These networks express overall congruence between each deputies’ pairs’.

The first interesting trend was observed when comparing the values of the Jac‑
card index of similarity of pairs of MPs between the two analysed time periods.

Figure 2: Probability density functions of MP pairs values of Jaccard index 
of similarity for both analysed time periods. Light grey area visualises the 
probability of MP pairs having specific values of Jaccard index of similarity 
in the first analysed time period. The dark grey area depicts the same for the 
second analysed time period.

Source: Author, based on own calculation.

The graph shows that in the first analysed time period (covers all votes between 
the newly formed Chamber of deputies which started to function in 2006 and 
the congress of KDU ‑ČSL in 2009) the similarity of voting amongst KDU ‑ČSL 
deputies was higher than in the second analysed time period (all the votes after 
the KDU ‑ČSL congress until the end of the fifth parliamentary term). The aver‑
age value of the Jaccard index of similarity for the first time period was 32.3, 
whereas it was only 14.8 for the second analysed time periods. That indicates that 
after the KDU ‑ČSL congress held on 30th of May 2019, the co ‑voting between all 
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deputies that were members of the KDU ‑ČSL parliamentary party group since 
the start of the election period dropped significantly.

To illustrate it better, let’s point out the rate of co ‑voting between two former 
KDU ‑ČSL leaders: Miroslav Kalousek and Cyril Svoboda in both examined time 
periods. Before the congress of KDU ‑ČSL in May 2009, the similarity of voting 
between these two deputies was 47 points of Jaccard index of similarity. In the 
second time period, the rate of co ‑voting between Kalousek and Svoboda was 
very low (only 13 points of Jaccard index of similarity). That indicates a deep dif‑
ference between the Kalousek’s and Svoboda’s voting after the congress in 2009.

Let’s take a closer look at both analysed time periods. It is interesting to em‑
phasise that in the second period, five former members of KDU ‑ČSL switched 
parties and joined the newly founded TOP 09.

Figure 3: Probability density functions of MP pairs values of Jaccard index of 
similarity for both analysed time periods; same party (SP) and different party 
(DP) pairs differentiated. The left part of the graph visualises the first analysed 
time period. The right side of the graph represents the second analysed time 
period. In both graphs, the probability of MP pairs having specific values of 
Jaccard index of similarity is distinguished by the belonging of the MPs pair 
into the same party pairs (dark grey) or different party pairs (light grey).

Source: Author, based on own calculation.
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This graph represents the values of Jaccard index of similarity for those 
pairs of MPs who were either members of the same party (SP) – both deputies 
were members of KDU ‑ČSL or TOP 09 respectively, or members of a different 
party (DP) – when an MP pair was formed from one member of KDU ‑ČSL and 
one member of TOP 09. Eventually, TOP 09 was established in the second ana‑
lysed time period (right side of the graph), but for the sake of comparability, 
I distinguished the MP pairs according to the same logic (the MPs who joined 
TOP 09 were recognised as members of this party, even though they were still 
members of the KDU ‑ČSL during the first analysed period) in the first analysed 
period (left side of the graph).

It is obvious that in the first analysed time period, the KDU ‑ČSL parliamen‑
tary party group was not split into two rivalling blocks (as the density graphs 
overlap almost perfectly). The graph for the second analysed time period sug‑
gests different outcome as it is evident, that it matters, whether the MPs pairs 
are constituted by party colleagues or not. It is not surprising that the values 
of the similarity index are higher for the same party (SP) pairs. This indicates 
that the voting behaviour of the MPs reflected their party affiliation. And also 
that the voting behaviour of the two parliamentary party groups (KDU ‑ČSL and 
TOP 09) differed to some extent. Therefore, TOP 09 had a different political 
vision than KDU ‑ČSL.

To confirm these findings, I applied a modularity metric to two aggregated 
one ‑mode networks that represented the network of co ‑voting relationships 
between former members of the KDU ‑ČSL parliamentary party group. Each 
of the two networks represented one of the two analysed time periods. I used 
the Louvain algorithm (Blonder et al. 2008) for community detection in the 
networks.

In the first analysed period, the algorithm identified only one community 
consisting of all the members of the KDU ‑ČSL parliamentary party group. While 
In the second network, representing the co ‑voting of deputies in the second 
analysed time period, it identified two distinct communities – one consisting 
precisely of those MPs who left the KDU ‑ČSL and joined TOP 09, the other 
consisting of those KDU ‑ČSL members who stayed in the KDU ‑ČSL.

