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Abstract of Master Thesis

Central European Identity from Central European Perspective

The  thesis  of  this  paper  is  the  Central  European  identity  in 

Central  Europe.  Is  there  such  an  identity  and  is  it  influenced  by  the 

historical developments in the region? What are the historical roots of the 

Central  European identity and integration in  Central  Europe? Does the 

Central European identity collide with the national identity in the region? 

Current  developments in Central  Europe are certainly rooted in history. 

Slovak  –  Hungarian  relationships  or  lack  of  cooperation  between  the 

Czechs and Poles are few examples of the current developments which 

are rooted in history and come to the surface nowadays.

The aim of the paper is to find the roots of the Central European 

identity  in  Central  Europe,  to  describe  them  briefly  and  to  show  the 

connection with the present situation. I would like to find out whether the 

Central European identity collides with the national identity in the Central 

European region. I will try to show the historical circumstances that led to 

the  current  developments  in  the  region  as  far  as  their  identity  is 

concerned. Then I will focus on the current developments concerning that 

identity in Central Europe.

The countries in Central Europe, on which I will focus upon, are 

the  Czech  Republic,  Poland,  Hungary  and  Slovakia.  Of  course,  also 

Austria  and  Slovenia  belong to  Central  Europe  but  for  the  purpose  of 

thesis, I will take only narrow definition of Central Europe and focus on 

Visegrad group countries. I want to find out whether there exists at present 

the  Central  European  identity  and  what  are  its  historical  roots.  In  the 

Middle  Ages,  there  was  an  advanced  idea  of  the  Czech  king  Jiří  of 

Poděbrady  to  unite  Europe.  Not  much  later  most  countries  in  Central 
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Europe became part of the bigger “European” empire under the Habsburg 

rule. Other historical roots of Central European identity can be found in the 

ideas of František Palacký, Sándor Károlyi, Jan Kollár, Richard Nikolaus 

Caudenhove-Kalergi,  T.G.  Masaryk  and  Milan  Hodža,  in  the  idea  of 

Danubian  Federation,  Mitteleuropa,  pan-European  Federation  or  the 

Customs Union of Central Europe. After the fall of communism the Central 

European  Free  Trade  Agreement,  Central  European  Initiative  and  the 

Visegrad group was created in the region.

It  is evident that Central  European countries were very much 

connected  in  the  past  and  have  therefore  a  common  heritage.  These 

countries were connected in the Middle Ages by the ruling dynasties such 

as Premyslides, Arpads, Jagellos, ect. by marriages. As mentioned above 

three of the Central European countries studied in this paper became part 

of the Habsburg Empire (1526) which lasted until 1918. After World War I 

the new states emerged as a result of the fall of empires in Europe. After 

World War II they again shared common history and communist regime 

when they became satellites of the Soviet Union. The countries of Central 

Europe  have  stronger  feelings  as  far  as  the  difference  between  the 

nationality and state citizenship is concerned than for example in Western 

Europe. This can be explained by the long time periods of  foreign rule 

over  the  region.  The  national  culture  was  usually  supporting  and 

encouraging the national identity which was sometimes jeopardized by the 

foreign rule. Another common feature of the region is the continuity and 

discontinuity  of  its  development.  It  was  interrupted  many  times  –  for 

example in 1526, 1620, 1772, 1793, 1795 or 1938. Next common feature 

of the Central European region is the fight for freedom. These countries 

fought for their independence many times during their history.

Furthermore I would like to show the connection between the 

current developments in Central  European countries and their  historical 

past.  The  roots  of  the  problems  can  be  found  in  the  dualism  of  the 
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Habsburg Empire; Hungarians then became a nation more privileged than 

others  living  in  the  Habsburg  Empire  which  then  became  Austro-

Hungarian Empire, in World War I and the creation of the borders of the 

newly  created  states  in  Central  Europe,  and  in  World  War  II  when 

Slovakia  became  independent  and  the  Czech  part  of  Czechoslovakia 

became the Protectorate under the rule of Nazi Germany.

I think that this topic is challenging, interesting, demanding 

and I will learn more about the region in which we live.
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I. Introduction

The  subject  of  this  Master  Thesis  is  the  Central  European 

identity in Central Europe. The thesis statement goes as follows: Is there 

such an identity and is it influenced by the historical developments in the 

region? What are the historical roots of the Central European identity and 

the  integration  in  Central  Europe?  Does  the  Central  European identity 

collide with the national identity in the region? Current developments in 

Central Europe are certainly rooted in history, so what are the roots of the 

problems?

A. Purpose of the paper  

The purpose of this paper is to find the answer to the questions 

mentioned above. First of all,  I will explain the following terms: Identity, 

European identity and national identity. 

The aim of this paper is to find the historical roots of the Central 

European  identity  and  integration  in  Central  Europe,  to  describe  them 

briefly  and  to  present  the  important  personalities  that  influenced  the 

development of Central European identity and integration in the region. I 

would like to find out whether the Central European identity collides with 

the national identity in the Central European region. I will try to show the 

historical  circumstances  that  led  to  the  current  developments  and 

problems in the region as far as their  identity is concerned. Then I will 

focus  on  the  current  developments  concerning  that  identity  in  Central 

Europe.

The countries in Central Europe, which I will focus upon, are the 

Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary and Slovakia. Also Austria and Slovenia 

belong to Central European countries but for the purpose of thesis, I shall 
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take only a narrow definition of Central Europe and will focus on these four 

countries  that  are  also  known  as  Visegrad  group.  I  want  to  find  out 

whether there exists at present the Central European identity and what are 

its historical roots. In the Middle Ages, some of the leading personalities in 

Central Europe were Czech and Polish king Wenceslas II and Czech king 

and Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire Charles IV. In the second half of 

the 15th century,  there was an advanced idea of the Czech king Jiří  of 

Poděbrady to unite Europe. About 50 years later most countries in Central 

Europe became part of the bigger “European” empire under the Habsburg 

rule.  Some  of  the  leading  personalities  at  that  time  were  Vilém  of 

Rožmberk  and  Jan  Amos  Komenský.  In  the  19th  and  20th  centuries 

historical  roots  of  Central  European  identity  and  ideas  of  European or 

regional  integration  can  be  found  in  the  ideas  of  František  Palacký, 

Sándor  Károlyi,  Lájos  Kossuth,  Count  Richard  Nikolaus  Caudenhove-

Kalergi,  T.G.  Masaryk  and  Milan  Hodža,  in  the  idea  of  Danubian 

Federation, Mitteleuropa, pan-European Federation or the Customs Union 

of Central Europe. After the fall of communism the Central European Free 

Trade  Agreement,  Central  European  Initiative  and  the  Visegrad  group 

were created in the region.

It  is evident that Central  European countries were very much 

connected  in  the  past  and  have  therefore  a  common  heritage.  These 

countries were connected in the Middle Ages by the ruling dynasties such 

as Premyslides, Arpads, Jagellos, ect. by marriages. As mentioned above 

three  of  the  Central  European  countries  (Czech  lands,  Slovakia  and 

Hungary)  studied  in  this  paper  became  part  of  the  Habsburg  Empire 

(1526)  which  lasted  until  1918.  Also  some parts  of  Poland  were  also 

belonging  to  the  Habsburg  Empire.  After  World  War  I  the  new states 

emerged as a result of the fall of empires in Europe. After World War II 

they  again  shared  common  history  and  communist  regime  when  they 

became satellites of the Soviet Union. The countries of Central Europe 
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have stronger feelings as far as the difference between the nationality and 

state citizenship is concerned than for example in Western Europe. This 

can be explained by the long periods of foreign rule over the region. The 

national  culture  was  usually  supporting  and  encouraging  the  national 

identity  which was sometimes  jeopardized by the  foreign  rule.  Another 

common feature  of  the  region  is  the  continuity  and  discontinuity  of  its 

development. It was interrupted many times – for example in 1526, 1620, 

1772, 1793, 1795 or 1938. Next common feature of the Central European 

region  is  the  fight  for  freedom.  These  countries  fought  for  their 

independence many times during their history.

Furthermore I would like to show the connection between the 

current developments in Central  European countries and their  historical 

past. The roots of many problems can be found in the dualism (1867) of 

the Habsburg Empire; Hungarians then became a nation more privileged 

than others  living in  the Habsburg  Empire  which then became Austro-

Hungarian Empire, in World War I and the creation of the borders of the 

newly  created  states  in  Central  Europe,  and  in  World  War  II  when 

Slovakia  became  independent  and  the  Czech  part  of  Czechoslovakia 

became the Protectorate under the rule of Nazi Germany.

I think that this topic is challenging, interesting, demanding 

and I will learn more about the region in which we live.

B. Identity and European identity

First of all, I would like to explain the term identity. According to 

Petr  Drulák,  “identity  is  a  product  of  the  strategy  of  ‘othering’,  which 

identifies threats (negative ‘others’) against which the state claims to offer 

protection.  Identity  is  thus  constructed  in  the  ‘discourses  of  danger’ 

together with the others against which it is delimited” (12). According to Jiří 
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Brodský, identity of the nation means “a set of self-perceptions,  shared 

memories and experiences (history), traditions, and the geographical and 

cultural  predisposition  of  a  nation.  It  usually  defines  itself  in  terms  of 

difference, of the distinctiveness of one nation from another” (Drulák 21).

The term European identity exists when we feel that we belong 

to Europe and we identify with Europe in terms of geographical, historical, 

cultural  and social  aspects.  “European identity  exists  thanks  to  shared 

European  experiences,  influences,  heritage  and  values  –  the  Roman 

Empire, Christianity, the Enlightenment and industrialization being the key 

influences on this experience” (Drulák 22). The identity is not given but it 

should  be  constructed,  so  the  European  identity  “has  been  heavily 

constructed in  the course of  postwar  regional  integration”  (Duleba and 

Hayashi 18). The European identity or as it can be defined as the identity 

of the European Union (EU) is also based on the common future of the 

states  that  are  the members  of  the  European Union.  This  identity  has 

been  created  from  above  and  supported  by  ideas  such  as  common 

currency, economic and political  goals of member states, common flag, 

common anthem, etc. (Drulák 22).

According to Kimberly Twist, the identification with Europe has 

some  implications  such  as  that  it  fosters  the  legitimacy  of  the  EU 

institutions as they are regarded by the public and the integration requires 

support of citizens of member states (4). She also argues that one of the 

largest  building  blocks  of  European  identity  is  the  common  language 

which Europe lacks, so the common cultural identity is unlikely (9-10). But 

European  cultural  identity  can  be  based  on  other  aspects  such  as 

common values, beliefs, cultural heritage not just on common language 

(and the historical  precedents  was the Austro-Hungarian Empire  which 

was based on common values, beliefs and cultural heritage. Even though 

the German was the most important language, there were also many other 

languages used in the Monarchy.)
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The scholars come up with the criteria of a European identity. 

The criteria are geographical, linguistic, historical, cultural, economic and 

social  (Drulák 186).  “Thousands of  years of  common history,  language 

and  geography  have  developed  into  a  common  sense  of  European 

identity. In the 21st century, our European identity is one based on the 

values of liberty, democracy, respect for human rights and the rule of law” 

(Alexander 1). The geographical criteria define what European means. It is 

quite easy in terms of continent but the problem rises when we want to 

draw the line between Europe and Asia or when we want to say what 

islands  are  still  European  (Mediterranean  or  the  Atlantic  Ocean).  The 

linguistic criteria are sometimes regarded as important even though not all 

European  languages  belong  to  the  Indo-European  group  (for  example 

Finnish,  Hungarian)  but  majority of  them do.  Historical  criteria are also 

important because shared historical experiences connect the Europe and 

are essential for present Europe. According to Uroš Pinterič, the European 

common  identity  has  historical  background  that  unites  it  (Jankauskas, 

Vilpišankas and Vinogradnaité 71). The cultural criteria play also important 

role  in  the  European  identity  because  they  produce  cultural  unity  and 

cultural diversity as well (Drulák 186). But the diversity has still common 

roots as “it is the result of a combination of a Greco-Roman culture on the 

one hand and a Germanic-Slavonic  culture  on the other  hand”  (Drulák 

186).  And the economic and social  criteria are crucial  as well because 

“Europe developed into a single area in economic and social  terms as 

well” (Drulák 186). Throughout all European countries the economic and 

social development follow similar pattern.

It  is  still  questionable  whether  there  exists  something  like 

European  identity  nowadays.  We  could  say  that  there  are  Western 

European identity or Central European identity but I am not sure that there 

can be found European identity. The shared aspects of culture and history 

mentioned  by  Brodský (e.g.  the  Roman  Empire,  Christianity,  the 
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Enlightenment and industrialization) do not have to necessarily apply only 

to Europe. I would say they are part of the whole Western or North Atlantic 

(depending on how it is called) society not only of the European one. 

C. Identity and national identity

Now, let us focus on clarifying the term national identity.  The 

national  identity  can  be  characterized  by  following  criteria:  historical 

territory, common religion, mythology, ideology, common history, common 

culture, common language, economic unity, common political institutions, 

common  political  actions  against  third  countries  and  common  symbols 

(Jankauskas, Vilpišankas and Vinogradnaité 65). According to Samuel P. 

Huntington, identity is “an individual’s or a groups’ sense of self. It  is a 

product of self-consciousness, that I or we possess distinct qualities as an 

entity  that  differentiates  me  from  you  and  us  from  them”  (21).  When 

people interact with others, “they have no choice but to define themselves 

in relation to those others and identify their similarities with and differences 

from those others” (Huntington 22). The primary sources of identity are: 

ascriptive (such as age, gender, race, ancestry),  cultural (such as clan, 

tribe, ethnicity, language, nationality, religion, civilization), territorial (such 

as neighborhood, village, town, city, province, state, country, geographical 

area, continent,  hemisphere),  political  (such as fraction,  leader,  interest 

group,  movement,  party,  ideology,  state),  economic  (such  as  job, 

occupation, profession, work group, employer, industry, economic sector, 

labor union,  class) and social  (such as friends,  club,  team, colleagues, 

leisure group).  People can derive their  identities  from number  of  these 

primary sources (Huntington 27).

The national identity usually has not emerged in a natural way 

such as “free decision of people, they have not developed in geographical 
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and social isolation, on the contrary, their rise was conditioned by intense 

interaction  (meeting,  conflicts)  among ethnic  communities”  (Geopolitical 

Importance  of  Central  Europe  (V4)  and  Its  Prospects 138).  At  the 

beginning  of  European  nationalism,  the  national  identity  was  usually 

defined in religious terms. Later in the 19th and 20th centuries, the national 

identities were more secular, defined in terms of ancestry, language and 

culture (Huntington 15). The national identities were produced by nation-

forming process. From this perspective, in Central  Europe, the national 

identities were built mainly at the time of national revival when they were 

supported by the politicians and writers who tried to influence the thinking 

of  people,  to  wake up  their  national  feelings  and  to  form the  national 

language, literature and culture.

According  to  Samuel  Huntington,  the  term  national  identity 

means that “people identify with those who are most like themselves and 

with whom they share a perceived common ethnicity, religion, traditions, 

and myth of common descent and common history” (13). The necessity for 

identity is differentiation which means the way how we define our group 

differing  form  their  group  (Huntington  26).  It  is  important  to  mention 

several key features of identity stated by Huntington. First, both individuals 

and  groups  have  identities.  Second,  identities  are  constructed  which 

means that people usually make their identities under different pressures, 

inducements  or  circumstances.  Third,  individuals  and  to  certain  extent 

also  groups  can  have  multiple  identities  (territorial,  economic,  cultural, 

political, social, national and ascriptive). Fourth, the alternative identities 

for  individuals  are  situational  which  means  that  in  different  situations 

people  stress  a  different  aspect  of  their  identity  that  links  them  to 

interacting people. Last, “identities are defined by the self but they are the 

product of the interaction between the self and others” (Huntington 22-4). 
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II. Central European countries

Central  European  countries  are  located  in  the  area  between 

Western and Eastern Europe. The term Central Europe has never been 

easily defined. There are some questions about its meaning and it really is 

not  a concrete term. Most scholars usually define the Czech Republic, 

Slovakia, Hungary, Poland and Austria as Central European countries. For 

others the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and Poland are still Eastern 

Europe.  Sometimes  they also include Slovenia  or  Croatia  as countries 

belonging to Central European region. So, first of all I will define the term 

Central Europe and show the historical formation of the region. 

For  the  purpose  of  this  thesis,  I  shall  take  only  a  narrow 

definition of Central Europe and will focus on four countries that are also 

known  as  Visegrad  group.  They  are  the  Czech  Republic,  Slovakia, 

Hungary and Poland. 

 As  was  already  mentioned,  these  countries  share  common 

heritage and I will explain its background and common features. Then I 

will focus on the national identity of each country and how it developed in 

history. 

