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The Multidimensional Central Europe

Mental maps and other principles on the basis of which we cognitively organise 
geographical, political and social spaces are integral parts of our minds. We 
‘invent’ and ‘imagine’ regions through the same mechanism as, in the theory 

of Benedict Anderson, we create nations as ‘imagined communities’.1 In the last 30 years, 
hardly any European region was discussed, praised and criticised as much as Central 
Europe. Concepts of Central Europe are spatial constructions, geopolitical projections or 
‘imagined spaces’. ‘Nature’ does not dictate a particular policy or organisational patt ern 
in any conceptualisation of Central Europe, since “spaces do not simply exist, spaces are 
produced”2. That is to say geographical spaces do not exist in themselves and are not ab 
ovo imbued with meaning: they are the result of social constructions and geopolitical 
projections to which certain political actors att empt to lend importance. Central Europe 
is no exception: it is a concept that various political actors have instrumentalised in 
various geographical frameworks and various times for various political agendas. 
Therefore from time to time it becomes opportune to ask what Central Europe stands 
for in the political sense and how one should, if possible and necessary, operationalise 
the concept and use it as a part of political practice.

The ambiguities implied by the above introduction is refl ected by the potentially 
multidimensional interpretations of Central Europe: we use the concept, among 
others, in the cultural, economic, political and geopolitical sense without being able 
to clearly distinguish one from the other. The cultural dimension, i.e. the assumption 
of the existence of a cultural community, suggests that there is an area in the heart 
of Europe that has shared values, shared traditions and a shared history. Since the 
early 1970s, this concept has induced the rediscovery of the transnational culture of 
the former Danube Monarchy as well as the opinion advanced by Milan Kundera, Jenő 
Szűcs, György Konrád and other intellectuals according to which the area has peculiar 
structural features and is, as a cultural point of reference, the synonym of the liberation 
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from ‘realistic socialist’ ideologies and Soviet rule.3 What is more, it is an ‘ideology’ 
opposing the division and antagonism imposed by the Cold War, an ‘alternative of 
the imposed status quo’ or a ‘dream’ about tolerance and solidarity, about an att itude 
that holds ‘national nationalisms’ at bay by invoking a kind of ‘Euronationalism’.4 In 
the 1980s and again aft er 1989, this cultural concept of Eastern Europe became very 
att ractive even for countries that did not strictly speaking belong to this area. This 
fact showed the cultural value of belonging to this region and its chief implication: 
improved chances of “joining” the West.

In terms of the economic dimension, it was primarily economic goals – especially 
before World War I – that were connected to various conceptualisations of Central 
Europe. Friedrich List presented a plan of a ‘Central European economic area’ that was 
meant to lay the foundations of a strong German national state with a protectionist 
approach vis-à-vis the outside and a customs union with free trade between the 
German states and Austria.5 List later expanded the idea of his free trade area to the 
entire Central Europe and in doing so, based on his experiences in the United States 
and liberal political approach, he sought to underscore the economic limitations of the 
nation state.6 Elaborating on List’s idea, Friedrich Naumann, in his supremely popular 
book Mitt eleuropa, published in 1915, suggested forming a confederation preserving the 
autonomy of the individual states while uniting them in an economic union. No doubt, 
in such a complementary economic area with a division of labour in both industry and 
agriculture, the most competitive country, Germany would have acquired a leading 
role. At the same time, as early as 1915, Naumann stated that the att empt to gain a 
colonial empire was over and German foreign policy should therefore revert, along 
revised Bismarckian traditions, to a continental, Central European focus.7

As regards the political dimension, Naumann’s Mitt eleuropa was a concept of a region 
of shared political interests in the historical context of the formation of a unitary 
German state, a German empire, as well as a German identity. Based on a peculiar 
interpretation of the ‘central position’ (Mitt ellage) of Germany, the concept of such a 
region – aimed against France in the West and Russia in the East – was an expression 
of Germany’s consciousness of its eastbound mission (Ostmission). Having united 
Germany and having integrated the new state into the European balance system, the 
idea of a united or federal Europe was alien to Bismarck. However, his successors turned 
the limited Central European concepts of earlier times into an imperial and colonial 
vision of Mitt eleuropa. From the end of the 19th century, global mercantilist practice was 
not compatible any more with the Bismarckian practice of modest territorial claims: 
politics shift ed towards the pursuit of autarky and empire. This process led to both the 
continental policy of Mitt eleuropa and the practice of an imperialistic ‘world politics’ 
associated with the rule of Wilhelm II. Mitt eleuropa, therefore, started to gain growing 
importance as the regional basis of German overseas aspirations, implying the creation 
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of a strong Central Europe based on German supremacy as the precondition of German 
colonial expansion overseas.

The geopolitical dimension of the concept of Central Europe permits to several 
interpretations. Germany traditionally defi ned itself as the European ‘country of the 
middle’ (Land der Mitt e) and indeed, a typical topos of German politics was the view 
that Germany is a ‘victim’ of its central position in Europe. The geopolitics of the 
region thus included both the temporary lesser and greater German solutions, and, 
aft er World War II, the fragmentation of the European “centre”, which became the dual 
periphery and border zone of the two great political blocs. This geopolitical approach 
re-emerged in the period when, due to the unifi cation of the two German states and the 
eastern enlargement of NATO and the EU, Berlin regained its central position on the 
continent. The geopolitical interpretation of Central Europe is also connected with the 
problems of smalls states formed on the ruins of the Danube Monarchy just as much 
as it is connected to the German and Austrian foreign policy practice of Ostpolitik and 
neighbourhood policy (‘Mitt eleuropa as neighbourhood policy’).8 The political initiatives 
of the period aft er World War II that – by pursuing neutrality in world politics and/or 
establishing nuclear-free zones, as suggested by the Rapacki Plan, all sought to reinvest 
the region with a special status. Such special status could have included international 
acknowledgment of the German status quo or a regional rapprochement of smaller 
states including or centred around Austria. Central Europe can thus also be taken to 
refer to discourses of various political, economic and cultural options and ideas related 
to four paradigmatic changes of European historical development. The fi rst one of 
them was the overdue German empire emerging from the buff er zone of the great 
powers of Europe, the second one the story of the relations of small Central European 
states created aft er the collapse of the Danube Monarchy with the German and Soviet 
superpowers. The third discourse was the temporary disappearance of Central Europe, 
i.e. the period aft er World War II when the ‘centre’ was transformed into a dual border 
and the return of the Central European dimension in this process became identical with 
German and Austrian Ostpolitik, the diff erent arms control plans and also the policy of 
rapprochement to the EC and the cultural-political rediscovery of the Mitt eleuropa. The 
fourth discourse was the reorganisation and redefi nition of the region following the 
Cold War and this time without any impositions mandated by great powers. This latest 
discourse highlighted especially the Visegrad cooperation as a path to a European 
integration, the members of which, however, acceded to the EU without the Central 
European regional community of interest and identity becoming fi rmly established.
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The Origins and Phases of the Central Europe Debate

The multidimensional nature of the concept of Central Europe demonstrates the 
changing phases or ‘waves’ of the debates and the uses of the concept. These ‘waves’ 
always cast new light on the content of Central Europe, sometimes indicating continuity 
of thinking about the region, sometimes the lack of it.