This leads to the conclusion that in terms of co ‑voting, KDU ‑ČSL was quite 
internally coherent until its congress in May 2009, where M. Kalousek (former 
leader of KDU ‑ČSL) declared his departure from the party.11 After this point, 
a newly formed group of KDU ‑ČSL renegades, which was formed by 5 former 
members of KDU ‑ČSL, founded TOP 09 and started to vote differently than their 
former colleagues. The co ‑voting behaviour of KDU ‑ČSL renegades changed 
drastically once they left their former parliamentary party group. As it was 

11 Although the party cohesion was not that high during the fifth parliamentary term because KDU -ČSL 
suffered from the internal crisis (Dvořák 2017: 113).
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investigated in the analysis of the first analysed time period – the renegades 
didn’t incorporate a different voting strategy than their colleagues until they 
left the party.

According to the sources (Plesl 2010) that TOP 09 was a project prepared long 
before the events of 2009 took place, one would suggest that the deputies who 
would join this new party would indicate in their voting behaviour an inclina‑
tion to the change either towards a different political perspective they had or 
dissatisfaction with the politics of their former political party. As it turned out, 
the analysis of their co ‑voting behaviour didn’t capture any of these changes.

Through the perspective of Hirschman’s (1970) concepts of exit voice and 
loyalty, it seems that the KDU ‑ČSL renegades acted according to the exit strategy. 
These deputies left the party, when the opportunity of founding (or joining) 
a new political party seemed most promising, with no previous indication in 
their public behaviour towards their former party. Except for the former KDU‑

‑ČSL leader and founder of TOP 09, Miroslav Kalousek, no other politician 
that left KDU ‑ČSL had not manifested publicly their dissatisfaction with the 
KDU ‑ČSL intra ‑party situation until a few weeks before the KDU ‑ČSL congress 
in May 2009. That was contrary to the fact that since for the KDU ‑ČSL, not very 
successful parliamentary election in 2006 and the upcoming election of the 
new KDU ‑ČSL chairmen (Jiří Čunek) in the same year, KDU ‑ČSL suffered from 
internal tension (Bartoníček 2006). This tension finally escalated a few weeks 
before the frequently mentioned congress of KDU ‑ČSL in May 2009, when 
some of the members (Kalousek, Ambrozek, Parkanová) of the KDU ‑ČSL par‑
liamentary party group announced their intentions to leave politics (Pařízková 

– Zlatohlávek 2009). In the end, most of these politicians who were considering 
the end of their political careers (at least as Members of KDU ‑ČSL) joined TOP 
09 (Pařízková 2009; Černý 2009).

But as the quantitative analysis proved – until that time (party congress in 
May 2009), the KDU ‑ČSL parliamentary party group voted cohesively about 
proposed legislative drafts.

Conclusion

The main goal of this study was to capture and analyse the dynamics of co‑
‑voting ties among the KDU ‑ČSL political party group members in the fifth 
parliamentary term between 2006 and 2010 when some of them left this party 
and founded or joined new political party TOP 09.

This paper focused specifically on the co ‑voting strategy incorporated by the 
KDU ‑ČSL renegades to uncover whether their decision to leave KDU ‑ČSL could 
be predicted. This study was based on analysis of roll call data provided by the 
Chamber of Deputies database for the fifth parliamentary term between 2006 
and 2010 with further application of network analysis tools. With this approach, 
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I was able to identify the rates of the co ‑voting of all members of the KDU ‑ČSL 
parliamentary party group in different analysed time periods. These time periods 
were set up in order to obtain the information about a possible change of the 
co ‑voting behaviour of those MPs who left KDU ‑ČSL. As the analysis proved, 
these renegades started to vote differently than their former colleagues after 
they decided to leave the party. This result corresponds with the hypothetical 
outcome 2: ‘MPs who left the KDU ‑ČSL started to vote differently than their former 
party colleagues after they left the party’ that was presented in the introduction 
and elaborated on in the theoretical parts of the text. The other hypothetical 
outcomes (Outcomes 1 and 3) were falsified by the analysis.