A. Defining Central Europe  

The term Central Europe is not easily defined. It  “has always 

been very complicated” (Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) 

and  Its  Prospects 58).  Also  B.  Hnízdo  in  Perspektivy  regionu  střední 

Evropy claims that the borders of Central Europe are difficult to be marked 

(Cabada et al. 37). Therefore it is essential to recognize cultural factors 

that can help us define the region. Such factors can be seen in two issues: 

a Central European cultural way of Catholicism and Judaism (Cabada et 



Central European Identity from Central European Perspective
Master Thesis
Marcela Jindrová (IEPS)

al. 37-8). Catholicism in Central Europe developed in a little bit different 

way than in the rest of Europe since Counterreformation.  According to 

Hnízdo,  the  cultural  influence  of  Catholicism  on  the  development  of 

Central Europe is based on uniting character of cultural lifestyle which can 

be  seen  for  example  in  the  way  of  celebration  of  holidays  in  Central 

Europe in its cultural nonreligious way (Cabada et al. 37). The big Jewish 

communities in Central European cities became in the 19th and beginning 

of the 20th century important holders of Central European identity (Cabada 

et al. 38). The term Central Europe appeared in the international relations 

in the 19th century (Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) and Its 

Prospects 58). The geographical position of the region (in the middle of 

Europe and between competing powers – Western powers and Russia 

and then since the second part of the 19th century between Germany and 

Russia)  had  caused  “permanent  pressure  from  East  and  West” 

(Geopolitical  Importance of  Central  Europe (V4) and Its Prospects 60). 

The term Central Europe can be used in two ways. The first one includes 

the whole region among Baltic, Adriatic, Aegean and Black seas. And the 

second one is only for its heartland containing the territories of Poland, 

Czech  Republic,  Slovakia  and  Hungary.  Christian-Radu  Chereji  claims 

that  this  confusion has roots  in  the Paris  Peace Conference (1919/20) 

which  officially  ended  WWI  (Puşcaş  12).  The  Paris  Peace  Treaty 

recognized the newly created nation states in Central Europe and brought 

together territories that used to be part of the Habsburg Monarchy and of 

other areas (Puşcaş 12-13). The other territories “were formerly part of 

other areas such as South Eastern Europe – the Balkans – or Eastern 

Europe  –  the  exTsarist  Empire”  (Puşcaş  13).  According  to  Piotr  S. 

Wandycz, Poles, Czechs and Slovaks identified their countries as heart of 

Europe in different periods of time (14). 

But one should look at what the divisions of Europe have been 

and how they have changed throughout  the time. In the ancient  world 
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Europe was divided mainly between North and South, meaning between 

Rome and barbarians living in the North. Then the Holy Roman Empire 

which existed from about  800 till  1806 brought  the first  known division 

East-West.  After the first  Holy Roman Emperor’s death (Charlemagne), 

the  Frankish  Empire  was  divided  among  his  grandsons  by  Treaty  of 

Verdun in 843 into West Francia, Middle Francia and East Francia. Then 

with  the  beginning  of  Enlightenment  a  different  division  of  Europe 

occurred. As Peter Bugge says in European Review of History, Paris and 

London became the centers of Enlightenment and the philosophers living 

in these centers “established Western Europe as the seat of civilization, 

they also invented an Eastern Europe as its complementary other half” (2). 

Eastern  Europe  was  seen  as  underdeveloped  and  barbarian.  Western 

Europeans regarded Eastern Europeans the same way Romans regarded 

people living north of their Empire. Bugge claims that “the distance from 

Paris came to mark the distance from civilization” (2). Different division of 

Europe came with the end of the Napoleonic wars. Europe was divided 

into “a liberal  West (England,  France) and an autocratic  East  (Prussia, 

Austria,  Russia)”  (Bugge  2).  In  the  19th century,  Central  Europe  was 

sometimes defined as a space between the West and Russia. According 

to  Ivana  Chlapcová,  the  region  was  “an  object  of  power  competition 

between Western powers and Russia and then between Germany and 

Russia” (Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) and Its Prospects 

60).  In  the 19th century,  Central  Europe was not  culturally  and racially 

homogenous compared to Western Europe. The Habsburg Empire was 

vast  territory  including  “eleven  nationalities:  within  its  closed  frontiers, 

Germans,  Magyars,  Czechs,  Slovaks,  Poles,  Ukrainians,  Romanians, 

Serbs,  Croatians,  Slovenes,  Italians  and  a  dozen  other  small  ethnic 

groups, including Yiddish-speaking Jews, multilingual gypsies, Armenians, 

Bulgarians  and  Serbo-Croatian  Muslims”  (Hanák  131).  “This  plurality, 

which was mostly important in Austria-Hungary, especially in its Hungarian 
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part, was based on the national heterogeneity, culture variety and also on 

the  fact  that  three  world-wide  monotheistic  religions  –  Christianity, 

Judaism and Islam – co-existed here” (Geopolitical Importance of Central 

Europe (V4) and Its Prospects 61). Chlapcová claims that the creation of 

multi-national conglomerates was characteristic of Central Europe as can 

be seen on the examples of  Holy Roman Empire and Austria-Hungary 

(Geopolitical  Importance of  Central  Europe (V4) and Its Prospects 61). 

The  Central  European  nations  wanted  autonomy  within  the  Austria-

Hungarian  Monarchy  with  their  national  rights  fully  recognized  and 

guaranteed. The exception was Hungary in 1848 when it wanted to break 

away from Austria.  After  dualism in  1867  (meaning  that  the  Habsburg 

Monarchy was divided into two parts along the river Leitha with common 

government responsible for finance, army and foreign policy and common 

ruler.  The  Austrian  part  was  called  Cis-Leithania  and  the  Habsburg 

Monarch ruled there as Emperor. The Hungarian part was called Trans-

Leithania  included  all  the  Lands  of  the  Crown of  St.  Stephen and the 

Habsburg  Monarch  ruled  Hungary  as  King),  the  Czechs  became 

disillusioned with the Monarchy. But there was another plan that was also 

raised and it  was about  the confederative settlement  of  the Empire.  In 

1871,  the  Hohenwart  government  came  with  the  proposal  of  Czech 

compromise giving Bohemia equal status with Austria and Hungary. But 

“the  scheme  was,  however,  opposed  by  Austrian  leading  circles, 

Hungarian leading circles and the German Chancellor Bismarck” (Hanák 

133). So, the plan was not adopted. It is clear that Austria-Hungary was 

not able and willing to answer and resolve “political, social and especially 

national  problems”  that  emerged  therefore  it  broke  up  (Geopolitical 

Importance  of  Central  Europe  (V4)  and  Its  Prospects 62).  It  is 

questionable how Central Europe would look like if Austria-Hungary would 

be  able  to  reform  and  solve  some  of  its  problems.  Stephen  Borsody 

agrees  that  “the  Habsburg  system was destroyed  primarily  by  its  own 
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shortcomings” (5). “It was their [leaders’  of Empire] intransigence which 

eventually brought about the collapse of the entire system” (Hanák 133). 

So, during WWI the idea of creation of nation states emerged and after the 

war the independent nation states were created in Central Europe. 

After WWI, “the focus was placed on the economic dimension 

and on the definition of Central Europe in terms of a wider economic area” 

(Geopolitical  Importance of  Central  Europe (V4) and Its Prospects 62). 

Then before and during WWII the prevailing idea in Central Europe was 

the  “subordination  of  all  of  Central  Europe  to  the  German  political, 

economic  and  military  supremacy”  (Geopolitical  Importance  of  Central 

Europe (V4) and Its Prospects 63). 

During the Cold War the term Central Europe disappeared from 

the world as a region and came under Soviet  control.  “For nearly four 

decades until its sudden reappearance in the 1980s, it seemed as if the 

concept of Central Europe was totally lost” (Bugge 5). There was “a new 

geopolitical structure” created (Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe 

(V4)  and Its  Prospects 42).  Europe was divided into East  and West – 

Eastern and Western Europe separated by the Berlin Wall. Countries of 

Central Europe were on the Eastern side of the Wall and were also part of 

the  Soviet  Empire.   The  idea  of  Central  Europe  “was  not  officially 

tolerated”  (Bugge  5).  But  later  on  (in  the  1980s)  the  intellectuals, 

dissidents and “governments of some of the satellites began to refer to 

Central  Europe  as  well”  (Peter  3).  According  to  Ivana  Chlapcová,  the 

“starting-point of their [Polish, Hungarian, Slovak and Czech intellectuals’ 

and dissidents’] debate concerning Central Europe was thought of sharing 

a common culture and history, so they defined the region in cultural terms” 

(Geopolitical  Importance of  Central  Europe (V4) and Its Prospects 63). 

Take  an  example  of  Milan  Kundera’s  essay  from  1983  called  “The 

Tragedy of Central Europe.”  Laszlo Peter defines it as an influential essay 

(3). Kundera describes the central region of Europe as being “culturally in 
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the West, and politically in the East” (Peter 3). Peter explains in his article 

the importance of this sentence by claiming that “Central Europeans were 

different from Russians. It was an appeal to the West that the division of 

Europe after the Second World War was the source of a great injustice 

because the Czechs, Hungarians, Poles in the past had never belonged to 

Eastern Europe and that they should be reunited with the West where they 

had  always  belonged”  (3).  From  this  time  on  the  discourse  on  the 

redefinition  and  rebirth  of  Central  Europe  started  and  “Central  Europe 

became an icon; it gave comfort and inspiration to intellectuals” (Peter 3). 

They  wanted  to  “present  an  alternative  idea  to  the  West-East  block 

mentality”  (Geopolitical  Importance  of  Central  Europe  (V4)  and  Its 

Prospects 63). 

According  to  Peter  Bugge,  Central  Europeans  define 

themselves with regard to others. They define the concept of otherness 

towards Russia more than to the West (8). After 1989, “the emphasis on 

‘Othering’ the Balkans grew pronouncedly” (Bugge 8). The former Eastern 

European  countries  regarded  the  Balkans  as  not  clearly  being  part  of 

European civilization (Bugge 8). 

Nowadays,  the region of  Central  Europe is  part  of  European 

Union. These countries successfully managed to overcome the East-West 

division of Europe during the Cold War. They pushed through the term 

Central Europe on the international scene and in the political discourse. 

B. Overview of the countries  

The countries that  are subject  of  study of  this  paper  are the 

Czech Republic,  Slovakia,  Poland and Hungary.  I  believe that  it  is  not 

necessary  to  describe  their  geographical  location,  historical  and  the 

political facts because they are widely known. I will focus more on details 
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such as their perception of Central Europe, their neighbors and orientation 

of their foreign policy.

Poland is the largest of the Central European countries while 

the Czech Republic and Hungary are considered to be the middle-sized 

countries  in  the  EU (Král  1).  Slovakia  is  even smaller  than the  Czech 

Republic and Hungary.

The idea of Central Europe was not very commonly wide-spread 

among the Czechs until the end of WWI. Only when the German idea of 

Mitteleuropa (developed around 1848 in Germany about plans for close 

economic and political cooperation between the German states and the 

Habsburg Empire, but I will talk more in details about this term later in the 

paper) “was definitely in ruins, did Masaryk in the USA initiate a (short-

lived and purely symbolic)  Mid-European Democratic Union” (Bugge 4). 

The  Union  was  founded  by  twelve  small  nations  located  between 

Germany and Russia. The Union started with Lithuanians and Ukrainians 

and included Italians, Greeks, Palestinian Jews and Armenians. According 

to Bugge, there were three factors that helped the emergence of Czech 

idea of Central Europe (4). They were the weakened position of Germany, 

bolshevism in Russia and the fall of Habsburg Empire with the need for 

new political  and economic cooperation among the nations living in the 

region  (Bugge  4).  Nowadays,  the  Czech  foreign  policy  has  “balanced 

Euro-Atlantic orientation” but is challenged by their relations with Germany 

and  especially  Sudeten-German  issue  (Dangerfield  and  Goryunov  16). 

Since the end of June 2007, the Czech Republic has been the presiding 

country of the Visegrad group. Some of the priorities of Czech presidency 

are promoting the human rights in the world, encouraging communication 

among the Visegrad group countries in the EU, EU integration process, 

EU reform process and coalition for visa equality (“Czech Presidency of 

the Visegrad Group” 1). 
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Poland  has  a  special  position  among  Central  European 

countries, because it is the largest country with the biggest population in 

the  region.  It  has  27  votes  in  the  European  Council.  In  comparison 

Germany has 29 votes (not significantly different from Poland). It is part of 

the  Weimar  triangle  which  is  based  on  the  cooperation  of  three  big 

European countries – Poland, France and Germany. Poland is trying to 

have  a  stronger  voice  in  the  European  affairs  and  to  influence  the 

European  decision-making;  it  has  also  good  relations  with  the  United 

States. Poland believes that “Europe cannot be a rival of the United States 

because this is not in Europe’s (and particularly Poland’s) interest; Europe 

should  be  a  partner  of  the  USA”  (Kosiewski  27).  In  2005,  national 

conservative party  called Law and Justice  (PiS)  won the elections and 

formed  government  (Lang  6).  This  government  led  by  Kazimierz 

Marcinkiewicz  (till  July  2006)  was eurosceptic  warning about  the  trend 

within  the  EU  that  would  lead  to  creation  of  a  suprastate  and  pan 

European identity (Lang 6). 

Poland  is  actively  involved  in  military  operations.  It  has 

established,  according  to  Lang,  military  unit  together  with  Germany, 

Slovakia and the Baltic states (6). Poland will also form a military unit with 

Germany and France by the year 2013 (Lang 6). Poland is also active with 

regards to the integration of Ukraine, Belarus and Moldova into the EU 

(Král,  3). Polish foreign policy is more oriented on the Baltic region, its 

Eastern neighbors and Russia (Dangerfield and Goryunov 16).  

Hungary  has  traditionally  good  relations  with  Poles,  but  its 

relations  with  Slovaks  are  not  so  good.  The  focus  of  government  in 

Hungary  is  on  the  economic  reforms  and  the  position  of  Hungarian 

minorities  in  neighboring countries.  Its  foreign policy is  focused on the 

situation at the Balkans because of its location (Dangerfield and Goryunov 

16).  
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The last elections in Hungary were won by Hungarian Socialist 

Party  (MSZP)  in  2006  (Pejša  9).  Ferenc  Gyurcsány  became  Prime 

Minister (Pejša 9). He claimed that Hungary must first of all improve its 

relations with its neighboring countries (Pejša 12). The biggest problems 

remain between Hungary and Slovakia concerning the Hungarian minority 

living in Slovakia. I will focus on this issue later in this paper. In its foreign 

policy Hungary is interested in the integration of western Balkans (Serbia 

and Montenegro) into the EU (Král 3). 

Slovakia  is  the  youngest  nation  state  of  Central  Europe. 

Historically,  it  has  always  been  part  of  some  bigger  entity  (Hungary, 

Czechoslovakia)  excluding  the  ”independent”  existence  during  WWII. 

According  to  Dušan  Kováč,  Slovakia  was  happy  with  the  Hungarian 

statehood,  so  it  was  not  attempting  to  gain  its  own  statehood 

(Českoslovenství,  středoevropanství,  evropanství 106-7).  The  peak  of 

Slovak  national  and  political  activity  was  the  year  1848  when  Slovak 

National  Council  proposed  the  creation  of  autonomous  Slovakia  within 

Hungary  (Českoslovenství,  středoevropanství,  evropanství 107).  The 

really hard time for Slovak nation came with Austro-Hungarian dualism in 

1867 when the power in Hungarian part of the Monarchy fell exclusively 

into  the  hands  of  Hungarians  and  all  other  nations  living  in  Hungary 

became  most  severely  oppressed.  At  that  time,  Czechs  living  in  the 

Austrian  part  of  Austria-Hungary  had  infinitely  more  liberal  conditions. 

They  tried  to  help  Slovaks.  The  most  successful  was  Czecho-Slovak 

cooperation in culture. Its result was the creation of Czechoslovak Union 

in  1896  which  organized  the  help  to  Slovak  nation  (Českoslovenství, 

středoevropanství, evropanství 108-111).  Then during WWI the idea to 

unite Czechs and Slovaks in one state came on the world political scene. 

The father of this idea was Masaryk and he was the one who made the 

new Czechoslovak state a reality with the help of other politicians such as 

Edvard Beneš, Milan Štefánik and others. 
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The current Slovak Prime Minister is since the 2006 elections 

Robert Fico. The foreign policy after his elections is not continuing in the 

direction of the previous foreign policy. Slovak foreign policy focuses on 

the strengthening of the relations with the member countries of the EU and 

helping with the dialog between EU and NATO. Slovakia is supporting the 

European  partnership  with  Ukraine  and  democratic  regime  in  Belarus. 

This year Slovakia is the presiding country of the Visegrad group until the 

end  of  June  2007  (“Slovak  Foreign  Policy  Goals  for  This  Year”  1-2). 

Slovakia also has to deal with the issues of Hungarian minority living on its 

territory (Dangerfield and Goryunov 16).  

C. Common heritage of the Central European countries  

The countries in the Central European region were very much 

connected in the past and have therefore a common heritage and share 

common experience and values. The predominant religion of the region is 

Christianity and the nations also have common ascendants. The majority 

has  Slav  origin  except  for  Hungarians  whose  ancestry  is  Magyar. 

Hungarian language is different from other languages in the region. It is 

Finno-Ugric, while other languages in the region are Slavic (West Slavic 

branch).

The connection and common heritage was created by the ruling 

dynasties by numerous intermarriages in the Middle Ages and even later. 

These  dynasties  were  the  Premyslides  ruling  in  the  Czech  lands,  the 

Arpads ruling in Hungary and the Jagellos ruling in Poland.

According to Wandycz, the concept of St. Wenceslas crown, St. 

Stephen’s  crown  and  the  Polish  crown  was  different  from  the  rest  of 

Europe at that time. These crowns were symbolizing the cooperation of 

sovereign and nation while in the rest of Europe the idea of crown was 
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based on system of dynastic ownership of the power over state (Wandycz 

62).