The roots of the problems of Central Europe go back to the fi rst multinational peace 
conference of Europe, the Peace of Westphalia that ended the Thirty Years’ War, as 
a result of which, contrary to the great powers England and France that went on to 
build their overseas empires, the development of the central part of the continent was 
derailed. The resulting system of great powers was based on the dividedness of the 
central part of Europe and on maintaining the status quo of ‘Germanies’ instead of a 
united Germany. Since the early modern times, Germany had been a multiform buff er 
zone of several lesser and greater states separating the great powers from one another. 
From time to time, the great powers interfered with this ‘no man’s land’, and not the 
other way round, when Germany aggressively interfered with the European balance 
system in the 20th century. It was only the divided, amorphous state of Central Europe 
that could balance Europe and, therefore, any concentration of powers resulting in an 
independent Germany was the equivalent of upsett ing the balance of powers. Until 
1871, it had been the tension between German autonomy and European stability, later, 
it was the existence of the German nation state that caused the most severe structural 
problems of the European international system. Bismarck’s empire was created in 
an international system that had been based on the negation of its existence for two 
hundred years. Created under such circumstances, Germany was, on the one hand, too 
weak to gain supremacy, on the other hand, too strong to accept the continental balance 
and, therefore, triggered, from time to time, the alliance of balancing powers. With the 
creation of the German empire, the ‘centre’ of Europe ceased to be an object and became 
a leading actor of continental politics both by fi rst fi tt ing into delicate balance of Europe 
as Bismarck envisioned it and later by announcing the continental (Central European) 
and global (imperialistic) ambitions to promote German supremacy.9 All this meant 
that Mitt eleuropa could equally become the continental basis for the introduction of a 
global colonial policy and, aft er World War I, a kind of continental compensation for 
lost colonies. Just as Great Britain and France strived to develop preferential relations 
with their former colonies overseas aft er losing their colonial empires, the responsibility 
of democratic Germany for Central Europe manifested itself in its support for the 
countries of the region in the Euro-Atlantic integration process.

Besides the historical German Question, Central Europe gained new importance 
aft er the decline of the Danube Monarchy. Integrated in the Danube Monarchy, Central 
Europe collapsed and, protectionist successor states came into being aft er World 
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War I, just when modernisation needs would have required the utilisation of cross-
border networks and the advantages of large economic zones with common internal 
markets. Thus, Central Europe came to mean, on the one hand, the interwar status 
quo of protectionist small states that saw the threat of restoration of the status quo ante 
and the related power structures in each and every confederation and customs union/
free trade scheme, and eventually became dependent in their bilateral relations on a 
dominant Germany. On the other hand, based on maintaining discord among the small 
states, Mitt eleuropa was not only a simple revisionist programme but the practice of the 
aggressive power policy of Hitler’s Germany to overwrite earlier liberal-federal ideas.

It was no coincidence that Mitt eleuropa became an international political object again 
aft er the fall of the German Empire. Considered a constant factor of German foreign 
policy, the Mitt ellage, i.e. the German defi nition for Germany as the ‘centre’ of Europe 
lost its meaning just as the concept of Mitt eleuropa did. The former ‘centre’ was replaced 
by the status quo of the dual German state that became the border of a divided Europe. 
It was clear for many in the German political class that the rise and reintegration of the 
West German state into international society was only conceivable in the context of a 
new political geography, as part of Western Europe and the Atlantic World, although 
the illusion of Central Europe did appear as an alternative of Adenauer’s Franco-centric 
Western European approach in the concept of the social democrat and nationalist, 
Kurt Schumacher. This concept emphasised the priority of a unifi ed, social democratic 
Germany as part of a block to be formed with Central European countries considered 
to have similar interests, as opposed to western integration.

The Mitt eleuropa concepts of German policy were made redundant not only by 
the reality of the new international order of the Cold War but also by the unfolding 
process of the European integration. As the foundation of the EEC did not only promise 
but also realised the objectives of Naumann’s Central Europe, including the effi  cient 
provision of raw material and markets, uniform customs tariff s, competitiveness 
with other large economic zones and “identical measurement units and coins”.10 The 
Union provides the German industry with access to the largest internal market of the 
world and this fact rendered all policies aimed at expansionism and based on German 
dominance dysfunctional. Democratic Germany became a central player in European 
integration, ‘soft ened’ its power in European institutions by supporting this policy and, 
as a ‘commercial state’, made its infl uence and institutional power acceptable to other 
member states as a civilian power opposed to the unilateral supremacy implicit in the 
old Mitt eleuropa concepts.11

It is no coincidence that Mitt eleuropa became a taboo in offi  cial politics. Even if it came 
to the surface, it was raised as a part of various arms control plans aiming among others 
at nuclear-free zones to be established in Central Europe, or in relation to the Ostpolitik. 
Henry A. Kissinger and others considered the Ostpolitik with its system of fundamental 
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treaties a return of the original national and Central European dimension of German 
foreign policy. Moreover, in his memoirs, the American politician and historian called 
Egon Bahr, the chief architect of the Eastern Policy an ‘old-fashioned nationalist’.12 
Similarly, French politics had a tendency to perceive the Eastern Policy as a ‘hidden 
reunifi cation policy’ aimed at the restoration of the German unity and Mitt eleuropa. In 
fact, Bahr never tried to hide his admiration for Bismarck even if he was ‘juggling too 
many balls’ in the ‘middle’ of Europe between East and West, but the idea of an Ostpolitik 
carried out on the basis of being an integral part of the western alliance remained a 
constantly recurring theme in the rhetoric of the Bonn governments throughout the 
period.13