Even though KDU ‑ČSL had been facing internal tensions since the rather 
unsuccessful parliamentary elections in 2006, its deputies voted cohesively 
until the KDU ‑ČSL congress in 2009. This long ‑lasting internal tension and 
small clashes inside KDU ‑ČSL leadership escalated a few weeks before this 
congress with the declaration of KDU ‑ČSL former leader Miroslav Kalousek, 
who announced his departure from the party. Kalousek consequently founded 
new political party TOP 09, which was joined by other deputies who were leav‑
ing KDU ‑ČSL. With the establishment of this new conservative political party, 
the rates of mutual co ‑voting between all former KDU ‑ČSL deputies dropped 
significantly, as the members of TOP 09 started to vote differently than their 
former colleagues from KDU ‑ČSL.

This study focused specifically on the co ‑voting ties between members of 
the political party group that disintegrated. It would be interesting to conduct 
similar research focusing on another case of the same phenomena – for example 
in the Czech environment it could be the internal tensions and ruptures inside 
ODS (Civic Democrats) in 1997 leading to the emergence of new political party 
US ‑DEU (Freedom Union ‑Democratic Union) or the disintegration of the par‑
liamentary party group of VV (Public Affairs) and the constitution of LIDEM 
(Liberal Democrats party). The comparison of these cases could help with the 
understanding of the co ‑voting behaviour of the deputies and the strategies they 
pursue when their home party is suffering from internal tensions and crisis.
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Kemalism as a Fixed Variable in the Republic 
of Turkey

LUCIE TUNGUL1

The publication offers a fresh and complex look at Kemalism, the official ide‑
ology of the Turkish Republic that continues to have a significant impact on 
contemporary Turkish society, politics, and economy. The authors take a critical 
stance, providing a counter ‑narrative to the hegemonic interpretation, which 
understands Kemalism along the modernization and westernization path and 
in opposition to Islamism. While the current Turkish regime is often criticized 
for its anti ‑Western and anti ‑European stance, which many believe diverges from 
the decades long Turkish ‑Western orientation, the authors do a good job at ex‑
plaining that the ideology of Kemalism itself was often anti ‑Western and just like 
the current Islamist movements in Turkey, carries many conflicting views and 
contradictory perceptions about both the domestic and foreign policy options. 
Its vague definition provided it with flexibility to react to changing domestic 
political discourses, while also shaping them. The publication highlights the 
complexity of the ideology and brings to light many of its weaknesses, often 
overlooked in the older publications.

The individual chapters cover various topics from the early Republican era 
to the concept of “New Turkey.” In the first chapter, Kahraman Solmaz deals 
with the Kemalist revolution within Arendt’s concept of violence. It provides 
a detailed account of the democratic regional activities that came to existence 
when the Empire was falling and how Atatürk and his loyal elites violently su‑
pressed these alternative centres of power including parties, associations, and 
newspapers. Taking into account the complexity of the time, it shows strong 
relevance to contemporary Turkey including the suppression of Kurdish de‑
mands. Some of the claims are not well referenced or explained, which might 

1 Lucie Tungul, Ph.D., MA, Department of Politics and Social Sciences, Faculty of Law, Palacký University 
in Olomouc/Czech Republic, E -mail: lucie.tungul@upol.cz
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be confusing to the reader not familiar with the history of the Turkish Republic. 
While the author unveils many of the neglected dark sides of the Kemalist revo‑
lution, which are vital for our understanding of Turkey today, it subsides the 
more positive features. This leaves a feeling of unbalanced criticism, potentially 
more so for readers not familiar with the homogenic Kemalist discourse about 
the rise of the Republic.

Sara ‑Marie Demiriz presents an insightful perspective on the image of 
Atatürk in the national celebrations of the early Republican era, which still 
carries much relevance as most Turkish national holidays celebrated today 
are related to this period. The holidays themselves became part of the current 
political discourse in Turkey, where their celebration (or lack of it) is used 
to publicly declare political affiliations. Demiriz successfully shows how the 
Republican elite used the holidays to create myths about the birth of a nation 
according to their own interpretation of history and which the Turkish people 
could understand.