Other common feature of the countries of the region is the fact 

that around 1800 historical “nation-building processes in the region took 

place in opposition to the predominant authoritarian monarchies of Austria, 

Prussia-Germany, Russia and against the Ottoman Empire” (Drulák 199). 

Contrary to the authoritarian regimes in neighboring countries, in Poland 

and Hungary there was a large percentage of nobility (Křen 116). And at 

the same time, Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was state of the estates 

and Hungary’s estates kept the strongest position in the whole Habsburg 

Monarchy (Křen 116). 

Another connection is the belonging to the Habsburg Empire. 

Three (Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary) out of four countries that 

are subject of this paper became part of the Habsburg Empire in 1526 and 

remained there till the end of the WWI in 1918 when the Habsburg Empire 

collapsed  (but  also  some  parts  of  Poland  were  part  of  the  Habsburg 

Empire). In Central Europe the nations lived in “narrow inter-connection” 

which means that the nations live in multiethnic countries and the different 

ethnic  groups with different  religions,  languages and cultures coexisted 

and lived in relative peace (Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) 

and Its Prospects 61). But still “the nationalities issue was at the root of 

most antagonisms within the Austro-Hungarian Empire” (Hanák 133). The 

monarchy  was  dominated  by  the  Austro-Germans  and  also  by  the 

Hungarians. The Austrian part of monarchy was economically superior to 

the Hungarian part. Also the parts of Austria were more autonomous than 

the Hungarian parts. Talking about the Austrian part, “the Poles had the 

most  privileges,  while the Czechs were the best  off  materially“  (Hanák 

133).  The  Habsburg  Monarchy represented  stability  and  safety  for  the 

citizens of the Empire. Stefan Zweig describes the Habsburg Empire as a 

gold age of stability with the highest representation of stability to be the 
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state  itself  (11).  The  state  guaranteed  certain  rights  to  its  citizens 

supported  by  Parliament  and  every  duty  was  defined.  The  currency 

(Austrian crown) was also symbol  of  stability.  Everything in the Empire 

had its norm and everyone knew what he owned and what was allowed 

and prohibited (Zweig 11). 

Another common experience was the creation of modern states 

in the region at the same time period. The new nation states were created 

after  WWI.  The  only  exception  is  Slovakia  which  was  created  as  an 

independent  state  after  the  dissolution  of  Czechoslovakia  in  1993. 

Slovakia was in fact “independent” state already between 1939 and 1945 

but it was a puppet state forced into existence by Hitler. 

After WWII more common history in Central Europe was shared 

by these countries when they became satellites of the Soviet Union. They 

experienced communist regime for more than forty years. During that time, 

the  countries  in  Central  Europe  experienced  similar  development.  The 

nationalization of industry, collectivization of agriculture and destruction of 

private sector happened (in Poland and Hungary, limited private enterprise 

and private farmers existed to  certain  extant).  The focal  point  was the 

development  of  heavy industry  in  the  region.  The  regime collapsed  in 

Central Europe in 1989/90 when the communist rule was overthrown. And 

the  countries  shared  again  common  experience  by  establishing 

democratic governments and by sharing the same goal: to become part of 

free Europe by joining the European Union and the NATO.  They also 

shared a slogan “Back to Europe” calling for  unification of  Europe and 

return to pre-communist state of affairs. 

Another  common  characteristic  for  the  region  is  “lack  of 

continuity  and stability  in  development”  (Miller  1).  The continuity of  the 

development  of  the  region  was  interrupted  many  times.  Wandycz 

mentions that the discontinuity was caused by the tragic events for the 

different nations living in Central Europe (17-8). Wandycz mentions dates 
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such as 1526, 1620, 1772, 1793, 1795 (17-8) and we can add 1938, 1948 

and 1989.  The year 1526 was a tragic date for Hungarians when they 

were defeated by the Ottomans at Battle of Mohacs and their territory was 

divided in three parts for next 150 years. One part came under Ottoman 

rule,  second part  fell  under  Habsburg rule and the third  part  remained 

independent  but  was  turned  into  semi-independent  vassal  state  of 

Ottoman Empire. The year 1620 was the date of Czech defeat in the battle 

of  White  Mountain  which  eventually  threatened  the  very  existence  of 

Czech nation. Years 1772, 1793 and 1795 are years of three partitions of 

Poland  which  led  to  the  end  of  Polish-Lithuanian  Commonwealth 

(Wandycz 17-8).  Its  territory was divided between Russia,  Prussia  and 

Austria. In 1938 the Munich conference, which forced Czechoslovakia to 

give up its borderlands to Germany, took place. The Munich conference 

can be also seen as precursor of WWII and yet  another interruption of 

development  of  Central  Europe.   The year  1948 meant a turn towards 

Stalinism in Central European countries and the beginning of communist 

rule. In 1989 the negative development in the region was also interrupted 

as the communist regime fell and the first democratic elections took place 

later on. 

Central  Europe  has  different  and  specific  characteristics  with 

regard to the rest of Europe. According to Wandycz, the region has had 

late cultural start (15). It became part of ancient European civilization in 

the 10th century as a result of Christianity coming from the rest of Europe, 

such as Byzantine Empire, or the Holy Roman Empire.

The next difference was the rural society in Central Europe. The 

peasants did not turn into capitalistic farmers but kept their way of farming 

till  the  20th century  (Wandycz  15-16)  with  the  exception  of  the  Czech 

lands. 

Next  characteristic  Wandycz  sees  in  the  fact  that  the 

development  of  certain  institutions  was too advanced compared to  the 
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socio-economic reality. The forms of government and political organization 

were more advanced than the conditions and society. They foreran the 

conditions in which they acted and the society was not ready yet for such 

advanced  forms  of  government  and  political  organization.  The  only 

exceptions were the Czech lands.  For example the aristocratic  political 

democracy functioned within the archaic society structures in Poland in 

the 19th century (Wandycz 16). 

Another  common  characteristic,  perhaps  the  most  important 

one, was a national problem. The region was more multiethnic than for 

example Western Europe as  was already mentioned.  The countries  of 

Central Europe have stronger feelings as far as the difference between 

their  nationality  and  state  citizenship  is  concerned  than  in  Western 

Europe. This can be explained by the long time periods of  foreign rule 

over  the  region.  The  national  culture  was  usually  supporting  and 

encouraging the national identity which was sometimes jeopardized by the 

foreign  rule  (Wandycz  16-7).   The  examples  of  such  jeopardizing  of 

national identity can be Obnovené zřízení zemské by Ferdinand II in 1627, 

relocation of Czech court office from Prague to Vienna by Maria Theresia 

or dualism in 1867 for other nations than Hungarians in Habsburg Empire. 

It is necessary to mention that the borders in the region have 

changed many times in the past. Piotr Wandycz gives an example of a 

man born for example in the city called Ungvár in 1900. He used to grow 

up  in  the  Austro-Hungarian  Empire.   In  1918  he  became  citizen  of 

Czechoslovakia and his city was renamed Užhorod. In 1939 he lived in 

Carpathian Ukraine and then he again became citizen of Hungary. From 

WWII till 1990s he used to be Soviet citizen. This happened regardless of 

his ethnicity (Wandycz 17). It could leave feeling of confusion, uncertainty 

and lack of stability on people. 

Next common feature of the nations living in Central Europe is 

the feeling of smallness, sort of an inferiority complex, very pronounced in 
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Czechs, less so in Slovaks. Historically, Hungarians felt, rightly or wrongly, 

threatened  by  the  majority  of  Slavs  surrounding  them.  The  only  real 

exception is Poland which is not a small state and never thought about 

itself  as  a  small  state  (Wandycz  18).  However,  Poles  felt  in  the  past 

threatened, quite rightly, by both Russians and Germans.

Next  common  characteristic  is  the  fight  for  freedom.  These 

countries fought for their independence many times during their history. 

For  example  in  Poland  between  years  1794  and  1905  there  were  six 

uprisings and one revolution (Wandycz 19). Also in the Czech lands, there 

were fights against ruling Habsburgs between 1618 and 1648 (Wandycz 

20). The struggle for freedom continued during the two World Wars and 

communist  rule  in  Central  Europe.  The  communist  rule  in  the  region 

brought  the  biggest  threat  to  basic  human  rights  and  nations  fought 

against  it  for  example  in  1956,  1976  and  1980  in  Poland,  in  1956  in 

Hungary and in 1968 in Czechoslovakia. 

Countries  in  Central  Europe  share  common  history,  heritage 

and experience as I tried to explain in this chapter. Their development was 

interconnected  and  influenced  by  the  events  which  occurred  in  the 

neighboring countries in the region. All these common features shared by 

Central European countries are part of and form Central European identity 

which is also present in the society. Central European identity exists in the 

region  and  is  composed  of  all  the  common  features  shared  by  these 

countries that are subject of this Master Thesis.

D. National identity of the Central European countries  

The  national  identity  of  the  Central  European  countries 

developed  throughout  centuries.  Each  of  the  nations  living  in  Central 
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Europe came through so-called national revival when they redeveloped 

their national consciousness and language.

The identity of a Central European is different from the identity 

of a West European. It is more complicated and has lots of aspects such 

as historical, geographical, cultural and political (Geopolitical Importance 

of Central Europe (V4) and its Prospects 41). Central European identity 

developed differently. It was not “formed in the national states, as it was in 

Western  Europe,  but  in  a  community  and  mutual  overlap  of  several 

nations: Germans, the Slavs, the Hungarians, different Baltic and Balkans 

ethnic  groups”  (Geopolitical  Importance  of  Central  Europe (V4)  and its 

Prospects 41). 

The languages and national literature developed in the Middle 

Ages. The Czech literature (mainly religious texts) was written already in 

the 10th century while the Polish and Hungarian one appeared in the 13th 

century  (Wandycz  37).  The  first  book  in  Polish  was  printed  in  1513 

(Wandycz  51).  The  process  of  purification  and  enriching  of  national 

languages was common for the whole region at the end of the 18th and 

beginning of the 19th century (Wandycz 133). 

The Czech identity developed throughout centuries. One of the 

most beautiful examples of the existence of the Czech national identity is 

Dalimilova kronika which was written likely  at  the beginning of  the 14th 

century. Kay Grigar mentions that “the Czech lands have always managed 

to absorb and transform outside influences into something that is typically 

Czech” (1). The best example can be found in the times when the Czech 

lands were ruled by Charles IV and Prague became the centre of the Holy 

Roman Empire.   In the 18th century Baroque culture was imported and 

absorbed  by  the  Czechs  (Grigar  1).  After  the  fall  of  communism  the 

emerging Czech “identity has been therefore constructed as an identity of 

a democratic, civilized, well-educated, and cultured nation, i. e. a nation 

that has always belonged to Europe, that has always been European and 
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also  a  nation  that  has  always  detested  being  classified  as  Eastern 

European,  that  has always claimed to be part  of  Central  Europe,  lying 

geographically  in-between  Western  and  Eastern  Europe”  (Drulák  23). 

Czechs  also  feel  that  “the  transition  of  identities  (both  Czech  and 

European) is going on at different levels but spontaneously” (Drulák 36). 

For Benjamin Kuras, the Czech nation has specific characteristics such as 

strength or hardiness, envy, atheism, giving up responsibility and passing 

it to someone else and feeling of littleness (11-30). Czechs love comfort 

and the word comfort does not mean only physical comfort but more than 

that.  Kuras  explains  that  the  word  comfort  means  for  Czechs  also 

hominess,  coziness,  harmony,  self-satisfaction,  easy-going  relations, 

rewarding and too hard activity, pleasant atmosphere, lack of strain, effort 

or pain and undisturbed pastoral idyll (20).  

Since  the  Enlightenment,  Slovaks  started  to  understand  and 

define their national consciousness on the basis of certain features. They 

defined themselves as part  of Slav’s nation and this became the basic 

feature  of  their  definition  of  national  ideology  and  national  thinking. 

According to Daniela Ježovicová, “arguments for recognition of the equal 

status of Slovaks in Hungary especially against Hungarian and German 

nationals were the following: cognizance of Slovaks to Slavic, history and 

ancientness of Slavs in Europe, spaciousness of their territory and wide 

spread use of their languages and settlements” (Geopolitical Importance 

of Central Europe (V4) and its Prospects 106-7). But Slovaks had more 

difficult  position  in  development  of  its  national  identity  than  the rest  of 

Central European countries. The reason was Hungarisation. According to 

Ježovicová, “the National emancipatory efforts […] were weakened by a 

predominance of hungarisation tendencies in all spheres of life of the non-

Hungarian nations” (Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) and 

its  Prospects 107).  The  Slovak  national  identity  has  been  defined  in 

opposition to the Hungarians and Czechs identities over centuries. They 
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shared a common state with these nations and they defined their  own 

identity in terms of Otherness towards Hungarians and Czechs. “Slovaks 

have always aspired to be equal partners with both nations, but they have 

never been overly eager to achieve their own statehood” (Drulák 39). But 

after the division of Czechoslovakia and the creation of new independent 

Slovak state the Slovak national identity was again formed. “The process 

of forming the Slovak’s national identity […] was accompanied by a deep 

polarization of the society” (Drulák 45). The society was divided into those 

who agreed with division of Czechoslovakia and those who did not agree, 

into “good and bad Slovaks”. 

Slovak  nation-forming  tradition  in  the  19th century  had  three 

ways of defining nation. Marcela Gbúrová in  Geopolitical Importance of 

Central Europe (V4) and its Prospects defines the three definitions (137). 

She  calls  the  first  definition  National-revivalist  tradition  (Geopolitical 

Importance of Central Europe (V4) and its Prospects 137). This definition 

was  supported  by  J.  Kollár.  The  second  tradition  is  called  pragmatic 

cultural-political tradition which was favored by Ľudovít Štúr (Geopolitical 

Importance of Central Europe (V4) and its Prospects 137). It was based 

on Herderian ethnic-linguistic  model  of nation “in which an individual  is 

formed  by  a  specific  linguistic-cultural  commonwealth  and  such 

commonwealth  is  part  of  a  variegated  and  plural  human  whole” 

(Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) and its Prospects 137). 

And  the  third  type  of  defining  a  nation  is  Hodža’s  realistic  definition 

(Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) and its Prospects 137). 

He says that “a nation is people who have all  their needs and desires” 

(Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) and its Prospects 137). 

The Czechoslovak identity “was a political construction” (Drulák 

26)  because  in  1918  with  the  creation  of  Czechoslovakia  the 

Czechoslovak identity was also created. It did not exist before the creation 

of Czechoslovakia. Also the Czechoslovak language was declared as “the 
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official  language of  the republic  but  in  reality  there  were two separate 

Czech and Slovak languages” (Drulák 26).  Jiří  Brodský claims that  the 

Czechoslovak identity was in fact more Czech than Slovak identity (Drulák 

27). Also after the division of Czechoslovakia, the two identities emerged 

as separated ones but in fact they have been always separated from each 

other. The Czech identity was drawn on the Czechoslovak one while the 

Slovak  identity  was  really  new.  “The  Czech  identity  only  began  to 

understand  Slovak  identity  as  one  of  its  significant  Others,  it  started 

comparing  itself  with  it  and  (in  some  cases)  even  defining  itself  as 

opposed to it” (Drulák 27). 

Although Czechs and Slovaks lived in one state and the same 

dates should have the same meaning for them, it is not so. For example 

the  anniversaries  of  the  founding  of  Czechoslovakia  in  1918  or  the 

beginning of Velvet Revolution in November 1989 are celebrated by the 

Czechs but are not celebrated by Slovaks. Oľga Gyárfášová explains that 

by saying that there were important years for both nations but “we seem to 

view these years from different perspectives” (Drulák 48).

Hungarian identity belongs among the strongest and the most 

ancient  in  Europe.  András  Balogh  emphasizes  that  “early  12th century 

chronicles put clear emphasis on the historical and linguistic differences of 

Hungarians from the rest of the European communities” (Drulák 69). In 

1867, while being part of the Austrian monarchy, they managed to obtain 

the  dualism,  which  gave  the  Hungarian  part  of  the  Empire  virtual 

independence and to Hungarians a complete control of the non-Hungarian 

nationalities.  In the past,  Hungarian national  identity  was influenced by 

Orient and in the late 19th century, “Orientalism has become an influential 

and  much-quoted  current”  (Drulák  69).  Orientalism  puts  emphasis  on 

Oriental  origin  of  Hungarians  and  pre-Christian  past  and  criticizes  the 

West.  “This  anti-Western  orientation  has  remained  a  curio  in  the 

Hungarian national consciousness” (Drulák 69). The Hungarian identity is 
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also  based  on  the  protection  of  all  ethnic  Hungarians  living  in  Central 

Europe.  This  part  of  their  national  identity  causes  problems  between 

Hungary  and  neighboring  countries  (especially  Slovakia  and  Romania) 

regarding the Hungarian minorities on their territories. Balogh agrees by 

claiming that “taking moral and political responsibility towards Hungarian 

minorities  living  beyond  the  borders  is  a  significant  element  of  the 

Hungarian  national  identity  (Drulák  78).  Nowadays  this  is  one  of  the 

causes of current problems in Central Europe.