A similar development occurred in Austria. The term Mitt eleuropa, although it did 
not completely disappear from the political dictionary, was either replaced by the term 
Zentraleuropa, or was used in the sense of an active eastbound neighbourhood policy. 
Since the early 1960s, Austria, partly based on its past traditions as an organiser of 
states and its knowledge of the region (Ostkompetenz), had been implementing a policy 
of deliberate opening towards the East with specifi c subregional dimensions for the 
Alps and the Danubian basin. Though initially cautious with communist neighbours of 
Austria, the social democrat minister of foreign aff airs, Bruno Kreisky (1959–1966) was 
emphasising already in 1965 that these countries do not belong to Eastern Europe. He 
pointed out that Austria was a great att raction to the intellectuals of these countries. In 
1968, he gave voice to his belief that the democratic countries of Central Europe should 
have found regional solutions similar to what had become part of everyday political 
practice in Northern Europe. In 1960, and then in 1964, Mr Kreisky was the fi rst western 
minister of foreign aff airs to visit Poland and Hungary. Kreisky rightly phrased the 
doctrine of the Austrian foreign policy as to achieve the maximum of trust in the West 
and the minimum of distrust in the East. He strived to make Austria the meeting place 
for and the ‘bridge’ between the East and the West.14 The Austrian diplomat Hans 
Thalberg advanced a proposal in the mid 1980s for a pragmatic cooperation among 
the countries of Zentraleuropa. He suggested practices of optimising cooperation 
and minimising confl icts, creating a nuclear-free zone and intensifying economic 
cooperation with the exclusion of the two Germanies, dominant trade partners of 
Central and Eastern European countries, and with the participation of neutral Austria, 
non-aligned Yugoslavia and the Warsaw Pact member Hungary, while respecting the 
diff erences in social and security policy.15
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Central European Cooperation before the Eastern Enlargement 
of the EU

The fall of the Soviet Union, the unifi cation of the two German states and the 
eastward expansion of the EU and NATO made Berlin a central geopolitical player 
of the continent again. It was the fi rst time in history when – as a key member of the 
European integration, in agreement with its neighbours and the great powers – a real 
German nation state came into being. For the German foreign policy, Central Europe 
primarily meant the area east of Germany and foreseen for integration. The key idea 
behind this approach was to prevent an unstable region with non-western security 
standards from emerging in the direct neighbourhood of Germany. Therefore, aft er 
1989, Central Europe policy for Germany was essentially about promoting integration. 
A characteristic feature of German integration policy was its great openness towards 
Central Europe. Germany was the chief patron, a kind of ‘regional solicitor’, ‘strategic 
neighbour’ and ‘mediator’ for accession countries. The reason for this att itude was not 
a militant infl uence of domestic policy (Drang nach Osten) but the international pressure 
towards the stabilisation of the East (Zwang nach Osten) and also the realisation of the 
fact that on the one hand, as a border state of the EU and NATO, the Bundesrepublik is 
extremely vulnerable to the potential eff ects of Central and Eastern European instability 
and, on the other hand, a Central and Eastern European enlargement would bring 
more benefi ts to Germany than to other EU members. Europeanised Germany thus 
intervened in the name of western multilateralism. The pre-World War II dominance 
of Germany, based on asymmetrical bilateral relations, was replaced by a multilateral 
infl uence structure within the EU. Even if the fear of Germany and the demand for 
more German support were simultaneously present in some countries – e.g. Poland 
and the Czech Republic – before accession, Central and Eastern European countries not 
only accepted the mediatory role of Germany, but also considered it desirable.16

The debate on German foreign policy did not change the fundamental character of 
German foreign policy aft er unifi cation. The most important feature of Germany’s foreign 
policy is still the concept of a ‘civilian power’ and a ‘trading state’ that emphasises the 
importance of multilateralism, international institutions and human rights. However, 
in opposition to this mainstream, the ‘normalisation school’ calls att ention to certain 
elements of historical continuity. This approach emphasised the restoration of historical 
‘normality’ implicit in unifi cation. As a variation of the discourse, a group of younger, 
mostly right-wing German historians criticised the ‘western commitment’ (Westbindung) 
of the Bundesrepublik.17 In many regards, the discourse was the resumption of the 
Historikerstreit in the 1980s which had met with strong rejection both abroad and in 
the FRD. Still, anti-western voices were to be heard in the debates on both the ‘German 
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central position’ and on a Central Europe under direct German infl uence. Wolf D. 
Gruner att ributed the ups and downs of German history to the geographical location 
of Germany, the territory which, lacking natural boundaries, sometimes was ‘infl ated’ 
to cover the entire area between the Ural to the Pyrenees, and sometimes, in turn, was 
contracted to fi t between the Rhine and the Elbe. ‘Because of geography’, the united 
Germany had to assume its rightful role of ‘European peacekeeper’ again.18 Aft er the 
unifi cation, Gregor Schöllgen argued that Germany was to become a great power again 
as it has the potential to do so but the process of becoming a great power would have 
to be a peaceful one.19 At the same time, many conservative historians argued that, 
although the Bundesrepublik was a European great power and a post-modern nation 
state irreversibly bound to Western Europe; no matt er how westernised it was, with the 
unifi cation, it had moved towards the middle of the continent and, therefore became a 
‘central power’ (Zentralmacht). Though not a foreign policy programme, this change was 
an objective fact bringing along new functions. Whether fulfi lling these functions in an 
integrative and reconciliatory way or not, at the end of the day the Bundesrepublik was 
going to have a much stronger infl uence on its neighbourhood than it had had before.20

The political transformations of 1989 in Central and Eastern Europe also proved to 
be the beginning of a process in which concepts of Central Europe were translated 
into forms of practical cooperation among countries of the former Eastern Bloc. Central 
Europe engaged in the long term goal of acceding to the EU and NATO, as well as in 
the short term task of reorganising the area that had become ‘free of great powers’. 
It meant that objectives could become means and means could become objectives 
simultaneously: the objective of the Euro-Atlantic integration was also the means to 
sett le the relations of Central and Eastern European countries. Central Europe ceased 
to be an ‘att itude’ or ‘emancipation ideology’ and became a practical concept instead, 
a concept that manifested itself in various forms of subregional cooperation. This 
process had started already before the political transformation through projects such 
as the Alps-Adriatic Work Community or the quadrilateral cooperation (Quadrangalore), 
launched in 1988, which later developed into the Pentagonale and Hexagonale and 
fi nally became the Central European Initiative (CEI) and the Central European Free 
Trade Area (CEFTA). The Visegrad cooperation proved to be the most signifi cant as 
a seed of subregional cooperation, so much so that the newly defi ned Central Europe 
and Central European project – as a matt er of fact: East Central Europe – came to mean 
the V3 and, later, the V4 cooperation. New forms of subregional cooperation played an 
important role in dismantling subordination to the Soviet Union and stabilising the 
region via partly overlapping forms of subregional cooperation. Beside, the Visegrad 
cooperation had several specifi c objectives. First of all, instead of being an alternative 
of Euro-Atlantic integration, it was, with a low level of institutionalisation, a means 
thereof: it was a ‘fi tness centre’ of sorts along the way to Brussels, the existence of which 
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was initially justifi ed also by fears that ‘the empire strikes back’, i.e. fears of att empts 
to restore the Soviet empire. As for Hungarian foreign policy, Visegrad proved to be 
a good means to avoid isolation and to ease concerns about the revival of the former 
Litt le Entente. In addition, with its concepts to renew the historical North–South traffi  c 
infrastructure instead of the traditional spaces of development organised in the East–
West direction, Visegrad represented a new approach of regional organisation.