Benjamin Flöhr analyzes the works of Ahmet Hamdi Akseki and the link be‑
tween Islam and nationalism in the Turkish military explaining the emergence 
of the so ‑called Kemalo ‑Islamists. He investigates the very complex relation‑
ship between secularism and Islam in the Turkish military, the “guardian of 
the kemalist Republic,” and. thus also between Islam and Kemalism/Turkish 
nationalism. Seen by many as binary oppositions, his chapter explains how 
their synthesis was justified through the works of Akseki (and incorporated 
into the official state policy by the junta after the 1980 coup).

The chapter by Başar Şirin would be a useful read for those who wish to use 
the so ‑called Sèvres syndrome when analyzing current Turkish politics. While 
it is in itself a very important aspect for understanding Turkey and Kemalism, 
Şirin presents some less well ‑known observations about its emergence as a na‑
tional myth and its application in Turkish political discourses, including the 
Kemalist perceptions of the AKP and the de ‑Kemalisation during the AKP era. 
The analysis focuses not only on the political actors but also on the cultural 
production in Turkey. It does not serve the often valid arguments well that the 
author sometimes presents strong claims that lack supporting evidence and 
become too aggressive in their tone, which questions the objectivity of the 
analysis. The author also ignores the fact that some of the Sèvres syndrome 
narratives that he assigns to neo ‑Kemalists are used by other political actors in 
Turkey as well, including president Erdoğan and the AKP politicians. I would 
also question the author’s conclusion that today the “ability or power of the 
Kemalists to affect Turkish politics is quite limited.” It is a pity that given some 
of the latest developments in the country, the works cited seem dated, they do 
not pass 2016, and thus are not taking into account the post ‑coup developments.

The inner divisions of Kemalism are addressed by Berna Pekesen, who looks 
at how the ideas of the Kemalist left linked to Turkish revolutionary youth have 
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been incorporated into mainstream Kemalism since the 1960s. It provides an 
educated and detailed account of the origins of ideological diversity of Kemalism.

Lutz Berger returns to the notion of Mustafa Kemal’s personality cult during 
early Republican times, its link to the revolutionary objectives, and their legiti‑
mization and institutionalization. Berger follows the changes in the aftermath 
of Atatürk’s death and during the introduction of multi ‑party politics, and its 
role in the 1970s and 1980s. The chapter offers valuable insights into the link 
between the cult of Atatürk, his image, and the regime but also highlights the 
emptiness of the cult figure, which makes it readily available for anyone to as‑
sociate with it and as such can be used by various forces and actors in the con‑
temporary Turkish political scene. Berger relates it to Turkey’s similarity with 
the neo ‑patrimonial systems rather than Western democracies and argues that 
the former and present Turkish political leadership is characterized by strong 
features of authoritarianism and personalization. This makes it a political 
landscape “full of figures and cults of his kind,” which is a crucial observation 
for understanding Turkish politics.

Kemalism in the party system is addressed in the chapter by Tamer Düzyol, 
who investigates three Kemalism frames (Kemalism Mask, Paradigm 1923, and 
Forged Kemalism) in the party system. He shows the weaknesses of the efforts 
that try to place the Turkish political parties on a left ‑right scale because he 
argues that the fundamental Turkish cleavages are nationalism, religion, and 
Atatürk. While the analysis is very relevant to the topic as the “Kemalist” party 
landscape deserves an in ‑depth analysis, the methodology would deserve more 
attention in the text.

The final chapter by Burak Gümüş relates Kemalism to the so ‑called “New 
Turkey” paradigm as promoted by the Turkish government since 2010. Gümüş 
argues that it was achieved by de ‑Kemalization as brought by the AKP and the 
Gülen movement in the staged trials against the Kemalists that held powerful 
positions in the state. He defines the concept of de ‑Kemalization, discusses the 
position of Kemalists in the Turkish military, and provides a detailed account 
of the controversial trials that targeted them together with other Kemalists and 
the opposition in general, including political parties and the media. Gümüş 
also links the process to the Kurdish issue, the failed 2016 coup, the situation 
in Syria, and the introduction of the presidential system, which puts the entire 
concept in a broad perspective, including the feud between the AKP and the 
Gülen movement and the resulting temporary re ‑Kemalization. Gümüş convinc‑
ingly shows how Erdoğan has tried to use the coup as the new founding myth 
that would legitimise his “New Turkey” and make him the new founding father 
replacing Atatürk. The chapter provides closure to the entire publication but 
seems to ignore some of the other forces at play other than the interaction of 
the AKP ‑Gülen ‑Kemalist forces.
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Even though the publication seems in several instances somewhat unbal‑
anced in its perspective on Kemalism and does not address in more detail 
some of the very interesting topics relevant to the ideology of Kemalism such 
as women’s rights or the media, it offers a comprehensive analysis enriching 
our understanding of Kemalism, and thus also the past and current political 
scene in Turkey. It provides some very valuable insights for both students of 
Turkish politics and scholars interested in the history and the contemporary 
developments in Turkey.