The case of Poland is somewhat different. The national identity 

formed in the past was interrupted and even prevented from development 

at the time of three partitions of Poland. Wandycz agrees that this division 

made the creation of integrated Polish society more difficult (134). But he 

mentions  that  even though Poland  was  divided  into  different  parts  the 

Polish nation remained tied by its language and Roman Catholic religion 

which  helped  Polish  nation  differentiate  from  Lutheran  Germans  or 

Orthodox Russians (Wandycz 134). According to Wandycz, the concept of 

nation  changed  after  the  Napoleonic  wars  when  it  moved  from  the 

Enlightenment concept to Romantic concept of nation (132). The Polish 

identity is based on accepting the Christian tradition and on the idea of 

sacrifice. Poles believe that they suffered and sacrificed very much in the 

past. Also Ireneusz Krzeminski claims that “even educated Poles are sure 

their  nation  suffered  more  in  history  than  any  other  European  nation” 

(Drulák 67). 

In  this  chapter,  I  tried  to  define  Central  Europe,  Central 

European countries and the national identity of the countries in the region. 

It is not easy to explain the term Central Europe because even scholars 

argue what is the definition of Central Europe and they agree that it is not 

possible  to  give one exact  definition because it  is  to  vague and not  a 

concrete term. Then I focused on explaining the common history of the 

countries  located  in  the  region.  And  finally,  I  mentioned  the  national 
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identity and its development in each on the countries that are subject of 

this paper.

III. Historical roots of the Central European identity and 
integration in Central Europe

In this chapter I  would like to focus on the Central  European 

identity in Central Europe and its historical roots. In the 14th century Czech 

lands and other parts of Central Europe became united under the rule of 

Charles IV, who was both the King of Bohemia and the Emperor of the 

Holy Roman Empire. In the 2nd half of the 15th century came the advanced 

idea of the Czech king Jiří of Poděbrady to unite Europe. In 1526 most 

countries in Central Europe became part of the bigger “European” empire 

under the Habsburg rule. Historical roots of Central European identity can 

be studied particularly in the ideas of František Palacký, Sándor Károlyi, 

Jan  Kollár,  Count  Richard  Nikolaus  Caudenhove-Kalergi,  Tomáš  G. 

Masaryk  or  Milan  Hodža,  as far  as  the  ideas of  Danubian  Federation, 

Mitteleuropa,  Pan-Slavism,  pan-European  Federation  or  the  Customs 

Union of Central Europe are concerned. After the fall of communism the 

Central European Free Trade Agreement, Central European Initiative and 

the Visegrad group were created in the region.

According  to  Šárka  Waisová,  in  the  past  there  have  been 

different attempts in Central Europe to integrate. The integration attempts 

could be summarized by these events: idea of federal Habsburg Empire, 

German idea of Mitteleuropa, idea of unification of Slavs and Pan-Slavism 

and different confederative pretensions (Cabada et al. 51). 

I am going to divide this chapter into three subchapters.  I shall 

mention persons from the past of Central European states that contributed 
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to  the development  of  Central  European identity  and integration  in  the 

region.

A. Middle Ages  

In the Middle Ages (around between the 13th and 15th century), 

Central  European  region  was  divided  into  different  kingdoms  ruled  by 

various  monarchs.  They  tried  to  extend  their  territories  sometimes  by 

military means, more often perhaps through marriages. Therefore Central 

European countries were connected through marriages between different 

ruling dynasties.

There are three outstanding rulers in this period that I would like 

to mention. They were trying to develop more European alliances in the 

region and in whole Europe, started to unite the Central European area 

and therefore started to encourage the development and spread of the 

Central European identity.

The first ruler I want to mention is Wenceslas II (1271-1305), 

King  of  Bohemia  (1283-1305).  He  focused  his  attention  towards  the 

northeast  neighboring  territory  of  Czech  kingdom  and  tried  to  get  the 

Polish crown. He married the daughter  of the Polish assassinated king 

and in 1300 was crowned King of Poland. Soon after the die-out of Arpad 

dynasty in Hungary, Wenceslas II gained the Hungarian crown for his son 

Wenceslas III who was crowned King in 1301. Therefore by this time the 

Czech ruling dynasty of Premyslides controlled Central Europe. But the 

rule of Wenceslas III in Hungary was threatened by the demand of Holy 

Roman King Albrecht I who wanted the territories Wenceslas II  gained. 

During  the  battles  between  Albrecht  I  and  Wenceslas  II,  the  financial 

situation  of  the Holy  Roman Empire  worsened and it  seemed that  the 

Czech king would win. But he died in 1305 (Fiala 208-214). It is a pity that 
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Wenceslas  II  died  so  young,  for  his  rule  could  have  changed  the 

development  of  Central  Europe.  After  his  death,  his  son Wenceslas III 

became king but with his premature death (1306) the Premyslides dynasty 

died out of sword.

The second and by far the most important king is Charles IV of 

Luxembourg (1316 – 1378). He was the grandson of Wenceslas II. “The 

golden age” came with his rule (Pynsent 172). He was the first Middle Age 

emperor  who  was  able  to  write  (Fiala  281).  He  knew  five  languages 

(French,  Italian,  Czech,  Latin  and  German)  and  he  wrote  his  own 

biography in Latin (Vita Caroli). Charles IV extended the territory of Czech 

lands by marriages and “the power of his purse” (Pynsent 172). He was 

King of Bohemia and also the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire.  He 

made the Czech lands important and central part of the Empire (Wandycz 

40). Prague became the major capital with new architectural and cultural 

developments  (New  Town,  Charles  University,  Charles  Bridge,  etc.). 

Charles’  politics  was  founded  on  Luxembourg  dynastic  policy  with  the 

base  in  Czech  lands  as  the  Habsburgs  situated  their  base  in  Austria 

(Wandycz 40). He was able to protect the Czech lands from every enemy 

invasion (Fiala 288). His main achievement was that for the first time the 

Czech  lands  became  part  of  more  “European”  empire  and  that  they 

represented its significant part. Charles IV extended the Czech territory to 

include  also  Silesia  and  both  Lusatias  (Wandycz  41).  He  was  great 

personality and from the Czech Middle Age one of the most influential and 

interesting.  He  continued  to  keep  the  friendly  relations  with  rulers  of 

Poland and Hungary. His careful diplomatic foreign policy brought stability 

into Central European region.

The  third  significant  person  in  the  Middle  Ages  for  Central 

European integration is King of Bohemia Jiří of Poděbrady (1420 – 1471). 

He  was  elected  King  of  Bohemia  in  1458  (Pynsent  173).  Pynsent 

mentions  that  “under  him  Bohemia  had  become  the  first  lay  state  in 
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Europe” (179). “He had been able, in the first part of his reign, to fulfill the 

Czechs’ wishes for religious independence and to support their love for 

their language and country” (Pynsent 179). But his reign was threatened 

by the Pope,  the Czech Roman Catholic  baronial  league and Matthias 

Corvinus from the neighboring Hungary (Pynsent 179). He is best known 

for his idea of alliance of kings or League of nations in Europe. He sent his 

delegation to many sovereigns of Europe. His idea was to establish “an 

alliance of all European Christian monarchs in the form of a union going 

beyond the frontiers of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation” 

(Krejčí 78). The delegation was received warmly at European courts but 

the sovereigns did not understand very much the idea and did not support 

it, since it was too advanced for that time and was not understood well by 

Jiří’s contemporaries. 

To me, these three kings were the most important persons in 

the  Middle  Ages  for  the  integration  in  the  region  and  development  of 

Central  European  identity  by  connecting  the  region  together  and 

developing links among the countries. Wenceslas II was one of first Kings 

of Bohemia who extended the territory of Premyslides dynasty to include 

also Polish and Hungarian territories.  Charles IV successfully  extended 

the  territory  of  Czech  lands  by  continuing  in  the  foreign  policy  of  his 

grandfather Wenceslas II, created for them a central position in the Holy 

Roman Empire, made Prague its capital city and chose Czech lands to be 

his  dynasty’s  seat.  Jiří  of  Poděbrady merits  our admiration for  his new 

advanced  idea  to  unite  Europe,  even  if  it  was  not  accepted  by  other 

sovereigns.
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B. New Age  

From the 16th till  the 19th centuries  there were important  and 

significant  personalities  in  Central  Europe that  through their  ideas  had 

important impact on the development in the region and on the formation of 

Central  European  identity  and  integration  in  Central  Europe.  Some  of 

them were Vilém of Rožmberk, Jan Amos Komenský, Jan Kollár, Pavel 

Šafařík,  František Palacký,  Lájos Kossuth,  Ľudovít  Štúr,  Karel  Havlíček 

Borovský and Sándor Károlyi.

In the 19th century, the very wide spread idea in Central Europe 

was  that  of  Mitteleuropa.  Another  popular  idea  (especially  among  the 

Czechs) was the Pan-Slavism.

The  word  Mitteleuropa  was  created  by  A.  Kirchhoff  in  1882 

(Cabada et al. 42). The idea of Mitteleuropa emerged in the 1830’s and till 

1840’s  it  was based on idea of  “creation  of  a  single  economic  space, 

which would be capable of autarchic development and would be defended 

by  protectionism”  (Krejčí  147).  The  first  author  who  spoke  about 

Mitteleuropa was, according to Alexei Miller, Friedrich List (2). But as time 

passed, the economic idea developed into specific state one “involving the 

conception  of  an  area  of  legitimate  German  expansion”  (Krejčí  147). 

During WWI, according to Peter Bugge, came a popular idea of greater 

Mitteleuropa including all  Austria-Hungary and expanding to the South-

East  (4).  As  Krejčí  mentions,  the  propagators  of  Mitteleuropa were for 

example F. von Andrian-Werburg, G. von Mevissen, C.F. Nebenius and G. 

Höfken  (148).  Höfken  wanted  to  include  also  Scandinavian  states, 

Belgium and the Netherlands (Krejčí 148). 

By far the most famous idea of Mitteleuropa can be found in the 

work of Friedrich Naumann (1860-1919) (Krejčí  150).  He wrote a book 

called Mitteleuropa (1915) where he describes Mitteleuropa as an area of 



Central European Identity from Central European Perspective
Master Thesis
Marcela Jindrová (IEPS)

Central Europe under German leadership. According to Krejčí Naumann’s 

work “combines German nationalism and imperialism with liberalism and 

socialism, and it does not succumb to racism” (150). He warned against 

“racial  interpretations  of  the  war”  (Bugge  4).  His  Mitteleuropa  was 

geopolitical unit between Russia and the Western powers. “According to 

him [Naumann], Central Europe was a geographical expression, until then 

without political or constitutional character” (Krejčí 151). Naumann thought 

that  the war could be finished by creating “a world state”  (Krejčí  151). 

According to Naumann, WWI was a historical test for Central Europe, and 

Mitteleuropa would be political expression of the region. The preconditions 

are “the centralization of certain institutional, political activities of Germany 

and Austria-Hungary in new institutions” (Krejčí 152). He did not believe 

that  Mitteleuropa  would  be  a  federation  and claimed that  it  should  be 

based on German culture, German organization, German spirit and would 

voluntarily  use  German  language  (Krejčí  153-4).  Naumann  “suggested 

that  some  supranational  Mitteleuropean  identity  should  be  created, 

arguing  that  the  peoples  of  Mitteleuropa  –  unlike  the  French  and  the 

British – were still young and flexible, so that they could learn to love a 

broader fatherland next to their own nation” (Bugge 4).

The next idea of integration in Central Europe was Pan-Slavism 

which presented the idea of Slavs being a nation with number of tribes 

using  common  Slavonic  language  or  adopting  Russian.  The  idea  was 

based on precondition that there is a German pressure in Central Europe 

and that the Slavic nations could face it only under the protection of the 

biggest Slavic nation (Cabada et al. 16). In the 20th century Pan-Slavism 

“gradually and almost completely vanished and changed into ethnography, 

comparative  linguistics  and  literary  studies”  (Krejčí  163).  In  the  Czech 

lands the Pan-Slavic idea appeared “only in the period on the Napoleonic 

Wars, that is, in the second generation of Czech Slavists, in the circle of 
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Josef Jungmann (1773-1847), the Czech linguist,  literary historian, poet 

and translator” (Krejčí 165).  

Now I would like to focus on important persons in the history of 

the  integration  of  Central  Europe.  I  will  start  with  Vilém  of Rožmberk 

(1535-1592)  who  came  from  the  most  important,  rich  and  well-known 

Czech  noble  family  from  Southern  Bohemia.  Vilém  was  statesman, 

politician and diplomat. He was active on international political scene. In 

1560, Vilém received his first function as the Highest Gentleman of the 

Chamber.  In 1566, he was appointed as commander in chief of Czech 

army against the Turks. And finally in 1570, Vilém of Rožmberk became 

the  highest  burgrave  of  the  Czech  lands  which  was  the  highest 

governmental position in the state. He traveled around Europe (Germany 

or Poland) (Kavka 114-115, Kubíková 176-178). In 1572, the Habsburg 

Emperor Maxmilian II wanted to get the Polish throne for himself or his 

son  Ernst.  Maxmilian  II  decided  to  send  the  representatives  of  Czech 

estates  to  Poland  to  persuade  them that  Czechs  were  not  oppressed 

under Habsburg rule and to stress the traditionally good relations between 

the  Czechs  and Poles.  He chose Vilém of  Rožmberk  and Vratislav  of 

Pernštejn (the Highest Chancellor) to lead the mission to Poland (Pánek 

165-166).  During  Vilém‘s  diplomatic  missions  to  Poland  where  he 

represented the Habsburgs who wanted the Polish throne for themselves, 

he gained Polish sympathies by his speech in front of Polish Assembly. 

The Polish Assembly thought Vilém would be perfect Polish king because 

of his origin, his relationships with Polish kings (after his second wife) and 

his moderate Catholicism. But Vilém as the representative of Maxmilian II 

refused the offer which was made secretly (Kavka 115). After the escape 

of Polish king Henri of Valois in 1574, Poles who elected their king were 

looking  for  a  new  king.  Vilém  was  one  of  the  candidates  (eventually 

Stephan Bathory became the King of Poland) but it caused worsening of 

the  relations  between  Vilém  and  Maxmilian  II  who  wanted  the  Polish 
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throne  for  himself.  In  1584  Vilém  of  Rožmberk  received  the  Order  of 

Golden Fleece from the Spanish king Felipe II (Kubíková 178-180). The 

merit of Vilém of Rožmberk was his diplomatic role on the international 

scene. The Polish offer of the throne to a Czech aristocrat was important 

for Central European unity.

Next significant personality is Jan Amos Komenský (1592-1670) 

who  was  called  “teacher  of  nations”.  He  was  Czech  pedagogue, 

philosopher, writer, thinker and Bishop of the Union of Czech Brethren. 

After the Battle of White Mountain and during the period when the non-

Catholics were persecuted by the victorious Habsburgs, he lost his family. 

In 1628 Komenský left the Czech lands and went to Poland. Later on he 

moved to  England,  back  to  Poland and then  to  the  Netherlands  (“Jan 

Amos Komenský” 1-3). In his essay called “Obecná porada o nápravě věcí 

lidských” (“Panegersia”)  (General Debate about Improvement of Human 

Issues) he introduces the idea of common mother Earth where people live 

socially connected (Rosůlek and Cabada 339). In his other work he claims 

that everybody has one home and nothing could prevent people to live in 

one state with common laws (Rosůlek and Cabada 339).

Another interesting person in Central European history was Jan 

Kollár (1793-1852). He was a Slovak writer and one of the propagators of 

pan-Slavism.  According  to  Ladislav  Polášek,  his  studies  in  Germany 

helped him get to know more pan-German ideas which influenced the birth 

of Pan-Slavism (Českoslovenství, středoevropanství, evropanství 160). In 

his  work  called  Dobré  vlastnosti (Good  Characteristics)  Kollár  defined 

nation  “as  a community  of  people  who are linked by the bond of  one 

language and one set of customs and habits” (Pynsent 58). He showed 

“the need for language, which he considered as the main attribute of a 

nation” (Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) and Its Prospects 

108). He believed that nation could be a solution to language problems of 

Slavs  in  the  Habsburg  Monarchy  and “it  is  also  an  object  of  a  highly 
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civilized  form  of  love”  (Pynsent  58).  Kollár  claimed  that  “nationalism 

(creative love of the goodness or specialness of one’s nation) is a sign of 

high  culture,  where  patriotism (love  of  one’s  country)  is  typical  of  low 

culture” (Pynsent 58). His thinking was influenced by the reality of political 

life in the Austrian Monarchy. Kollár believed that the Slav nation is the 

biggest  and  the  most  extended.  According  to  Daniela  Ježovicová, 

“humanity  represents  the  central  motive  of  Kollár’s  philosophy” 

(Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) and Its Prospects 108). 

Pavel Josef Šafařík (1795-1861) uses the nation the same way 

as Kollár (Pynsent 58). He believes that the Slavs were forced to move 

from India because of overpopulation to Europe. Šafařík “has managed to 

sneak in an idea that, at the very beginning, circumstances forced Slavs to 

do things”  (Pynsent  59).  He tries to be as scholarly as possible in his 

thinking. On the other hand, Kollár rather uses common sense (Pynsent 

59-60). 