Aft er 1990, the content and form of the Central European cooperation was largely 
determined by two major factors for fourteen years. On the one hand, having regained 
their autonomy, the agenda of Central and Eastern European countries was mainly 
defi ned by the goal of European and Atlantic integration and, on the other hand, the V3 
and (aft er Slovakian independence) the V4 became the de facto exclusive framework for 
(East) Central European cooperation. This latt er point is well illustrated by the failure 
of the Austrian initiative of ‘Strategic Partnership’. In February 2000, the sanctions of 
the 14 EU member states against the People’s Party–Freedom Party coalition basically 
led to the suspension of offi  cial bilateral relations between the EU and Austria. One 
of the representatives of the Austrian ministry of foreign aff airs expressly suggested 
that there are no natural partners in Europe to realise Austrian interests with. Others 
pointed out that the eastern neighbours of Vienna may be such partners. Although the 
EU14 unconditionally stopped sanctions against Austria in September 2000 and Vienna 
was allowed to participate in the decision making processes of the EU, the Austrian 
minister of foreign aff airs, Benita Ferrero-Waldner, aft er learning the lessons, initiated a 
‘Strategic Partnership’, later renamed as ‘Regional Partnership’. Ferrero-Waldner stood 
for intensifying the Austria’s relations with its eastern neighbours, emphasising that 
geographical, economic, political and cultural conditions justify that Vienna have a 
special relationship with these future member states of the EU. This partnership concept 
consisted of two phases. Phase 1 was about the evaluation of existing conditions, the 
intensive development of traditional neighbourhood relations and the preparation of 
integration, both bilaterally and EU. Phase 2 was meant to identify shared interests 
that, aft er the accession, should have formed the basis of a community of interest of 
Central European countries, similar to the practice of Benelux and Northern European 
states.21 The initiative suggested that representatives of the Czech Republic, Slovakia, 
Hungary, Slovenia and Poland meet twice a year before European Council meetings 
at the end of each EU presidency. At the same time, it suggested sett ing up an ‘Austria 
Platform’ aimed at informing the Austrian society about the chances and challenges of 
the Eastern Enlargement. Basically, learning from the bitt er lessons of the EU’s sanction 
policy, Vienna wanted to fi nd foreign policy partners in its pre-accession neighbours 
but also, as part of the partnership, assumed the obligation of representing the interests 
of its neighbours in the processes of Austrian decision making. In a way, it was the 
weapon of the People’s Party against its coalition partner, the Freedom Party that was 
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strongly against enlargement. The fi rst regional conference organised as a result of 
the initiative decided to rename the initiative as ‘Regional Partnership’ and voted for 
more active cooperation in areas crucial in terms of EU policy and projects to inform 
the public of partner countries. From Vienna’s point of view, Hungary was particularly 
suitable for the country to be considered a Central and Eastern European ally, as the 
bilateral relations of the two countries were free of problems and, at the time of the EU 
sanctions, Budapest distinguished itself with its moderately committ ed policy that paid 
att ention to long-term interests. However, with regard to the rest of the countries, Austria 
had reservations against, rather than supported, the idea of forming a ‘community of 
interest’ within the EU, refl ecting the concerns of Austrian society and trade unions 
about the negative eff ects of eastern enlargement, especially the opening of the labour 
market. It is no coincidence that Austria, together with Germany, supported the 7-year 
moratorium as a derogation on the part of the EU vis-à-vis acceding countries. Other 
countries had their own reservations against the partnership. Slovakia warned that it 
was too late to start the initiative and pointed out that such an initiative should have 
been started right aft er the fall of the Iron Curtain. Being busy with its own post-
accession travails, Austria had not assumed the task back then and had turned its back 
on its eastern partners for another fi ve years aft er its accession in 1995, trying to fi nd 
its own place in the EU. The Slovenian media kept repeating historical stereotypes and 
had the tendency to see any initiative as the revival of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 
As the AVNOJ decisions,22 being disadvantageous for the German-speaking minority, 
soured Austrian–Slovenian relations, the Temelin nuclear plant and the debate about 
the Beneš decrees problematised the Austrian–Czech relations, even if the Austrian 
minister of foreign aff airs declared that the issue of the Czech accession could not be 
linked to the revocation of the Beneš Decrees, seen by Austria as inconsistent with 
European values.23

The fate of the ‘Regional Partnership’ indicated that this initiative, as a framework 
to help pre-accession countries, gained only limited acceptance. The plan of a regional 
community of interests met with even less success, although the idea of a ‘Central 
European lobby’ as a bloc voting together in the Council of Ministers seemed logical. 
Despite the fact that the ‘Central European dimension’ appeared in the EU with the 
accession of Vienna and it is in Austria that the cultural representation of Central 
Europe was the most refi ned, from the Visegrad perspective – with its development, 
lifestyle and post-war history – Austria was still a much more ‘western’ country than 
the pre-accession Central and Eastern European countries that had formerly belonged 
to the Soviet Bloc. Self-organisation in Central Europe therefore primarily meant the 
framework of the Visegrad Four. No wonder that Hungary pointed out that the already 
existing cooperation of the Visegrad countries could not benefi t from the ‘Regional 
Partnership’ and therefore there was no need to institutionalise it. The Polish minister 
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of foreign aff airs, Vładisław Bartoszewski stressed that the dissolution of the Visegrad 
group in favour of the Austrian initiative was out of question. Among other counter-
arguments, Czech experts mentioned that even Visegrad, the CEFTA and the Central 
European Initiative (CEI) were suff ering from numerous problems and could only 
rarely live up to the expectations of participating states. They also mentioned the risk 
that instead of freely representing its own interests, Prague’s scope for action may be 
restricted as a result of institutionalising the partnership. The threat of duplicating 
Visegrad and the problematic role of Poland as a regional power in its own right, i.e. 
the partner of France and Germany in the cooperation of the Weimar triangle, were 
also raised. Finally, it was made clear that the countries of the region had started down 
diff erent paths aft er 1945 and if Prague was interested in any fi eld of the ‘Regional 
Partnership’ at all, then it was primarily the platform for the external cultural 
representation of the region.24

‘Central Europe’ in Post-Accession Central Europe

The driving forces of regional integration have always been present in a limited measure 
in the eastern part of Central Europe, and the impulses develop such frameworks have 
always been coming from Western Europe or the western part of Central Europe. 
Centres of growth have always been located outside the eastern part of the region and 
the situation has remained unchanged: the principal economic and fi nancial partner is 
the EU and, within the EU, it is Germany fi rst of all and, to a lesser degree, Austria. The 
forces of internal self-organisation have repeatedly proved to be insuffi  cient from time 
to time and, all the more oft en, forces of discord came out on top: the region has in the 
past become the victim of the policy of divide and rule by the great powers. However, 
external powers and processes could also promote cooperation: the Baltic crisis and 
the political uncertainties in the Soviet Union played a signifi cant, if unintended role 
in the start of the Visegrad cooperation and aft er its inception the cooperation had 
the support of both Germany and the rest of the EU countries. The EU’s role marked 
the beginning of a new chapter in this process since already before the accession, but 
even more so aft er the accession, the EU was the most important defi ning factor of the 
political agenda of the Central European cooperation. On the radar screen of the EU, 
the Visegrad initiative was displayed as an important element in the stability of Central 
Europe.