Kemalism as a Fixed Variable in the Republic of Turkey. Edited by Lutz Berger 
and Tamer Düzyol. Baden ‑Baden: Ergon, 2020, 176 pages, ISBN 978‑3‑95650‑
632‑1.
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conceptual analyses. All essays must contribute to a broad understanding of the region 
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is indicated in advance, at the latest in the previous issue. Besides essays focused on the 
current issue, essays with other themes are welcomed too.

Essays should be written in English (preferably British English).
Essays should not normally exceed 12,000 words in length.
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 – a full postal and e ‑mail address, as well as telephone and fax numbers of the author. If 

the manuscript is co ‑authored, then please provide the requested information about 
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Politics in central euroPe reserves the right to edit or otherwise alter all contributions, but 
authors will receive proofs for approval before publication.

Style Guidelines
Below are some guidelines for in ‑text citations, notes, and references, which authors may 
find useful when preparing manuscripts for submission.

 

Manuscript style guidelines
Authors are urged to write as concisely as possible, but not at the expense of clarity. Descrip‑
tive or explanatory passages, necessary for information but which tend to break up the flow 
of text, should appear in footnotes. For footnotes please use Arabic numbers. Footnotes 
should be placed on the same page as the text reference, with the same number in the essay.

Dates should be in the form of 1 November 2005; 1994–1998; or the 1990s.

References in the text
In the text, refer to the author(s) name(s) (without initials, unless there are two authors 
with the same name) and year of publication. Unpublished data and personal communi‑
cations (interviews etc.) should include initials and year. Publications which have not yet 
appeared are given a probable year of publication and should be checked at the proofing 
stage on an author query sheet. For example:

Since Bull (1977) has shown that. This is in results attained later (Buzan – Jones – Little 
1993: 117). As contemporary research shows (Wendt 1992), are states the.

Publications by the same author(s) in the same year should be identified with a, b, c (2005a, 
2005 b) closed up to the year and separated by commas. Publications in references that 
include different authors should be separated by a semicolon: (Miller 1994a: 32, 1994 b; 
Gordon 1976). If the year of first publication by a particular author is important, use the 
form: (e.g. Bull 1977/2002: 34). If there are two authors of a publication, separate the 
names by ‘–’ (not ‘and’ or ‘&’). If there are more than two authors, put the name of the first 
author followed by ‘et al.’, or write all names separated with ‘–’ (four authors maximum).

References to unauthorized data from periodicals may be given in brackets in the text 
together with the exact page(s). For example: ‘(quoted in International Security (Summer 
1990: 5).’ If such a reference is included in the reference list, the title of the contribution 
referred to must be provided, and a short title without inverted commas and a year of 
publication is used for in ‑text ‑referencing (e.g. short title year). As a general rule, an exact 
web address of a particular article can be substituted for its exact page(s).
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Illustrations and tables
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typed captions for figures and plates (including sources and acknowledgements) on 
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Politics in central euroPe encourages authors to submit either of two types of reviews: 
a book review or a review essay.



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 16 (2020) 2 573

When submitting a book review, authors should abide by the following requirements:
 – A book review should not exceed 1,500 words
 – State clearly the name of the author(s), the title of the book (the subtitle, if any, should 

also be included), the place of publication, the publishing house, the year of publica‑
tion and the number of pages.

 – If the reviewed book is the result of a particular event (a conference, workshop, etc.), 
then this should be mentioned in the introductory part of the review

 – Review authors should describe the topic of the book under consideration, but not 
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the book.
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 – A review essay should not exceed 6,000 words. It should also comply with all of the 
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 – Authors may either review several books related to a common topic, or provide a re‑

view essay of a single book considered to provide an exceptional contribution to the 
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 – While a review essay should primarily deal with the contents of the book(s) under 
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