František Palacký (1798-1876) was a Czech politician, historian 

and writer.  He studied history to show the riches of  Czech heritage to 

support the national identity and pride (Wandycz 138). He also focused his 

attention  to  placement  of  Czech  history  in  the  European  context 

(Českoslovenství, středoevropanství, evropanství 96). Palacký’s work and 

his  interpretation  of  Czech history influenced Czech writers  and artists 

such as Karel Jaromír Erben, Alois Jirásek, Bedřich Smetana or Božena 

Němcová  (Wandycz  139).  In  his  Dějiny  národu  českého  v     Čechách  i   

v     Moravě   (History  of  the  Czech  Nation  in  Bohemia  and  Moravia)  he 

presents the Czech history as “a constant battle of the Czechs against the 

Germans” (Pynsent 168) and he defines Bohemia as “the center and heart 

of Europe and the Czech nation as the center,  in which a multitude of 

elements and principles of modern European national, state and church 

life,  though not without strife, have met and fused” (Bugge 3).  Palacký 

says that “both history and geography gave the Czechs the role of acting 
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as a bridge between Germandom and Slavdom, between the East and the 

West in Europe in general” (Bugge 3). He was invited to join the Frankfurt 

Parliament in 1848 as a representative of Czechs. But Palacký refused the 

invitation and wrote his famous Letter to Frankfurt (Krejčí 200). There he 

stated  that  the  Czech  lands  were  originally  connected  with  the  Holy 

Roman Empire and the German Alliance but they could not be part of a 

united Germany, simply because Czechs were not Germans. That is why 

he  was  certain  that  Austria  was  an  important  protector  of  the  smaller 

nations in Central Europe and if the Austrian Monarchy did not exist, it 

would be necessary to create it. He formulated new thinking called Austro-

Slavism (Wandycz 148-9). Palacký in the Letter to Frankfurt also warned 

against the universal Russian monarchy that would include also the states 

of Central Europe. He believed that the division of Austrian Monarchy into 

different small republics would constitute the base for universal Russian 

monarchy (Morava 144-148). Sadly, his prediction proved to be right in the 

20th century.  Palacký  supported  the  idea  of  federalization  of  Austrian 

Monarchy  where  the  different  nations  would  have  the  same  rights 

(Českoslovenství,  středoevropanství,  evropanství 96).  He  believed  that 

the federation in Central Europe would mean peace for the whole Europe. 

Palacký  claimed that  small  nations  have  right  of  self-determination  but 

only  within  the  Habsburg  Monarchy  (Rosůlek  and  Cabada  65).  He 

published his ideas about  federalization of  Habsburg Monarchy in  Idea 

státu  Rakouského (Idea  of  state  of  Austria)  in  1865  (Českoslovenství, 

středoevropanství, evropanství 160). He warned against the Pan-Slavism 

under which he saw the threat of Russophication. He believed that when 

the Austro-Hungarian dualism would be adopted the Slavs would turn to 

Russia (Rosůlek and Cabada 64-66).  Unfortunately, his ideas were not 

accepted by the Habsburg  Monarchy  and shortly  after  this  publication, 

dualism  was  adopted  in  1867  (Českoslovenství,  středoevropanství, 

evropanství 160). 
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Another  significant  actor  in  Central  European integration  was 

Lájos Kossuth (1802-1894) who was a Hungarian politician, lawyer and 

publicist (Krejčí 217). He was also Hungarian Minister of Finance (1848-

1849) and Governing President in 1849 (Hanák 261). After the defeat of 

Hungarian  revolution  of  1848  and  1849  he  went  into  exile  where  he 

became  “a  propagator  of  the  creation  of  a  Danubian  Confederation” 

(Krejčí  217).  He  was  against  the  dualism  and  supported  the  Czech 

constitutional  demands  but  opposed  the  national  demands  of  Slovaks 

(Krejčí  217).  He tried to  prevent  the compromise between Austria  and 

Hungary because he believed that connecting Hungary to the Habsburg 

Empire would make Hungary “doomed to extinction” and “tantamount to 

national suicide” (Hanák 128). According to Přemysl Rosůlek and Ladislav 

Cabada, the idea of Danubian Confederation was supported mainly by the 

Czechs in the Habsburg Monarchy (71). He criticized Pan-Slavism and in 

order to face this danger, according to him, there was the possibility to 

create a union of states in Central Europe. So, he stated “two territorial 

definitions  of  a  possible  Central  European  federation”  (Krejčí  218).  In 

1850,  he  published  his  proposition  in  Proposal  for  the  Future  Political 

Organization of Hungary with Respect to the Solution of the Nationality 

Question calling for federation including also Poland and the Czech lands 

(Krejčí 218). In 1862, he revised the proposal and said that the Danubian 

Federation  would  consist  of  the  “old  historical  states  bordered  by  the 

Carpathians, the Danube, the Adriatic Sea and the Black Sea, but already 

without Poland and the Czech Lands” (Krejčí 218). He supposed that the 

federation would have common defense and foreign policy and would be 

an economic alliance. His proposal was very democratic including majority 

rule,  self-government  and  personal  autonomy  with  the  right  to  found 

national ethnic organizations and plebiscites (Krejčí 219). But he thought 

about  the Slovaks,  Rumanians and Serbs as “only people not  nations” 
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(Krejčí  219).  One  has  to  conclude  that  he  was  thinking  in  exclusively 

Magyar nationalist terms.

Ľudovít  Velislav  Štúr  (1815-1856)  was  a  many-sided 

personality. As Krejčí mentions, he was known as a Slovak linguist, poet, 

historian,  philosopher,  politician,  publicist,  ideologue  and  leading 

personality of the Slovak national movement (169). He was the supporter 

of Slovak national rights within Hungary but the Hungarian politicians were 

against it, so he went to Prague where he organized the Slovak volunteers 

to fight with Austrians against Hungarians during the Hungarian revolution 

in 1848 and 1849. He was expecting that Austria would accept the Slovak 

national demands as a result of their help. But the concessions of Austrian 

government  were minimal  and he found out  that  the only possibility  of 

recognition  of  the  Slovak  national  demands  is  to  unite  all  Slavs  with 

Russia (Křen 130). In 1850’s, he wrote a book called  Slavdom and the 

World of the Future which was written in German (Krejčí 169). There, he 

searched for the solution to the fact that all the Slav nations did not have 

their own state except for the Russians. But “he simplified the situation by 

almost  consistently  describing  these  nations  as  tribes  of  one  Slavonic 

nation”  (Krejčí  169).  He  introduced  “three  models  for  defending  the 

interests  of  these  tribes:  a  Slavonic  federation,  Austro-Slavism  and  a 

Russo-Slavonic Empire” (Krejčí 169). The Slavonic federation would have 

to  have  a  republican  organization.  Štúr  wanted  to  include  Bohemia, 

Moravia,  Lusatia,  Silesia,  the Poznan region,  Slovakia,  Galicia  and the 

Slavonic  tribes  in  Carniola,  Carinthia,  Styria,  Istria,  Croatia,  Slavonia, 

Dalmatia  and  Serbian  Vojvodina.  But  these  territories  were  not 

independent,  which  was  a  serious  obstacle.  Other  obstacles  included 

different dialects and religions, geographical position of tribes which made 

difficult  their  connection and expected unwillingness of  other  nations in 

Central  Europe  to  allow unification  of  Slavonic  tribes  (Krejčí  169-170). 

Austro-Slavism was worse option for  Štúr than the Slavonic federation. 
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And  the  Russo-Slavonic  Empire  would  give  protection  to  the  Slavonic 

nations. He believed that “Russia is the only free Slavonic state, and it is 

an extraordinarily strong state, representative of the Slavs and protector of 

their honour” (Krejčí 171). But in order to create this Empire he set up two 

conditions that must be met: adoption of Orthodox religion and Russian as 

universal language (Krejčí 171). He was not accurate and convincing in 

his  analysis.  He  contradicted  himself.  “As  a  former  supporter  of  the 

Austrian Monarchy, he declared the need for a Russo-Slavonic Empire, as 

a Lutheran he declared the need for all the Slavs to adopt the Orthodox 

religion, and as the author of standard written Slovak he demanded the 

use of  Russian as the literary language of  the whole Slavonic  Empire” 

(Krejčí 173). 

The next personality  is Karel  Havlíček Borovský (1821-1856). 

He was Czech poet and publicist, supporter of Pan-Slavism but after his 

travel  to Russia and understanding the reality he became opponent  of 

Pan-Slavism  (Rosůlek  and  Cabada  63).  During  his  stay  in  Russia  he 

found  out  that  Russians  use  Pan-Slavism  for  their  own  purpose  to 

interpret  the  famous  actions  in  Czech  history  as  their  own  acts  (for 

example they say that they were the first one who came with reformation 

or that they had the constitution before the Germans). So, he thought of 

Pan-Slavism as  a  deceit  on  small  Slav  nations  and  for  him  Russians 

represented bigger threat  than Germans and Hungarians (Rosůlek and 

Cabada 64). Havlíček believed that “the Slavs are not one nation” (Krejčí 

167). And the Slavdom would not bring the benefits to the Czechs and 

other Slav nations in Central Europe. He claimed that “joining all the Slavs 

together would not mean greater strength, because one half will always be 

against the other, as fire is against water” (Krejčí 167). His support of Pan-

Slavism changed into support  of Austro-Slavism. Even though his work 

was influential, it did not mean the end of Pan-Slavism in the Czech lands. 
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His ideas were very bright and erudite since the history proved that he 

was right.

The last personality on this list is Count Sándor Károlyi (1878-1944) 

who was a Hungarian agrarian politician. In 1885 Károlyi was the leader of 

the organizers of international conference which took place in Budapest. 

According to Ieda Osamu, a researcher from Slavic Research Center at 

Hokkaido University, the aim of the conference was to find the causes of 

the agricultural crisis and how to tackle it (61). The proposal put forward at 

the  conference  was  Customs  Union  of  Central  Europe  which  would 

include European countries such as Germany, France, Italy, Switzerland, 

Belgium and  the  Austrian  Monarchy  (Osamu 61).  “The  customs union 

aimed  to  preserve  the  domestic  agricultural  markets  of  the  large 

landowners against the influx of foreign and Russian grain as well as to 

realize the development of autarkic economies in the region” (Osamu 61). 

The  idea  was  revolutionary  and  could  become  the  real  bases  for 

European integration based on economic reasons. However, the idea of 

Customs Union of Central Europe “was not realized due to the passive 

attitudes of the governments in the relevant European countries” (Osamu 

72). As Osamu mentions the idea “might have been too immature or the 

timing too premature for it  to have been realised in the given historical 

environment”  (73).  There  is  no  doubt  that  this  advanced idea  met  the 

same fate as the idea of Jiří of Poděbrady at his time.

C. The 20  th   century  

The 20th century brought enormous changes in Central Europe. 

There were two World Wars and their  consequences which the  whole 

Europe and indeed the whole world had to face. To start with:  The break 

up of the Habsburg Monarchy and the creation of new independent states 
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in  the  region.   The  20th century  was  rich  in  important  and  influential 

persons  such  as  Crown  Prince  of  Austria-Hungary  Franz  Ferdinand 

d’Este, Kalergi, Jászi, Hodža or Masaryk, who had impact on the Central 

European integration and development of the Central European identity in 

Central European countries.

The  first  person  I  will  write  about  is  Crown  Prince  Franz 

Ferdinand d’Este (1863-1914). He was the eldest son of the brother of the 

Emperor  Franz  Joseph  I.  After  the  death  of  Franz  Joseph’s  son,  he 

became the heir to the throne. His idea of the Habsburg Monarchy was 

different  from  that  of  Franz  Joseph  I.  He  wanted  to  change  and 

democratize the monarchy when he became the new emperor. In 1906, 

the  new  book  called  The  United  States  of  Great  Austria written  by 

Transylvanian  Aurel  Popovici  was  published.  This  book  inspired  Franz 

Ferdinand to think about the changes in the Monarchy. He did not support 

dualism at all and he saw the need for reform of the Monarchy so that it 

can survive.  Popovici  proposed to divide  the Monarchy  into  15  states: 

German Austria  (size  of  today’s  Austria  including  the German parts  of 

Southern  Bohemia  and  Moravia  and  Western  part  of  Hungary),  Krain, 

Trentino, Terst, Bohemia, German Bohemia (German parts of Northern, 

Western and Northeastern Bohemia), German Moravia (Northern Moravia 

with  German  parts  of  Silesia),  Kingdom  of  Hungary,  Slovakia, 

Transylvania,  Szekel  area,  Vojvodina,  Croatia  and  Slavonia,  Western 

Galicia  and  Eastern  Galicia.  Popovici  also  proposed  that  the  official 

language should  be German but  the states should also use their  local 

languages.  The empire would be united and centralized,  but  based on 

nationality principle. During 1910-1911 Franz Ferdinand started to prepare 

his  program  including  what  he  should  do  after  the  death  of  the  old 

Emperor Franz Joseph I. He wanted to introduce the universal suffrage in 

Hungary  to  reform  Hungary.  He  wanted  to  revise  the  constitution  to 

overrun  the  dualism  and  create  united  monarchy  (united  militarily, 



Central European Identity from Central European Perspective
Master Thesis
Marcela Jindrová (IEPS)

economically  and  administratively)  –  Great  Austria  –  with  autonomy of 

different nations. Franz Ferdinand d’Este wanted to abolish the language 

struggle in the Monarchy which, according to him, obstructed the cultural 

and economic development. He wanted the nations to live in peace side 

by  side  in  one  big  state  (Galandauer  271-277).  Unfortunately,  he  was 

assassinated with his wife in Sarajevo, so he was not able to implement 

his ideas. We cannot say how it would have changed Central European 

area or whether he would have been successful or not. But it is evident 

that he had progressive ideas of Habsburg Monarchy in Central Europe 

different from those of the ruling Emperor at that time. As a matter of fact 

today’s European Union has ideas quite similar to those of Aurel Popovici 

and Franz Ferdinand.

Another  important  person I  want to discuss is  Count  Richard 

Nikolaus Coudenhove-Kalergi (1894-1972). He was born in Japan where 

his  father  Heinrich  Coudenhove  served  as  Austrian  Ambassador.  His 

mother  was  Japanese  Mitsu  Aoyamo  (Jirousek  1).   He  grew  up  in 

Bohemia at family castle. After the breakdown of the Habsburg Monarchy 

he received the Czechoslovak citizenship (Jirousek 2). He was founder of 

Pan-European  Union.   His  ideas  were  published  in  book  called  Pan-

Europe in 1923 (Cabada et al. 24). He claimed that Europe must unite in 

order to face the situation after WWI when Europe lost its leading position 

in  the  world  and  the  threat  is  Russia  (Cabada  et  al.  24)  and  internal 

conflicts  (Rosůlek  and  Cabada  130).  He  believed  that  Europe  that  is 

divided leads to war, oppression and poverty, while united Europe leads to 

the peace and prosperity (Jirousek 3). Kalergi divided the creation of Pan-

Europe into four phases. The first phase is the education of public and 

politicians  at  Pan-European  conferences.  The  second  phase  is  the 

creation  of  confederation  of  European  states.  The  third  phase  is  the 

creation of customs union. And the fourth phase is the creation of United 

States of Europe (Cabada et al. 24). Coudenhove-Kalergi believed that 
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Pan-Europe will not come to the existence until it will be in the minds and 

hearts  of  Europeans  (Rosůlek  and  Cabada 130).  He thought  that  “the 

project  of  a  pan-European federation  should  find  the balance  between 

freedom  and  organization”  (Geopolitical  Importance  of  Central  Europe 

(V4) and Its Prospects 110). Kalergi  excluded Russia and Great Britain 

from Pan-Europe because Britain has its base in its colonies and Russia 

adopted bolshevism (Rosůlek and Cabada 131). From 1926 on, he started 

to publish magazine called Pan-Europe and at the first congress of Pan-

European  Union  in  1926  he  called  for  creation  of  common  anthem, 

currency,  army,  market,  government,  citizenship  and  constitution  for 

Europe (Jirousek 2). It was pretty revolutionary idea at that time. But in 

1933, Pan-European Union was forbidden by Nazi Germany and after the 

take  over  of  Bohemia  and Moravia  by Germans,  Kalergi  accepted  the 

French  citizenship  in  1939  (Jirousek  3).  During  WWII  Count  Kalergi 

immigrated into the USA where he stayed till his return to Europe in 1947 

(Jirousek  3).  He  lived  in  Switzerland and  founded  there  the  European 

Parliament  Union  and  became its  secretary  general.  He  was  also  the 

initiator of the Council of Europe. In 1951, Coudenhove-Kalergi proposed 

European  Constitution  and  he  was  the  first  one  who  suggested 

Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony to be the European anthem (Jirousek 3). 

Kalergi’s ideas “contributed mostly to the feeling of Europeanism, to the 

effort  of finding the common features of nations in the past and today” 

(Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) and Its Prospects 110). 

 Hungarian social scientist, publicist and politician Oszkár Jászi 

(1875-1957)  (Krejčí  221)  came  with  idea  that  “nationality  and  social 

questions  are  inseparable”  (Krejčí  222).  He  wrote  books  such  as 

Socialism and Patriotism (1907) and The Evolution of National States and 

the  Nationality  Question (1912)  in  which  he  tried  to  find  answers  to 

national demands within the framework of the Monarchy (Krejčí 222). He 

believed that  it  would be “enough to implement a democratic  program, 
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which would satisfy the demands of the Rumanian, Slovak, Ruthenian and 

Yugoslav  national  minorities,  but  the Croats were an exception”  (Krejčí 

222).  At  the  end  of  WWII  Jáczi  published  book  The  Future  of  the 

Monarchy: The Fall of Dualism and the United States of Danubia where he 

called for creation of federation in Central Europe based on the Habsburg 

Monarchy  but  composed  of  federal  states  such  as  Hungary  (without 

Croatia and Slavonia), Austria, Bohemia, united Poland and Illyria (united 

South Slavs under Croatian leadership)  (Krejčí  222-3).  He still  kept  his 

ideas  about  Central  European  federation  after  the  break  up  of  the 

Habsburg  Empire  and the  creation  of  independent  states  (Krejčí  223). 