Despite all of the above, the greatest enabling factor and change in the region’s 
situation was the withdrawal of the Soviet Union from the region. Aft er 1990, not only 
did the eastern part of Central Europe become ‘free’ of great powers, but the entire 
Central Europe also became – as a result of the 10-year eastern enlargement process of 
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NATO – a geopolitical challenge for Moscow.25 Aft er the accession of the four Visegrad 
countries in 2004 to the EU, Central Europe became important for Moscow as a target 
and a transit area of energy and as a geopolitical area bordering the post-Soviet states 
between the EU and Russia, i.e. the ‘near abroad’ of Moscow, a potential area of western 
and Russia integration competition.

In 2004, EU accession gave hopes of fast convergence and regional self-organisation 
with regard to the four Visegrad countries and Europe, creating the scenario of a 
development in which, due to the common EU requirements, a relatively homogeneous 
area is created, the divided border regions of earlier times can dissolve and new 
zones of mutually benefi cial development can be established, while the functional 
logic of integration creates favourable conditions for sett ling thorny issues such as the 
minorities question. Today, some of these expectations seem overly optimistic. While 
aft er 1990 the area ceased to be the buff er zone of the Soviet Union, the grey zone 
separating the EU from Russia, a set of ‘ferry-boat countries’, apart from the formal and 
legal framework, it has not become a unifi ed region of catching up in the EU. As clearly 
shown by the example of the Hungarian–Slovak relations, controversial minority issues 
have not disappeared from the bilateral agendas of the countries in the region. On the 
side of Visegrad countries, there is no such thing as a Central European identity in the 
sense Scandinavians rely on a shared normative foundation in running their regional 
cooperation.26 Though the enlargement of the Union is favourable for regionalisation 
tendencies, Central Europe has not, 6 years aft er its accession, become a political and 
cultural area with its own identity. The political transitions of the region’s countries, 
however, have been completed. The Central and Eastern European states are members 
of the EU and NATO and all of them are market economies. Therefore, according to 
Václav Klaus, the result of the development is exactly the fact that the region cannot 
be considered a ‘special area’ any longer. Even if these countries are not at the same 
level of economic development as Western European countries, in no sense can they be 
regarded as ‘special cases’. The diff erence in incomes per capita between Austria and 
the Czech Republic is no greater than it is between Ireland and Portugal or Greece, not 
to mention the diff erence between the northern and the southern parts of Italy or Paris 
and rural France.27

Contradicting Václav Klaus, critical reports emphasise that national EU politics 
consist of coalitions of interest that change according to the rules of political geometry 
and not always complying with the requirements of regional cohesion. This was noticed 
as early as during the accession talks. Taken to refer to the V4 countries, Central Europe 
has indeed progressed greatly in its development, but it means that from external 
periphery, it became an internal periphery in which diverse forms of economic and 
political development coexist. More than 5 years aft er the enlargement, ‘post-accession 
crises’, the economic and fi nancial crisis and the consequences of the above make it 
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hard to fi lter out lasting tendencies. Starting in autumn 2008, the fi nancial crisis caused 
recession everywhere but in Poland. For some, Central Europe split into two: a Western 
and an Eastern Central Europe. There are some states in the region that are less politics 
driven and show more signs of a western type development, like the Czech Republic 
and Slovenia, but there are others, like Slovakia that while successful in introducing 
the euro, try to use their young statehood to carry out a radical nation building 
programme. Another feature of the region is that Hungary, once regarded as a pioneer 
of the region, has lost economic momentum temporarily in the regional competition, 
for the most part, due to its over-politicised domestic institutions. Along the above 
logic, there may be an Eastern Central Europe, ranging from Poland to the Balkans, 
that is characterised by less fl att ering socio-economic features, such as corruption, drug 
smuggling, vulgarised public language, weakening traditions of civil manners, etc.28 
Neighbouring countries and areas also infl uence the judgement on the region. A good 
example was when aft er the Balkan Wars the region was uprooted from the historical 
context of Central European development, a restoration of which process took EU-level 
eff orts. Also, civil societies of the region did not really fi nd the way to one another. 
In many cases, transnationalisation means the development of criminal networks 
connected to the Balkans and the Middle East or changes in the direction of shopping 
tourism. The region is characterised both by clashes of nationalisms and rigid nation 
states. More western type development patt erns are also present, though. The most 
infl uential country of the region is Poland, the middle power that implemented the 
practice of a successful economic policy and a well-defi ned foreign policy reinforced 
by strong lobbying.

As regards its infl uence on the Visegrad region, Germany still remains the biggest 
fi nancial partner without Berlin pursuing any explicit Central European policy. What 
is more, Germany can less and less continue to play its expected role of a steam-engine 
and the slow expansion of its internal market is the most disadvantageous for Central 
European countries, Germany being their biggest export market.29 Berlin judges this 
region on the basis of the ‘civilian power’ criteria of German foreign policy and the 
functional logic of NATO and the EU, and as a result tries to avoid the role of arbitrator 
in minority questions and renders everything subject to stability criteria.

Central Europe and the German–Russian Relations

Historically speaking, German–Russian relations have always had great impact on the 
relations of Central European states. Aft er 1989, this variable kept on infl uencing the 
cooperation of the countries of the region. The confrontation of the two great powers of 
historical importance and the two world wars caused as much suff ering as the too close 



 89

Central Europe: ’Imagined Spaces’ and Challenges of the 21st Century

relations of Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union did, especially in Poland. It is no 
coincidence that the Rapallo policy of the 1920s, i.e. the German–Russian rapprochement 
as the potential threat of an anti-western alliance, made its way to the dictionary of 
western politics also aft er 1945 and that the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact of 1939 has become 
the symbol of the path leading to World War II and dominates the historical perceptions 
underlying Polish foreign policy even in the present. Both in the 20th and in the 21st 
centuries, in German–Polish and German–Russian relations, but also in the case of other 
countries, history made politics and politics, in turn, made history again.