According to Stephen Borsody, “it was a supreme tragedy that Jászi and 

Masaryk  met  as  rivals  in  1918  rather  than  partners  in  building  a  new 

democratic order in Central Europe” (293). But later in exile, he became 

supporter of Masaryk’s Czechoslovakia because of its democratic regime 

(Borsody 293). The 20th century might have been different if Jászi’s ideas 

came to existence then “European Community which Jászi had in mind 

might  have  even  spread  –  as  Jászi  himself  expected  –  from  Central 

Europe  to  the  West”  (Borsody  293)  not  the  other  way  around  as  it 

happened at the end of the 20th and beginning of the 21st centuries.

 Milan  Hodža  (1878-1944)  was  Slovak  and  Czechoslovak 

politician  (Krejčí  251)  and  was also  an advisor  to  the Archduke Franz 

Ferdinand. His work was a “return to Palacký’s geopolitics of the Central 

European region”  (Krejčí  251).  He was deputy  chairman of  the Slovak 

National Party from 1906. Then from 1918 to 1938 he became the leading 

personality of Slovak Agrarian Movement (Krejčí 252). He was minister in 

governments  during  the  First  Republic  and  Prime  Minister  of 

Czechoslovakia from 1935 to 1938. After the Munich agreement he went 

into exile  (Krejčí  252).  In  1931,  he claimed that  “the geopolitics of  the 

European  continent  involves  two  great  corridors  from  north  to  south” 

(Krejčí  252). The first corridor is Western European corridor connecting 
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the North Sea with the Mediterranean Sea and the second corridor is the 

Central  European  which  is  parallel  to  the  first  corridor  starting  on  the 

Vistula and ending in Thessalonica (Krejčí 253). The Western European 

corridor was already stabilized and the center was along the rivers Rhine 

and Rhone while the second corridor must find the way for creation of 

common organizational  structure otherwise it  will  fall  under influence of 

Germany  or  Russia.  He  wanted  to  transform  the  Central  European 

corridor  into  agrarian  region  which  would  be  counterbalance  to 

industrialized Western European corridor  (Cabada et  al.  21-22).  Hodža 

wrote  book  called  Federation  in  Central  Europe (published  in  1942  in 

English)  in  which  he  proposed  cooperation  of  eight  states  (Poland, 

Czechoslovakia,  Austria,  Hungary,  Yugoslavia,  Rumania,  Bulgaria  and 

Greece) in Danubian Federation (Krejčí  252).  He understood that there 

are  differences  among the  countries  in  historical  development,  cultural 

understanding,  economy  structure  and  political  systems  but  he 

“emphasized  more  the  facts  which  joined  these  countries  to  the  facts 

which divided them” (Geopolitical Importance of Central Europe (V4) and 

Its Prospects 109). He believed that “only such a federation could secure 

the  freedom  and  security  of  the  small  nations”  (Krejčí  252).  Hodža 

considered  the  Czechoslovak-Austrian  cooperation  as  a  basis  for  the 

integration in the region (Rosůlek and Cabada 91). But his idea was not 

accepted by the Powers – Great Britain was skeptical and Italy said clear 

no  to  the  plan  (Cabada  et  al.  23).  Hodža  saw  the  break  up  of  the 

Habsburg Empire as a reason that spoiled the relations in Central Europe. 

He thought that the Central European states should focus more on Great 

Britain and Italy than on France which would neutralize the influence of 

Germany and Russia (Cabada et al. 23). As with other ideas for possible 

integration  in  Central  Europe  unfortunately  Hodža’s  ideas  were  not 

accepted and did not come into reality. 
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 Tomáš Garrigue  Masaryk  (1850-1937)  was  an  Austrian  and 

Czechoslovak politician, publicist, professor and, finally, president of the 

First Czechoslovak Republic from 1918 to 1935 (Krejčí 227). He thought 

that  nation is  the basic unit  of  the world but  only certain nations have 

positive  characteristics  (Cabada  et  al.  17).  According  to  Rosůlek  and 

Cabada, Masaryk did not believe that Slovak is an independent language 

but  rather  a  dialect  of  Czech  (77).  He  thought  that  Hungarians  were 

culturally  dependent  on  Slovaks  but  Hungarians  were  committed  to 

Magyarization through state administration, not through cultural superiority 

(Rosůlek and Cabada 77). Magyarization was Hungarian policy to change 

the  nationality  map  through  making  national  minorities  feel  more 

Hungarian and using exclusively Hungarian language. Masaryk supported 

the Czech national demands within the Habsburg Monarchy which, as he 

thought, should be reformed (Křen 404). He was inspired by history and 

followed Palacký’s ideas when he emphasized the intellectual values of 

the Czechs (influenced by the Hussite movement)  (Wandycz 179). The 

difference between Masaryk and Palacký was the different attitude to the 

concepts of the national state. According to Krejčí, “Palacký sought ways 

to secure the needs of the small Czech nation in a powerful multi-national 

state […] [and] Masaryk wanted the necessary power to secure a small 

national  state  with  international  guarantees”  (228).  Masaryk  criticized 

Czech Russophilism because he visited Russia many times and saw the 

reality – crisis and technological delay. He did not support the idea that 

Czechs should focus on Russia. He was also afraid of increasing power of 

Germany and its aggressive politics at the Balkans (Křen 404). With WWI 

and  German  attempts  to  create  German  Central  Europe  Masaryk’s 

originally  loyal  attitude  towards  the  Austro-Hungarian  Empire  changed, 

and  he  understood  that  the  Habsburg  Monarchy  is  not  able  to  be 

reformed, and that more Germanization and Magyarization would follow. 

In  1915,  he  left  for  the  West  and  started  to  support  the  idea  of  New 
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Europe  with  national  states  based  on  democratic  republican  regimes 

(Křen 404). Masaryk used to be supporter of the federalization of Austria-

Hungary but WWI and changed conditions in Europe were the cause of 

his change of mind and he “triumphed as one of the architects of a new 

order  of  nation-states  in  Central  Europe”  (Borsody  1).  During  WWI 

Masaryk  was thinking about  some kind of  European federation,  but  he 

believed that European development would lead to integration and that 

Europe would achieve integration spontaneously when the nation states 

would  be  independent.  He  based  his  theory  on  the  examples  from 

Switzerland,  the  United  States of  America  and Germany (Rosůlek  and 

Cabada 78). After signing of the Pittsburgh Agreement by Masaryk and 

the representatives of Slovak immigrants in the USA, Masaryk declared 

independence of Czechoslovakia in Washington in 1918 (Wandycz 186). 

With the creation of Czechoslovakia he became its first president (Křen 

404). After the war, Masaryk became the supporter of cooperation among 

the  small  states  in  Central  Europe.  He was  thinking  about  creation  of 

Central  European confederation (Cabada et  al.  17).  He included in  his 

ideas only the victorious countries. “The federalist plans he discussed in 

1918  with  the  Romanian  statesman  Take  Ionescu  and  with  Premier 

Venizelos of Greece envisaged cooperation only among the victor nations 

– Poland,  Czechoslovakia,  Romania,  Yugoslavia and Greece” (Borsody 

34).  But his plan was ruined by the nationalistic tendencies in different 

countries (Českoslovenství, středoevropanství, evropanství 82). Masaryk’s 

authority as the founder of the First Republic and his charisma gained the 

sympathy of many generations of the Czechs and he was important figure 

on  the  after  First  World  War  political  scene  (Křen  405).  He  was  the 

supporter of Pan-European idea presented by Kalergi (Českoslovenství, 

středoevropanství, evropanství 82). 

Now let us focus on other significant ideas that emerged in the 

20th century and dealt with the Central European integration in the region. 
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In  1932,  the  Danubian  politicians  organized  unofficial  Danubian 

Committee  where  Austria,  Czechoslovakia,  Hungary,  Romania  and 

Yugoslavia were represented under the chairmanship of Paul Auer who 

was Hungarian supporter of Danubian federation. The committee “favored 

economic  cooperation,  with  a  view  to  closer  future  union  of  the  five 

Danubian countries” (Borsody 35). But the Danubian governments were 

not in favor of this plan and did not meet to discuss it. 

In  1940’s  there  was  another  plan  of  integration  in  Central 

Europe.  There  were  negotiations  between  Czechoslovak  ex-president 

Edvard Beneš and Polish Prime Minister in exile Władysław Sikorski about 

future confederation of these two states. In November 1942, they signed 

an  agreement  saying  that  “Poland  and  Czechoslovakia  would  form  a 

‘Confederation of States’” (Borsody 103). But in 1944, the Czechoslovak-

Polish federal project vanished when “the governments in exile went their 

separate ways in their  struggle for the future of their  nations” (Borsody 

108).

 Another  integration  attempt  was  the  creation  of  Central 

European  Initiative  (CEI)  in  1989  by  Austria,  Italy,  Hungary  and 

Yugoslavia.  Later  on,  other  countries  joined  the  Initiative  such  as 

Czechoslovakia,  Poland,  Slovenia,  Croatia,  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina, 

Albania, Belarus, Macedonia, Moldavia, Bulgaria, Romania and Ukraine. 

The aim of  Initiative  is  to  deepen the  cooperation  among the  member 

states,  participation  of  member  states  in  the  European integration  and 

support  of  the  process  of  economic  transition  in  the  member  states 

(Rosůlek and Cabada 99). 

 One of the most important integration efforts is the Visegrad 

group which was created in 1991 by Czechoslovakia, Poland and Hungary 

(Rosůlek and Cabada 100).  The initiative came from the Czechoslovak 

president Václav Havel. The representatives of these three countries met 

for the first time in Bratislava in May 1990 at the invitation of Havel and the 
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“original  motive for  their  partnership was the search for  a new political 

framework for cooperation vis-à-vis the USSR and for the revitalization of 

their  economic  relations”  (Dangerfield  and  Goryunov  8).  The  name  of 

Visegrad comes from the city where the agreement was signed by the 

three  presidents  and  which  reminds  of  the  signature  of  agreement  by 

three  kings  of  the  same  countries  at  the  same  place  in  1335 

(Českoslovenství,  středoevropanství,  evropanství 252).   For  Handl,  the 

peak of cooperation among the Visegrad countries came in 1992 at the 

Prague summit when the member countries regarded the cooperation not 

only as a matter of stabilization of the region but also “as a new model of 

relations in the region” (Dangerfield and Goryunov 9).  After the dissolution 

of  Czechoslovakia,  Visegrad  group  became a  group  of  four.  The  only 

institution  established  within  the  Visegrad  group  is  the  International 

Visegrad Fund (2000). The aim of the fund is to “support the cultural and 

educational  projects  that  foster  the  idea  of  Central  Europe  and 

cooperation  among  the  V4  countries”  (Duleba  and  Hayashi  89).   The 

function of Visegrad Coordinator was also established. The year 2004 was 

particularly important, since the Visegrad group countries were joining the 

European Union and Slovakia became member of  NATO. According to 

Jan Kubáček, this year meant a change in the role of the Visegrad group 

as the aims set at the beginning of the cooperation came into reality (18). 

The new goals should be defined. Therefore, in 2004 two documents were 

signed at Kroměříž summit – “Declaration of Prime Ministers of the Czech 

Republic, the Republic of Hungary, the Republic of Poland and the Slovak 

Republic  on  Cooperation  of  the  Visegrad  Group  Countries  after  their 

Accession to the European Union” and “Guidelines on the Future Areas of 

Visegrad Cooperation” (Kubáček 18). The first document was calling for 

deeper  cooperation  of  experts,  increase  of  financial  support  and 

deepening  the  regional  cooperation  while  the  second  document 

introduced the areas of Visegrad cooperation (Kubáček 18).
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The Visegrad group has been profitable especially to Slovakia, 

because after the end of Mečiar’s isolationist government, “the Visegrad 

neighbors helped Slovakia to catch up in the NATO and EU integration 

processes”  (Duleba and Hayashi  85).  The Visegrad group has to  face 

some problems,  such  as  the  political  instability  of  Slovakia,  the  rivalry 

between Hungary and the Czech Republic about the attraction of foreign 

capital,  the  position  of  Poland,  rivalry  between  countries  which  is  the 

“friend”  of  the  West  (Cabada  et  al.  47).  The  problems  grew  and  in 

1993/1994, the Czech Republic stopped its activities in the Visegrad group 

because it believed that it  could integrate faster and more easily in the 

West on its own.  The situation in Slovakia also changed when V. Mečiar 

came to the power and he stopped the attempts to regional cooperation 

(Cabada et  al.  60).  Also  the problems between Hungary and Slovakia 

grew (Dangerfield and Goryunov 10).  The change came in 1998 when the 

Czech  government  realized  the  necessity  of  regional  cooperation  and 

Mečiar lost the elections (Cabada et al. 60).  Other problems emerged for 

example in 2002 when the then Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán 

criticized the Beneš Decrees as not compatible with EU legislation. This 

irritated  the  Czech  and  Slovak  politicians  (Duleba  and  Hayashi  86; 

Cabada et al. 60). 

The future development of Visegrad group will depend on the 

actions  of  member  states.  Tomáš  Strážay  suggests  some  possibilities 

such  as  elimination  of  the  problems  and  conflicts  among  the  member 

states,  improvement  of  cooperation,  increase  of  financial  support, 

development  of  cooperation  on  specific  projects,  development  and 

maintain  of  new  priorities  and  avoiding  making  other  agreements  that 

harm the Visegrad group or its member states (Duleba and Hayashi 90). 

Other suggestions can be to “adopt a common pro-Atlantic position in the 

debate  on  transatlantic  relations,  seek  cooperation  with  like-minded 

countries  of  the  old  Union  and  press  for  the  strengthening  of  the 
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transatlantic  ties  between the  EU and the  USA”  (Duleba  and  Hayashi 

109).   I  would add that  the Visegrad group countries should try not  to 

forget this cooperation in the EU structures and to support the policies and 

decisions that would help Central European region.

According  to  Tomáš  Strážay,  “the  integration  of  all  four 

countries to NATO and the European Union can be considered to be the 

great success of individual countries, but also a great achievement of the 

Visegrad  Group  as  a  whole”  (Duleba  and  Hayashi  85).  Also  other 

countries showed the interest to be members of Visegrad group such as 

Slovenia,  Austria  or  Croatia  but  in  1999  all  four  Visegrad  countries 

decided  that  there  will  be  no  further  enlargement  (Dangerfield  and 

Goryunov 15).  Visegrad cooperation is, as some others, fragile and based 

on the attitudes of the member states and their governments.

In 1992, there was the Central European Free Trade Agreement 

(CEFTA) signed in Krakow. The aim of this agreement was to create free 

trade  zone  for  industrial  and  agricultural  products  among  the  Czech 

Republic,  Hungary,  Poland,  Slovakia,  Slovenia,  Romania  and  Bulgaria 

(Rosůlek and Cabada 98). But the role of CEFTA has not been clear as it 

does  not  have  common  positions,  common  actions  or  institutions; 

therefore  “CEFTA  lacked  an  image,  an  identity,  and  consequently 

domestic  support”  (Dangerfield  and  Goryunov  10).   According  to  Ionel 

Nicu Sava, a professor at University of Bucharest, the poor efficiency of 

CEFTA and avoiding of CEFTA trade agreements by some countries is 

due to the willingness of  countries in Central  Europe to “develop trade 

relations with Western partners beyond the normal tendency for intense 

intra-regional relations” (Puşcaş 254). 

According to Šárka Waisová, the problem of all three integration 

initiatives in Central  Europe is lack of  institutionalization (Cabada et  al. 

64).  They  lack  the  institutions,  but  it  depends  on  the  member  states’ 

governments whether or not they agree on deepening the integration and 
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institutionalizing the initiatives. Only in the future will we see whether these 

countries will or will not forget the regional cooperation when they became 

members of the European Union and whether they will not focus more on 

the European Union. 

As already mentioned in this chapter we can see that there have 

always  been  persons  and  ideas  supporting  the  Central  European 

integration and Central European identity in this region in the past. The 

Central European identity could be found in thinking and minds of people. 

It is true that Central Europe is small region and the national identity is 

strongly developed in these countries. To me, people can embrace both 

national  and Central  European identities.  They are complementary,  not 

antagonistic.

IV. Current developments in Central Europe

In  this  chapter  I  would  like  to  describe  the  developments  in 

Central  Europe since the fall  of  communism. The focus will  be on the 

enlargement  of  the  European  Union,  the  accession  of  the  Central 

European countries and different trends in these countries regarding the 

European integration. Next issue will be problems among the countries in 

the region and the difficulties in their relations. In the last subchapter I will 

try  to  find  the  roots  of  the  current  problems  and  rivalry  between  the 

countries.

A. Fall of communism  

In 1989, the fall of communism occurred in Central Europe. The 

subsequent  process  was  very  difficult  since  it  included  so-called  triple 

transition  which  meant  transition  with  economic,  political  and  cultural 



Central European Identity from Central European Perspective
Master Thesis
Marcela Jindrová (IEPS)

elements. The communist regimes varied to certain extent in each Central 

European country. Therefore the way they faced the fall of communism 

and the transition period was also different.  Ladislav Cabada says that 

“communism  was  not  implemented  in  the  same  way  everywhere  in 

Eastern Europe; this matter of fact was firstly shown after 1948 with the 

‘special case’ of Yugoslavia,  later also with Hungary (so-called ‘goulash 

communism’ after 1956) or Ceaucescu’s Romania (Huntigton named the 

Romanian  regime  in  the  1980s  ‘sultanic  regime’)”  (Cabada  6).  The 

transition  was  easier  in  the  countries  that  experienced  the  democratic 

regime before WWII or “long liberalization period at the end of communist 

rule” (Cabada 6).