At the beginning of the 21st century, an increasing number of analyses have warned 
that mutual interests had started to overweigh diff erences in the relations of Berlin 
and Moscow and this development raised the question in the minds of many how 
much Berlin can be considered a ‘reliable partner’ in shaping relations of the West with 
Russia.30 First of all, the att ention was focused on the economic relations between the 
two countries and the strong economic content of German geostrategic preferences. 
Many experts forecast the development of a German–Russian economic partnership. 
In a potential free trade area between the EU and Russia, such a partnership could be 
underpinned by the complementary nature of the Russian energy and the German 
technical know-how infl uential also in the long run. Germany is the biggest economic 
partner of Russia and, at the same time, imports almost one third of its oil and gas 
supply from Russia and this ratio could further grow if Germany phases out nuclear 
energy. The other side of the system of relations of lasting infl uence is that 90% of the 
oil export and 70% of the gas export of Russia goes to the European Union. Germany 
can have a bett er access to Asian markets through Russia and this may boost Berlin’s 
political weight. Aft er building the 1220-kilometre-long gas pipeline in the depths of 
the Baltic Sea between Germany and Russia, Germany will be the biggest distributor 
of Russian gas in Europe. German–Russian relations were called an ‘energy alliance’ 
by Gerhard Schröder, the former German Chancellor playing a key role in arranging 
the agreement about the pipeline, and the implementation of an ‘energy partnership’ 
by Angela Merkel. It is a bipartisan consensus in Germany to integrate Russia into the 
system of European cooperation. Characteristically, Helmut Kohl already had given his 
consent to the enlargement of the EU on the condition that a NATO–Russia Council 
be set up. In the 2003 Iraq controversy, Schröder, with the support of Moscow and 
Paris, emphasised the importance of diplomacy and multilateralism as opposed to the 
unilateral approach of George W. Bush. Though this policy was modifi ed aft er the era 
of the social democrat Schröder, the goals did not change even under the Christian 
Democrat Merkel. In the 2009 Munich Security Policy Forum, Merkel pointed out the 
extraordinary importance of Russia for both NATO and the EU, praised the effi  cient 
work of the NATO–Russia Council and insisted that Russia be integrated into the new 
European security architecture.



90 Foreign Policy Review

László J. Kiss

Today, Germany is a key player in defi ning a coherent western policy and the relations 
to Russia. However, as Stephen F. Szabo emphasised, the lack of a common approach, 
the diff erences between the strategic cultures of Berlin and Washington may lead to 
Berlin increasingly taking the role of a mediator between Washington and Moscow. 
Moreover, the direction of German–American and transatlantic relations may depend 
on how much the two countries can reconcile their views on their policy towards 
Russia.31 The US journal Weekly Standard explicitly wrote about Berlin entering a new 
phase of mutual interests with Moscow and diff erences of views with Washington and, 
the weekly warned the incoming Obama administration that with regard to several 
issues – ranging from the Central European gas debate to Afghanistan and Iran – 
Germany is no longer the same partner to United States as it used to be once.32

In the current situation, according to Slovakian Christian Democrat Ján Čarnogurský, 
both Germany and Russia are interested in fi nding an exit strategy out of their earlier 
relations that turned out to be fatal in the 20th century; a strategy that would imply 
returning to their relations of the 18th and 19th century without losing the positive 
achievements of the second half of the 20th century and causing harm to the EU. However, 
this seems to be in contradiction with a conclusion by Čarnogurský that Germany will 
not need the EU as much as it has in the past: the position of Germany as a net contributor 
and the German–Russian rapprochement may result in a decrease of the role of the 
United States and Great Britain in Europe, or rather the axis of Europe may move much 
more to the East than it is justifi ed by the eastern enlargement of NATO and the EU.33

Defying theories about a transatlantic security community, diff erences between 
the German and American strategic cultures are at least as great as those between 
Berlin and Moscow. German strategic culture follows the logic of Robert Cooper’s34 
‘post-modern state’ and Hans W. Maull’s35 approach of the ‘civilian state’, which 
holds that security is achievable by economic relations based on interdependence, 
multilateralism as opposed to national and bilateral solutions, the prioritisation of 
international institutions and soft  power capabilities, and considers the use of military 
force an extreme case. Following the traditions of Brandt’s Ostpolitik, this school 
of thought prefers the strategy of ‘change through rapprochement’ (Wandel durch 
Annäherung) that considers the Soviet acknowledgment of the German unifi cation a 
result of the reduction of tensions, dialogue and trust building with Moscow as well 
as the multilateral policy of pacifi cation. The strategic culture of the United States, 
in Robert Cooper’s typology, corresponds to the practice of the ‘modern state’, which 
prefers ‘national’ to ‘postnational’ and interprets the world in terms of the balance 
of power and att aches a greater importance to the use and threat of force, as well as 
just wars than Germany and most European states. Russian strategic culture diff ers 
substantially from the German one. There is a peculiar dichotomy in Russian foreign 
policy: on the one hand, it supports the status quo of global multipolarity in opposition 
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to the ‘unipolar’ role of the US and, on the other hand, as a consequence of its concerns 
related to its vulnerable borders and of the emphasis traditionally placed in Russian 
strategic thinking on buff er zones, it behaves as a ‘revisionist power’ in regional terms. 
This conduct is rather alien when compared to the post-modern approach prevailing in 
the EU. Also, Russia considers the European stability achievable along a state-centred 
logic based on the balance of powers.36

The document containing the basic principles of the national security strategy of 
the Russian foreign policy and the Russian confederation until 2020 can be set against 
President Medvedev’s 2008 proposal for a new European security architecture. Two out 
of the fi ve foreign policy principles are very interesting, especially aft er the Georgian 
war. One of these priorities is the protection of Russian citizens living abroad and the 
other one is the reference made to the regions considered of ‘privileged importance’ 
from the point of view of the Russian federation. These regions correspond to the target 
countries of the Eastern Partnership plan announced in the new neighbourhood policy 
of the EU. Such a principle would render the NATO membership of, and the installation 
of military bases in, Georgia and Ukraine impossible. Medvedev suggested that the 
new European security architecture should be discussed at a summit where states 
would participate as nations only without multilateral organisations. One of the draft  
proposals listed on the Kremlin’s website in November 2009 sets forth that it should not 
be the exclusive right of any country or organisation – including NATO – to maintain 
European security. It is no coincidence these communications gave rise to the suspicion 
of divisive intentions on the part of Moscow in the West.37

The spectre of military threat coming from Russia appeared aft er the Russian–
Georgian war in 2008 when the Russian president, Dmitri Medvedev threatened to 
deploy Russian missiles in the Kaliningrad region in case the American missile defense 
plans are implemented in Poland and the Czech Republic. At the same time, Moscow’s 
resolution to keep away Europe and the United States from its ‘near abroad’ aft er the 
‘coloured revolutions’ and its intention to build more and more economic relations with 
European countries as a ‘great power of energy’ was a proof the ‘revisionism’ of an 
emerging Russia from Poland’s point of view.

From time to time, Russia has tried to fi nd suitable means for its European ambitions 
and, as regards mutual economic interests, in most cases it was relations to Germany 
that proved to be the most valuable strategic resource. Added to Berlin’s ambition to 
form a ‘strategic partnership’ with Moscow, this meant that a situation emerged in 
which Germany became the focus of tensions between the West and Russia and this 
position lays particular responsibility on Germany. Constanze Stelzenmüller explicitly 
maintains that, though the old German question has been solved, its 21st century version 
may be rephrased as whether or not Germany will be able and willing to use signifi cant 
resources to change Russian behaviour and, if necessary, to resist Moscow.38
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In the days of the great coalition, Berlin summarised the goals of the Ostpolitik, to 
be implemented within a European framework, in a strategic document of the social 
democrat-led ministry of foreign aff airs. Reaching back to the mott o of Brandt’s 
Ostpolitik, the document is entitled Annäherung durch Verfl echtung: rapprochement 
through economic interdependence. The assumption of this concept is that the biggest 
triumph of the German soft  power would be to lead Russia into the norm-abiding world 
of the EU. Besides foreign and security policy, such a ‘transformation’ of Russian 
behaviour would also include adopting European economic and trade regulations and 
various policies including competition policy.

As regards the path outlined in the German concept, the Georgian–Russian confl ict 
of 2008 was an unpleasant surprise. The German reactions of the fi rst days were 
predictable: German politicians blamed the adventurism of Georgia’s president and 
emphasised the importance of maintaining dialogue with Russia. But when Russian 
troops pushed forward beyond the contested region of South Ossetia, Berlin’s tone 
changed. The long planned meeting of Chancellor Merkel and President Putin in Sochi 
turned into a frosty discussion. From Sochi, Merkel went directly to Tbilisi to support 
Georgia’s right to NATO membership. The social democrat minister of foreign aff airs, 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier, called Russia’s actions ‘illegal’ and ‘disproportionate’. However, 
this setback was not to become the beginning of a new phase in the German–Russian 
relations. Together with France and Italy, Berlin initiated talks between Russian and the 
EU on a new partnership agreement. What is more, in opposition to the United States, 
Berlin took a stand against Ukraine and Georgia progressing further down the path 
of becoming NATO members. At the same time, Berlin condemned Medvedev’s threat 
to position missiles in the Kaliningrad region and Berlin offi  cials started to talk about 
a ‘modernisation partnership’ instead of ‘strategic partnership’. Although Chancellor 
Merkel, in her fi rst visit to Moscow, openly criticised Russian politicians and met 
human rights activist, she still insisted on both engaging Russia in a European strategy 
and implementing the plan of the German-Russian gas pipeline under the Baltic Sea. 
As a representative of the Russian-friendly political lobby, Steinmeier kept on sticking 
to the plan of a ‘strategic partnership’ with Moscow, although, as an Atlanticist, he did 
not share the view of his fellow party members that emphasised the policy of ‘equal 
distance’ from Moscow and Washington.39

Eastern Neighbourhood Policy as an Eastern European Priority

With their accession to NATO and the EU, the V4 countries became part of the Euro-
Atlantic community, signalling that the conditions of “Western” statehood have been 
met by them. At the same time, the geostrategic position of East Central Europe on 
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the periphery of European integration produced a unique foreign and security policy 
agenda closely connected to European external action. EU foreign policy incorporates 
as a salient component the concept of generating stability and security through 
enlargement. The logic of this concept, however, is not purely territorial but also 
functionalist. Because, with regard to neighbouring countries, the EU does not follow 
the policy of ‘membership vs. non-membership’ but tries to fi nd ways of changing the 
quality of the borders even under the threshold of full-fl edged membership and seeks 
to create functionally ‘permeable’ borders that help the soft  power of the EU strengthen 
cooperation and security even beyond the peripheries of the integration area. For the 
Visegrad countries, their peripheral position resulted in the European Neighbourhood 
Policy (ENP) of 2004, a common Pan-European Ostpolitik, which may increase the 
strategic value of directly aff ected countries in the EU.

Poland’s geopolitical interests are particularly important in this process. With the 
accession of Poland, the 1143-km Eastern border became the longest continental border of 
the EU. The border position is a foreign policy priority for all Visegrad countries, except 
the Czech Republic. However, security policy perceptions and focuses of geopolitics 
diverge to some extent in the four countries. Diff erences include the diverse att itudes 
towards Russia and the fate the area between the magnets represent by EU/NATO and 
by Russia, with both off ering (if radically diff erent) avenues of integration. The core of 
Poland’s neighbourhood policy is Belarus and Ukraine, whereas the Czech Republic 
does not have external borders in the East. For Hungary, the southern dimension and 
the Western Balkans region is more important than the eastern one. As a consequence, 
Poland is the most active partner in defi ning the Ostpolitik of the European Union 
since Warsaw is most directly interested in making the areas to its south – primarily 
Ukraine – partake in the integration process. It is not unrelated that, due to historical 
and geopolitical reasons related to the German–Russian rapprochement, it is primarily 
Poland that may fi nd itself in a sensitive situation, a precarious position the eff ects 
of which can be felt in the discussions and actions of the Visegrad Cooperation, as 
well. However, the cooperation of Russia and Germany, a major power both in the 
EU and in NATO, does not represent a real security policy threat for Poland in the 21st 
century. Warsaw has two main choices: a cooperative reconciliation with Russia on 
the basis of mutual interests and even deeper relations with Germany; or the role of 
an ‘advance base’ of American foreign policy. Czech politics faces a similar situation: it 
either fi nds an acceptable position between Germany and Russia, or tries to meet the 
political requirements of an American ‘bridge-head’ in Central Europe. The committ ed 
participation of Poland and the Czech Republic in the US missile defense initiative 
showed that there are diff erent security perceptions in the ‘southern’ and ‘northern 
wing’ of the Visegrad countries. Poland and the Czech Republic seemed inclined 
set the strengthening of the Atlantic position against the German–Russian relations, 



94 Foreign Policy Review

László J. Kiss

and use it to improve their negotiation position within the EU. Building its national 
and state identity, Slovakia has always been characterised by its openness to Russia. 
Hungary, in turn, has recently shown openness to Germany and a cross-party Atlantic 
commitment, while its political parties have had diff erent emphases in their approach 
to Russia which, however, have never excluded the possibility of interest-driven, 
pragmatic cooperation.