The process of breaking down the regime started in the 1980’s 

in Poland with the Solidarity movement. After the round table talks there 

were 1989 elections when the members of Solidarity became the winners. 

The winner  of  1990 presidential  elections  was Lech Wałęsa (Wandycz 

250).

In Hungary, the free elections took place in April 1990. József 

Antal became the Prime Minister and Arpád Göncz the President. Both 

countries, Hungary and Poland, were ahead of Czechoslovakia where the 

communism  seemed  strong  even  at  the  beginning  of  1989.  But 

Czechoslovak communism became isolated after the events in Hungary 

and  Poland  (also  in  the  German  Democratic  Republic)  and  the  mass 

demonstrations  started  in  August  1989.  After  the  demonstration  on 

November 17, 1989, which was suppressed by police forces, the crisis 

peaked and the communist government resigned. Piotr Wandycz says that 

it is sometimes said that it took Poland ten years to get rid of communism, 

Hungary ten months and Czechs and Slovaks ten days (251). The free 

elections in Czechoslovakia were held in June 1990 and the winners were 

the  Civic  Forum  (for  Czech  part  of  republic)  and  the  Public  against 

Violence (for  the Slovak part  of  republic)  but  the Communist  Party still 
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received  pretty  high  proportion  of  votes  (17.2%  in  the  Czech  part  of 

republic  and  13.6%  in  Slovakia,  Wandycz  252).  While  in  Poland  and 

Hungary the Communist Party changed its name, in Czechoslovakia the 

name of Communist Party remained the same (Wandycz 252).

According to Samuel Huntington, the basic question for Central 

Europeans  after  the  fall  of  communism was  “whether  the  West  would 

accept their identification of themselves as part of the West” (23). And he 

states  that  the  Westerners  “have  accepted  Poles,  Czechs  and 

Hungarians” (23).

After the fall of communism in Central Europe, there was a new 

incentive or impulse for the international politics for debates on Central 

Europe. The debate about the meaning of Central  Europe, transition of 

countries and their integration to Western structures started at that time. 

The countries wanted to integrate into Western structures to have some 

symbolic protection against Russia. Nowadays, the European Union can 

be a protector  against  Russia just  by showing Russians that  there are 

some limits which they should not pass.

In Czechoslovakia a not so new problem re-emerged.  It  was 

the position of Slovakia within the federative republic. Czechoslovakia was 

changed  into  Czech  and  Slovak  Federative  Republic  but  still  the 

nationalistic tendencies remained in Slovakia. Also the leaders of winning 

parties (Václav Klaus and Vladimír Mečiar) had different opinions on the 

position of Slovakia within Czechoslovakia. In 1992, it was decided that 

Czechoslovakia  will  break  down  into  two  independent  republics  and  it 

happened in January 1993 when the Czech Republic and Slovakia were 

officially proclaimed.

After  the  fall  of  communism,  the  Central  European  countries 

were seeking for  incorporation  into  Western structures  as was already 

mentioned. The first big and important event was joining of NATO by the 

Czech  Republic,  Poland  and  Hungary  in  1999  (Slovakia  joined  NATO 
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later, in 2004). The importance of this event can be seen in providing the 

security network for the Central European countries. They became finally 

independent  on  Russian  influence.  The  joining  of  NATO  meant  new 

definition  of  security  policy  in  the  Central  European  states  and  future 

protection.

B. Enlargement of the European Union - national and   
Central European identity versus European identity

In  the 1990’s,  the countries in Central  Europe were trying to 

transform their economies, societies and to democratize as they wanted to 

become part  of the Western structures and especially of the European 

Union. The slogan “Back to Europe” could be heard in all post-communist 

countries as the governments wanted to gain the support from the public 

to the democratization process. This period of transition was followed by a 

success which was the enlargement of the European Union in 2004 when 

ten countries joined the EU. Among those ten countries were also all four 

Central  European  states  that  are  subject  of  this  paper.  But  with  the 

enlargement of the EU and the discussion about the European integration 

emerged different ideas such as Euro-scepticism or Euro-realism among 

different politicians in Central Europe.

Euro-realism or  Euro-scepticism emerged  for  example  in  the 

Czech Republic. According to Milan Znoj, the Euro-realism is paradoxical 

because on one hand “it says we are in favour of Europe and on the other 

always  protests  that  we  have  this  or  that  objection”  (Cabada  40).  He 

believes  that  Czech Euro-realism is  “a  distinctive  set  of  political  ideas, 

partly  inconsistent,  rejecting the EU in  its  current  shape,  longing to go 

back before the Maastricht  treaty,  and asserting the European political 

sphere to be a tilt-yard of interests” (Cabada 40). 
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Tadayuki  Hayashi  from Slavic  Research  Center  at  Hokkaido 

University brings definition of Euro-scepticism as “an encompassing term 

which expresses the idea of contingent or qualified opposition, as well as 

incorporating  outright  and  unqualified  opposition  to  the  process  of 

European integration”  (Duleba and Hayashi  75).   He divides the Euro-

scepticism  into  two  categories:  hard  Euro-scepticism  and  soft  Euro-

scepticism.  Hard  Euro-scepticism  means  total  rejection  of  European 

integration while soft scepticism means opposition to European integration 

which may take form of policy (Duleba and Hayashi 75). There are many 

political parties in Central Europe that belong to soft Euro-scepticism such 

as  FIDESZ  in  Hungary,  Polish  Peasant  Party,  the  Movement  for 

Democratic Slovakia and the Christian Democratic Movement of Slovakia 

(Duleba and Hayashi 82).

According to Hayashi, there exists other classification of “Euro-

attitude”.  That  is  the  division  into  Euro-sceptics,  Euro-enthusiasts  and 

Euro-rejects  (Duleba  and  Hayashi  76).  Euro-sceptics  “support  general 

ideas of European integration underlying the EU, but are sceptical about 

the EU as a system that best reflects these ideas, or as a system that is 

developing  in  the  direction  that  best  embodies  these  ideas”  and  the 

examples  of  Euro-scepticism are  Civic  Democratic  Party  (ODS)  in  the 

Czech Republic and Law and Justice in Poland (Duleba and Hayashi 76, 

82). The ODS criticizes the “bureaucratism and protectionism of the EU” 

and federalism (Duleba and Hayashi 80-81). ODS supports the ideas of 

neo-liberalism which is based on the rule of market, invisible hand and 

minimal government intervention while the EU integration was conducted, 

generally  speaking,  by  the  social  democratic  and  Christian  democratic 

parties, so the EU is reflecting the position and policies of these parties 

(social state) and ODS does not support this position. ODS also supports 

the  idea  of  state  sovereignty  and  therefore  the  intergovernmental 

integration and is against the federalization of the EU. Other Euro-sceptics 
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are for example in Slovakia. Those are the Christian Democrats and to 

certain extant also nationalists claiming that “the overly liberal Union may 

threaten the Christian values” (Drulák 54). The Euro-enthusiasts support 

the idea of European integration and believe that EU is institutionalization 

of this idea (Duleba and Hayashi 76). The example of Euro-enthusiasts 

are Christian Democratic – Czech People’s Party (KDU-ČSL) which in its 

election program always supported the integration of EU, monetary union 

and CFSP and Social Democrats (ČSSD) (Duleba and Hayashi  77-78). 

The  Euro-rejects  in  the  Czech  Republic  are  represented  by  the 

Communist Party (KSČM) (Duleba and Hayashi 79).

The national  identity in  Central  European countries is  usually 

defined in the terms to the others (us versus others). But after the fall of 

communism, the feeling of belonging to Europe grew in Central Europe, I 

would say, more than in any Western European country. People in Central 

Europe wanted to show that they have always been part of the Western 

Europe and that this bound was forcibly damaged by the influence of the 

Soviet  Union  and  communism  on  Central  Europe.  After  the  fall  of 

communism,  they  started  to  think  more  about  themselves  in  terms  of 

belonging  to  Europe.  But  it  is  true  that  Central  Europe  is  pretty 

nationalistic in comparison to the rest of Europe and people can feel to be 

more  Central  Europeans  than  Europeans.  This  may  be  explained  by 

different influences, rulers and powers that ruled over this region (such as 

Western, German, Russian and then Soviet influences and competitions 

over this region; different rulers ruled over this region starting from the 

local sovereigns going through the Holy Roman Empire to the Habsburg 

Empire  and  Prussia  ending  as  independent  states),  so  people  try  to 

protect their identity and their existence more than in the rest of Europe. 

There exists Central European identity in the region as the countries share 

common heritage and experience, so the Central Europeans can feel to 

have more in common with other Central Europeans than with for example 
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West Europeans. I think that the national and Central European identities 

are complementary and that  people are able to feel  as citizens of  one 

state and of Central Europe as well. According to Jiří Brodský, the Czech 

identity is part of European identity and its features are European (Drulák 

38).  “The Czech identity  is  an  instrument  without  which  the  European 

identity would not be complete and would be somewhat reduced” (Drulák 

38). In case of Slovakia, for centuries, Slovaks have defined their identity 

mainly defensively by using comparison “against the others” (Drulák 55). 

Poles define their identity in romantic-messianic version when they see 

themselves as Messiah in the history of the world and their history as full 

of  suffering.  Polish  self-awareness  is  based  on  the  moral  values  of 

European and Christian traditions.  They do not  see any threat  to  their 

national  identity  coming  from  European  integration.  They  regard 

themselves as part of Europe (Drulák 66-68). In Hungary, there is also no 

conflict  between  the  national  and  European  identities.  “Basically  the 

Hungarian  national  consciousness  is  pro-European”  (Drulák  77). 

Hungarians see their role in history as “the defenders of Christian Europe” 

and “the Easternmost outpost of Western civilization” (Drulák 77). It seems 

that there is almost no tension between the national identity and Central 

European  identity  in  Central  Europe.  But  I  doubt  whether  there  exists 

something like European identity.  There is  Central  European and West 

European identity but it is questionable whether there is European identity 

at all.  The parts of Europe are different and it would take more time to 

build European identity (if it can be artificially built).
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C. Problems among the Central European countries  

There  are  problems  among  the  Central  European  countries 

which are fairly common between any neighboring countries. For instance, 

there  are  problems  between  Slovakia  and  Hungary  which  are  mainly 

about Hungarian minority living in Slovakia. There are problems between 

the Czech Republic  and Slovakia or  between the Czech Republic  and 

Poland.

The most  sensitive  relationship  is  probably  between Hungary 

and  Slovakia.  According  to  Lukáš  Benda,  the  leading  factor  of  the 

Hungarian  relations  with  its  neighbors  is  the  question  of  Hungarian 

minorities (Dančák 92). According to Tomáš Strážay, “in addition to deeply 

rooted prejudices and stereotypes resulting from more than one thousand 

years of coexistence within one state, most of the tensions are connected 

with  the  status  of  Hungarian  minority  living  in  Slovakia”  (Duleba  and 

Hayashi  88).  And  this  ethnocentric  conception  of  state  and  Hungarian 

protection of its minorities seem to be the biggest obstacle to the bilateral 

relations  between  these  two  neighbors.  Hungary  wants  to  protect  its 

minorities living outside of Hungary. Hungarians want the states where the 

Hungarian minorities live to adopt European standard laws protecting the 

minorities  and  not  discriminating  them.  In  June  2001,  Hungarian 

Parliament  passed  Status  Law which  was  rejected  by  the  neighboring 

countries and the European Union as well.  The law was based on two 

principles,  according  to  Osamu  Ieda.  The  first  principle  was  national 

unification which is  “the understanding that  the Hungarians abroad are 

part of the Hungarian nation” (Duleba and Hayashi 94). And the second 

principle is state sovereignty meaning that “assistance given by a state to 

the kin minority abroad does not violate the sovereignty of the home state” 

(Duleba and Hayashi 94). Slovakia officially rejected the law. So, in June 
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2003, the Hungarian Parliament amended the law under the Medgyessy 

government. The amendment changed the preamble from the original text 

saying “to ensure that Hungarians living in neighbouring countries form 

part of the Hungarian nation as a whole and to promote and preserve their 

well-being and awareness of national identity within their home country” to 

the  new version  of  the  same text  saying  “to  ensure  the  well-being  of 

Hungarians  living  in  the  neighbouring  states,  to  promote  their  ties  to 

Hungary,  to support Hungarian identity and their links to the Hungarian 

cultural  heritage  as  an  expression  of  their  belonging  to  the  Hungarian 

Nation” (Duleba and Hayashi 94). 

Other  problem concerning  the  law  passed  by  the  Hungarian 

Parliament  was  the  Certificate  of  Hungarian  Nationality  identifying  the 

holders as Hungarians abroad and creating the eligibility for the benefits 

and  services  (such  as  social  security  benefits,  health  services,  labor 

permission in Hungary and providing financial grants for development of 

rural  tourism,  preserving  their  population,  establishing  infrastructure  for 

maintaining  contacts  with  Hungary,  etc.).  The  neighboring  countries 

rejected this certificate claiming that it means discriminatory treatment of 

citizens by ethnic criteria in the neighboring countries, that it would violate 

the state sovereignty of the home state and it covers personal data of the 

citizens of the home state (Duleba and Hayashi 96-97). The new version 

of  status  law  in  2003  changed  the  name  of  the  certificate  to  Ethnic 

Hungarian  Card  in  English  but  the  name  in  the  original  version 

(Hungarian) remained the same (Duleba and Hayashi 97). In December 

2003, both countries signed the governmental pact in which they agreed 

that  Slovakia  “may  support  the  preservation  and  promotion  of  the 

language and cultural identity of the Slovak national minority living on the 

territory of the Republic of Hungary and that the Republic of Hungary may 

support  the  preservation  and  promotion  of  the  language  and  cultural 

identity  of  the  Hungarian national  minority  living  on the  territory  of  the 
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Republic of Slovakia” (Duleba and Hayashi 100-1). The status law was not 

mentioned  at  all  in  the  pact.  But  Slovakia  kept  their  negative  position 

towards the Hungarian status law. This can be seen on the example how 

many  Hungarians  in  Slovakia  received  the  certificate  of  Hungarian 

nationality. According to Ieda, only 16% of Hungarians living in Slovakia 

received the certificate by the beginning of 2004 compared to 30% of the 

total  Hungarian  minorities  living  in  neighboring  countries  (Duleba  and 

Hayashi 102). In Slovakia, there are ethnic Hungarians comprising about 

10% of the population (Slowinski  2).  During Mečiar’s  government there 

were  attempts  to  abolish  Hungarian  public  schools  in  Slovakia  and 

Slovakia passed a law in 1997 which revoked the use of school report 

cards in Hungarian. But in the Slovak Constitution in Article 34, Section 2, 

there is a statement saying that there must be education in the mother 

tongue  –  “respecting  the  conditions  ordained  by  law,  the  citizens  who 

belong to national minorities and ethnic groups, in addition to the right to 

acquire their mother tongue, are also legally entitled: to education in their 

mother  tongue,  to  use  their  language  in  administrative  relations,  to 

participate in the solution of issues concerning the national minorities and 

ethnic groups” (Slowinski 2).

Other  problem  between  Hungary  and  Slovakia  is  the 

Gabčikovo-Nagymaros  dam.  It  used  to  be  source  of  conflict  between 

Hungary and Czechoslovakia but after the division of Czechoslovakia, this 

problem was passed to Slovakia on whose territory the dam is located. 

According to Rick Fawn from University of St. Andrews, this hydroelectric 

project on the Danube river was proposed by Moscow in the 1950’s. There 

were conflicts about it but in the late 1970’s, Czechoslovakia and Hungary 

found  a  solution  but  with  little  regard  to  the  ecological  or  political 

implications. “These included the impact of the dam’s enormous concrete 

aqueducts  that  would  uplift  and  re-route  the  Danube  and  thereby 

physically  divide  Hungarian  villages  in  southern  Slovakia”  (Dangerfield 
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and Goryunov 27). In late 1980’s Hungary withdrew from the completion of 

the project but later on independent Slovakia continued and the dispute 

was passed to the European Court which decided that both governments 

were wrong for “reneging on parts of the original agreement” (Dangerfield 

and  Goryunov  27).  The  conflict  was  settled  peacefully  but  “the  issue 

nevertheless strained bilateral relations” (Dangerfield and Goryunov 27). 

There  have  also  been  problems  between  the  Czechs  and 

Slovaks. They used to live in one state since 1918 but their relations were 

influenced by the power centralization in Prague and Slovak fight for equal 

position in Czechoslovakia. According to Jaroslav Bohanes, the Republic 

went  through different  types of  organization such as federation (1968), 

centralized  federation  (1970-1990)  with  complicated  system  of  three 

governments and three legislative bodies and confederation (Slovak claim 

in the 1990’s) (Šimíček 73-75). After the fall of communism, the relations 

worsened. According to Jaroslav Bohanes, the Czechs were passive after 

1989 and not  able to answer the Slovak claims and the Slovak claims 

grew (Šimíček 64-65). The last claim was the abolition of federation and 

creation of  union of two independent states with common defense and 

economy  (Šimíček  65).  When  the  Federal  Parliament  passed  the  law 

about  the  abolition  of  Czechoslovakia  and  the  two independent  states 

were created in January 1993, the relations improved but not for long. The 

relations worsened as the fight over the division of property and finances 

continued when the representatives of the both new states were not able 

to agree on what each state should receive from the common property 

(Šimíček 66). But nowadays, the relations are balanced and pretty sincere 

compared to the relations between Slovakia and Hungary.

The relations between Hungary and the Czech Republic are at 

the present good since the problem of Gabčíkovo-Nagymaros belongs to 

Slovakia  after  the  division  of  Czechoslovakia  and  since  there  is  no 

significant Hungarian minority on the Czech territory.
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The  relations  between  Hungary  and  Poland  have  been 

historically  very good with  the only complication  of  no common border 

between them (Dančák 123).

Although historically Czecho-Polish relations can be defined as 

very good in the Middle Ages (introduction of Christianity by Czechs to 

Poland,  many dynastical  marriages such as that  of  Princ  Mieszko and 

Doubravka in  the 10th century,  avid  interest  of  Czech rulers  to  include 

Poland in their realm – the best example is Wenceslas II  who became 

King of Poland, good relations between Charles IV and Polish rulers and 

finally Jiří of Poděbrady working actively for the Jagello dynasty to rule the 

Czech lands), in modern times the situation changed drastically after WWI 

(territory  problems  regarding  Těšín).  The  relations  between  the  Czech 

Republic and Poland, as Alexandr Ort mentions, have not been so sincere 

because  of  small  number  of  border  crossings  but  this  situation  has 

changed and the relations between these two neighbors have improved as 

they  deepened  their  cooperation  in  military  field  and  more  border 

crossings  were  open  between  these  two  states  (Českoslovenství, 

středoevropanství, evropanství 253-5).

D. Roots of the current problems within the region  

According to me, the roots of the current problems can be found 

in the history of the region such as the dualism of the Habsburg Empire 

when Hungarians became a nation more privileged than others living in 

the Habsburg Empire; World War I and the creation of the borders of the 

newly  established  states  in  Central  Europe;  and  World  War  II  when 

Slovakia  became  independent  and  the  Czech  part  of  Czechoslovakia 

became the Protectorate under the rule of Nazi Germany, and so on.
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One cause of the problems was the Compromise of 1867 or so-

called dualism which transformed the Habsburg Empire into the Austro-

Hungarian Dual  Monarchy and “the political  and social  structure of  the 

Monarchy was such as to frustrate the various peoples’  aspirations for 

democratic freedoms and to block evolution toward national equality and 

federalization” (Borsody 2). “This was especially the case in the Hungarian 

half of the Monarchy, where the Hungarians insisted on transforming, by 

excessive means of assimilation, their multinational kingdom into a unitary 

Hungarian  nation-state”  (Borsody  2).  They  practiced  the  Magyarization 

policy which had bad impacts on other  nationalities living in Hungarian 

part of monarchy as they were forced to use Hungarian language and to 

assimilate. Therefore the Slovaks had very bad position compared to the 

rest of Central European nations at the beginning of springtime of nations. 

“They lacked a nobility,  nationally conscious urban middle class and a 

national  intelligentsia”  (Krejčí  279).  As the result  of the Compromise of 

1867,  Hungarians  started  to  play  very  important  role  in  the  Austro-

Hungarian  Monarchy  and  they  also  influenced  its  foreign  policy  which 

“was not always the most fortunate for the Habsburgs” because of, among 

others,  Hungarian  sympathy  for  Prussia  (Krejčí  278).  According  to  Jiří 

Pernes,  the  dualism  created  feeling  of  disillusion  in  Czech  society 

because  they  believed  that  Franz  Joseph  I  would  fulfill  their  national 

demands after their loyal and supportive role in the Austro-Prussian War 

in 1866 (170-1). The Compromise gave privileged position to Hungarians 

in the Empire while the other nationalities were less privileged.  This of 

course created tension and was one of the sources of the problems in the 

region. 

Other cause of the problems within the region was the creation 

of Czechoslovakia after WWI. The Czech lands were more industrialized 

and  developed  than  the  rest  of  Czechoslovakia  (Slovakia  and 

Subcarpathian  Russia).  Slovakia  was  historically  part  of  Hungary  and 
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Hungarians were not happy loosing its territory with Hungarian population. 

In  1915,  the  so-called  Cleveland  Agreement  was  signed  between  the 

Slovak and Czech organizations in the United States. According to Karel 

Schelle, the ideas of the Agreement were the independence of the Czech 

lands and Slovakia, unification of the Czech lands and Slovakia in one 

federative  type  of  state  with  total  national  autonomy of  Slovakia,  free, 

secret and general election right and the form of government supposed to 

be  personal  union  with  democratic  organization.  The  Agreement  was 

based  on  the  idea  of  federalization  of  Austro-Hungarian  Empire  within 

which Czechoslovakia with autonomous Slovakia was supposed to exist 

(Šimíček  21).  But  with  the  continuing  WWI  and  the  unwillingness  of 

democratization  and  reformation  of  the  Austro-Hungarian  Empire,  the 

Czech politicians led by T.G. Masaryk started to think in different terms. 

The  peak  of  this  development  was  the  signature  of  the  Pittsburgh 

declaration in 1918 in which the Czech and Slovak representatives agreed 

on the program of Czechoslovak foreign policy formed in Paris wanting to 

create  independent  Czechoslovakia  (Šimíček  22-28).  On  October  17, 

1918,  T.G. Masaryk delivered the Washington Declaration to the U. S. 

President  W.  Wilson.  This  was  the  proclamation  of  the  independent 

Czechoslovak state.  On the basis of  this Declaration,  President  Wilson 

formulated  his  answer  to  the Central  Powers’  peace offer  in  which  he 

emphasized  that  the  Austrian  government  must  negotiate  with  the 

Czechoslovak government in Paris. On October 28, 1918 the declaration 

of independent Czechoslovakia was proclaimed (Šimíček 30). Czechs and 

Slovaks had even before the creation of Czechoslovakia different ideas 

about  the  future  establishment  and  form  of  government  with  more 

autonomy  for  Slovakia  and  after  the  creation  of  Czechoslovakia,  the 

tensions  between  the  Czechs  and  Slovaks  grew.  “Their  differences, 

however, resulting from long historical separation, proved in the long run 

to be stronger than their similarities” (Borsody 55). The Slovaks developed 
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into a distinct  nation within Czechoslovakia and “felt  insulted not  to be 

allowed  even  to  call  themselves  a  nation,  being  obliged  to  say 

‘Czechoslovak  nation’”  (Borsody  56-57).  Within  Czechoslovakia,  the 

Czechs  and  Slovaks  distinguished  themselves  from  the  Germans  and 

Hungarians on one hand but on the other, they distinguished themselves 

from each other as well (Krejčí 272). 

The next cause of the problems in the region can be found in 

the creation of the borders after WWI, especially the borders of Hungary 

by the Treaty at  Trianon in  1919/1920.  Hungary was defeated country 

after WWI. The Austro-Hungarian Empire collapsed and the borders of the 

new states had to be set. Hungary used to be multiethnic state with non-

Magyar majority. The Trianon Treaty set the borders of Hungary with all of 

its  neighbors.  According  to  Milan  Hübl,  the  Western  part  of  Hungary 

inhabited  by  German  speaking  population  went  to  Austria  (now 

Burgenland),  the  Southern  part  of  Hungary  inhabited  by  Croats  and 

Vojvodina  went  to  the  Kingdom  of  Serbs,  Croats  and  Slovenes, 

Transylvania  went  to  Romania,  Subcarpathian  Russia  went  to 

Czechoslovakia  and  Slovakia  became  part  of  Czechoslovakia  as  well 

(106).  The biggest  problem was with the border between Slovakia and 

Hungary, because it has never been established before (Hübl 106). At the 

Trianon conference the border was created on the Danube River and in 

the lowlands between two mountain ranges (Hübl 106). 

These  borders  were  also  confirmed  by  the  Paris  Peace 

Conference in  1947 (Hübl  106).  But  the borders  were still  problem for 

Hungarians  who  felt  robbed  and  looked  at  the  Trianon  as  “a  great 

injustice” (Borsody 53). To them, the new borders “seemed catastrophic” 

(Borsody 4). According to Piotr  Wandycz, Hungary lost two-thirds of its 

territory (71%) and three-fifths of its population (60%) after  the Trianon 

Treaty (192).  Almost  every third ethnic  Hungarian was after  the Treaty 

placed on the territory of Romania, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia or Austria. 
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However,  Trianon  Treaty  also  made  Hungary  ethnically  almost 

homogeneous. On the contrary, Czechoslovakia was more multiethnic. In 

1921,  in  Czechoslovakia,  there  were  50.8%  of  Czechs,  23.4%  of 

Germans, 14.7% of Slovaks, 5.6% of Hungarians, 3.5% of Ruthenes and 

0.5% of Poles, while in Hungary, there were 90% of Hungarians (Borsody 

3,5). Hungary received complete independence but under conditions that 

were not suitable for it. Hungarians were keen to revise the Trianon Treaty 

and  this  revisionalism  influenced  and  shaped  the  Hungarian  politics 

(Wandycz 192). From the words of former Hungarian Prime Minister Antal 

from 1992 we can judge that the Trianon settlement of the borders is still a 

painful  issue  even  for  today’s  Hungary.  He  said  that  “Trianon  is  the 

tragedy of all Hungarian people, a national and family tragedy that causes 

pain” (Drulák 75).

After WWI, Hungary’s territory was created by 92,963 km2 while 

Czechoslovak territory included 140,519 km2 and Polish territory 388,400 

km2 (Wandycz 192). But Czechoslovakia was the most developed state in 

Central Europe followed by Hungary and the third was Poland (Wandycz 

193). Still Hungary was too weak to revise the Trianon Treaty by power, 

so they focused on diplomatic sphere in which they tried to change the 

Trianon Treaty. They focused on the cooperation with Italy and Germany 

and tried to gain some influence in Great Britain but the possibilities were 

limited, so Hungary focused its hostility on Czechoslovakia, because the 

loss of  Slovakia was the most painful  one.  Hungary and Poland found 

common interests and their traditional relations were strengthened. Poland 

and  Czechoslovakia  had  conflicts  about  the  area  of  Těšín  which  both 

sides wanted. Rosůlek and Cabada claim that Poland wanted Těšín also 

after WWII, and the conflict over the border region was solved in 1958 by 

border agreement between Czechoslovakia and Poland (81). According to 

Wandycz, the relations between Poland and Czechoslovakia could be tied 

together,  but  Czechoslovakia  did  not  want  to  risk  its  position  by  the 
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cooperation  with  Poland  which  was  threatened  by  both  Germany  and 

Russia (193). 

The economic crisis caused the formation of the agrarian block 

in  Central  Europe in  1929.  Hungary,  Yugoslavia,  Romania and Poland 

tried  to  created  agrarian  block  of  Central  European  countries.  Their 

purpose  was  to  weaken  Czechoslovakia.  They  wanted  to  create 

preferential system for the agrarian products from the agrarian block and 

trade  with  other  agrarian  states.   The  idea  was  not  accepted  by  the 

industrial countries and the agrarian block was not able to go through with 

this plan (Rosůlek and Cabada 86).

According to Stephen Borsody, the conflict between the Czechs 

and  Hungarians  was  rooted  in  the  two  world  wars  –  “the  forcible 

incorporation of Hungarians into Czechoslovakia after the First World War, 

and the forcible expulsion of Hungarians from Czechoslovakia after the 

Second” (50). 

V. Conclusion

My Master Thesis deals with the Central European identity from 

Central European perspective. The topic is very challenging and helped 

me to learn new information.

It is impossible to define the term of Central Europe by just one 

definition. It represents “rather a result of a consensus concerning many 

aspects”  (Geopolitical  Importance  of  Central  Europe  (V4)  and  Its 

Prospects 66).

Countries  studied  in  this  paper  (Czech  Republic,  Slovakia, 

Poland and Hungary)  are connected by common historical  and cultural 

heritage and therefore by commonly shared identity derived from it. They 

have  shared  common  experience  with  the  communist  regime  and 



Central European Identity from Central European Perspective
Master Thesis
Marcela Jindrová (IEPS)

following process of political,  economic and social  transformation.  Their 

relations  are  influenced  by  common  history  and  numerous  different 

connections  and  ties.  Jiří  Pehe  also  emphasizes  that  traditions  and 

cultures of the Central European countries are mainly Western which can 

be seen in “religious traditions, all of them are rooted in Western types of 

Christianity  -  Catholicism or  Protestantism”  (1).  “Each of  them was for 

shorter or longer periods of time part of what could be described as the 

German cultural, political and geographical space” (Pehe 1). 

On  the  other  hand,  there  are  also  some  differences  among 

these countries such as for example other influences (such as Russian) 

on  parts  of  Poland,  rural  society  or  regarding  the  development  and 

importance of religion. The Czech Republic differs from the rest of Central 

European  countries  regarding  the  industrialization  of  the  country. 

Traditionally, the Czech lands were more industrialized than the rest of 

Central  Europe which was more agricultural  area.  The Czech Republic 

has had different attitude and perception of religion than the rest of the 

Central European countries where religion has played more important role 

in the society.

Central  Europe  was  successfully  unified  by  many  Central 

European  Middle  Age  rulers,  by  the  Holy  Roman  Empire  and  the 

Habsburg Monarchy. Habsburg Monarchy with all of its imperfections was 

still  the  best  example  of  unification  of  Central  Europe.  The  European 

Union is not  so new idea when we look into history.  There have been 

many attempts to unite parts of Europe in the past (also in the Central 

European region). The European Union could be successful integration of 

Europe  if  it  will  take  lessons  from  the  past  failures  of  the  Habsburg 

Monarchy. This can be seen as a contribution of Central Europe to united 

Europe.

The  tradition  of  fellowship  or  unity  of  Central  and  Western 

Europe is given by history, politics and culture. The joining of NATO and 
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EU  is  the  culmination  of  solution  of  the  problems  that  the  Central 

European states used to have and which resulted in the First  and the 

Second  World  Wars.  The  states  of  Central  Europe  should  realize  this 

fellowship with Western Europe and Western civilization in general to be 

able to unite and face the threats threatening the Western civilization (e.g. 

growing power of Islamic world and radicalization of Muslims, etc.).

A. European identity and Central European identity in   
Central Europe

The  Central  European  identity  has  been  present  in  Central 

Europe as I tried to explain in Chapter III. The identity has been formed 

through  the  history  of  the  region  and  has  been  shaped  by  different 

influential personalities and their ideas. I would say that Central Europe 

has been pretty rich because of the existence of such personalities. Some 

of them had very modern and progressive ideas that were not accepted 

and implemented at their time but later on they were proven by historical 

development  (e.g.  Jiří  of  Poděbrady,  František Palacký,  Karel  Havlíček 

Borovský  or  Franz  Ferdinad  d’Este).  Also  European  identity  played 

important  role  after  the  fall  of  communism  in  Central  Europe  as  the 

countries using the slogan “Back to Europe” tried to identify with Europe to 

help them stabilize the situation in the region. Douglas Alexander (Minister 

for  Europe  of  Great  Britain)  mentions  this  in  his  speech  given  at  the 

Centre for  European Policy Studies in Brussels  when he said that  “for 

most of the former Communist countries, identification with Europe was an 

essential component of rediscovering their own national identity” (3). 

The  Central  European  identity  does  not  have  to  collide  with 

national identity in the region. I think that both identities can coexist. They 

are complementary not antagonistic. Also Brodský believes that “national 
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identity  exists  alongside  other  identities  that  exist  above  and  below a 

national  identity”  (Drulák  22)  and  Lesaar  continues  by  saying  that 

“European and national identities are aspects of people’s multiple or multi-

layered  identities.  In  other  words,  people  feel  attached  to  both  the 

European Union and their nation state” (Drulák 192). Also Pieter van Duin 

and  Zuzana  Poláčková  agree  and  go  even  further  by  saying  that 

“European identity  and civilisational  unity  are  – certainly  within  Europe 

itself  –  secondary  identifications  rather  than  primary  ones,  which  will 

continue  to  be  national  and  ethno-cultural.  That  Europeans  insist  on 

retaining their separate national and cultural identities is something there 

should be no illusions about” (Cabada 107). 

B. Current developments in the region  

The Czecho-Slovak relations have been complicated since the 

creation  of  a  common  state.  Historically  their  identities  developed 

differently. According to Martin Brusis, “to the extent to which the Czechs 

understood  their  identity  as  civic  and  non-ethnic,  it  seemed  to  them 

equivalent  with  the  Czechoslovak identity  and the  corresponding  state. 

The  Slovak  national  movement,  however,  interpreted  this  definition  of 

identity as ethnic and believed the equation of Czech and Czechoslovak 

identity  to  be  at  the  core  of  Czech  pretensions  to  hegemony  in  the 

common state” (Drulák 200). 

We could say that the current problems have roots in history 

such  as  dualism  of  the  Habsburg  Monarchy,  the  two  world  wars,  the 

creation of Czechoslovakia and settlement of borders after the two wars. 

Sometimes the conflicts among countries escalate; sometimes they can 

act normally and even follow common goals – such as the integration in 

the Western structures (EU and NATO).
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I would say that the current developments and problems among 

the countries in the region are result of the historical events that took place 

in Central Europe. The most sensitive relations persist between Slovakia 

and Hungary concerning the Hungarian minority in Slovakia. On the other 

hand, the relations between Hungary and Poland continue to be excellent.
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