During the Kaczyński era, Atlantic cooperation as a priority prevailed in Polish 
politics. As regards Germany, Polish EU policy relied on a strategy of acting as a strong 
middle power along its own interests. However, in the debate on the reforming of NATO, 
Warsaw – together with the Baltic countries – emerged as the advocate of the orthodox 
group that saw the importance and justifi cation of NATO in its original, anti-Russian 
mission. When President Obama gave up his missile defense plan and ‘relaunched’ the 
Russian–American partnership, for Polish and Czech diplomacy this process inevitably 
meant the devaluation of strategic role of the two countries and Central Europe. Under 
Prime Minister Donald Tusk, this gave new impetus to Poland to reconsider its foreign 
policy relations both to Berlin and Moscow.

Many factors have played a role in this coming to terms with the situation in Poland. 
First of all, Germany, Poland and Russia are in a similar position in many ways. Aft er 
1990, all three states found themselves in a new geopolitical context and had to tackle 
the challenge of creating a new identity for themselves. Without any changes to its 
borders, Poland has had to deal with 7 new neighbours. It is extremely important that, 
aft er almost 200 years, the Polish will not have to ask the old question: “With Russia 
against Germany or with Germany against Russia?” Naturally, changing historical 
stereotypes takes longer, as such a change would require that the Polish society do 
not consider each and every German–Russian rapprochement att empt an anti-Polish 
coalition ex defi nitionem.40

The reconsideration of foreign policy had important geopolitical reasons: the 
geographical location of the three countries and their potential role in a new European 
system of security. Germany has paid a huge price for unifi cation: it is the only 
European country that has to cope with the problems of both the East and the West 
within one country. On the other side, it is Russia that has to face both European and 
Asian challenges. Lying between these two countries, Poland is a border region: the 
economic border of the EU and the security border of NATO. New states were founded 
between Russia and the Visegrad countries and the relations of these new states to 
Moscow and to the West are not yet clear.

The 2010 meeting between Tusk and Putin may prove to be an important milestone, 
similarly to the sympathy shown by the Russian Prime Minister and President to the 
Polish nation aft er the tragic Smolensk accident of the Polish Prime Minister, Lech 
Kaczyński and his delegation: the mutual commemoration of the Katyn massacre 
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may pave the way to the emergence of a Russian–Polish memory culture, which 
strengthens the process of Polish–Russian historical reconciliation. The meeting 
also showed that pragmatic politics, based on mutual interests, have great potential: 
aft er Germany, the biggest economic partner of Poland is Russia and Moscow has 
acknowledged the successful Polish economic policy in the fi nancial crisis. Berlin is 
still one of most important supporters of Warsaw. The foreign minister of the new 
government, Guido Westerwelle, before visiting Paris, paid his fi rst visit to Warsaw, 
which was the acknowledgment of the special strategic importance of Poland. Beyond 
this commitment, even in the wake of the Georgian war, Germany has not given up 
its ambition to be the main promoter of a European scheme aimed at the democratic 
transformation of Russia through the policy of a strategic partnership. Therefore, 
Berlin considers the democratisation and stabilisation of the countries in the area on 
the eastern border of the EU, from Belarus to Georgia extremely important even if their 
NATO and EU membership is ill-timed at the moment, as such a process would cause 
more problems that it would be able to solve.

In this context, it is highly signifi cant that, aft er the Mediterranean dimension of 
European Neighbourhood Policy (Union for the Mediterranean – UfM) was launched 
in 2008, its eastern equivalent, the Eastern Partnership (EaP) was presented in May 2009. 
The result of a Swedish–Polish initiative, the objective of the Eastern Partnership is to 
ensure that the eastern partner countries – the eastern group composed of Ukraine, 
the Republic of Moldova and Belarus and the Caucasian group made up of Georgia, 
Armenia and Azerbaĳ an – further approach the EU and the cooperation among 
them improve. At the same time, the Eastern Partnership may be regarded as an 
experiment, in which, besides promoting economic development, the EU uses its soft  
power to reinforce stability in order to resolve ‘frozen confl icts’ of the region, which 
would mean more than ad hoc EU participation in confl ict management. Though the 
Eastern Partnership does not promise full-fl edged membership, it still enhances and 
lends additional weight to the European Neighbourhood Policy and, by conjecture, the 
Visegrad countries involved. Among other incentives, it includes the promise of free 
trade and visa free travel between the EU and the six countries neighbouring Russia.

The fact that the outline of the Eastern Partnership does not mention the 
institutionalised participation of Russia is the biggest challenge the initiative will 
have to face, not the least because security policy perceptions of the EU and Russia are 
diff erent. As for stability, it is long term modernisation that counts most for the EU and 
it is military security that counts most for Russia. With regards to crisis management, 
the EU and Russia have common views so the opportunity for cooperation within the 
Eastern Partnership is given even in regions like Transnistria and Nagorno-Karabakh.

For the Visegrad group, the importance of the Eastern Partnership lies in the 
opportunity that the EU, Russia and the ‘neighbourhood policy six’ may form a 
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geographically continuous economic space in which security policy and energy 
supply needs require that Russia also participate in the cooperation in some form. 
Such a development could weaken Warsaw’s reservations towards German–Russian 
relations and would give other members of V4 an opportunity to engage Russia, the 
most important hydrocarbon power, in some form cooperation and thus, to form a 
vast area of cooperation which would help harmonise policies towards Russia more 
effi  ciently.41 This in turn suggests that prioritising Central European cooperation is not 
only a programme of cooperation within the EU but also a programme of infl uencing 
the eastern neighbourhood of the EU and a programme of a wider Central Europe.

Central Europe and Hungary

Central Europe is the Europe of changing (imagined) spaces and changing functions 
which has to be redefi ned from time to time. In the beginning of the 21st century, 
Central Europe means the intersection of diverse functional policies – ranging from 
energy security to transport policies – and spaces to be organised, which Hungarian 
foreign policy also has to defi ne. All the more so, because the innermost one of the 
concentric circles of Hungarian foreign policy is the Central European dimension that 
incorporates neighbourhood policy, minority policy, regional policy, EU policy and 
the interplay of regional and functional incentives for cooperation. For each country 
concerned, Central Europe is an imagined space in which a balance of objective 
conditions and foreign policy objectives has to be found. The role of Hungary in Central 
Europe is that of a ‘connecting link’ between the Europe of the North and the Europe 
of the South-South-East; a North–South transport corridor; the area of the Nabucco 
pipeline and the Southern Corridor; the place of cooperation with the South German, 
Bavarian and Baden-Württ emberg economies that are the driving forces of the Danube 
Strategy; the site of numerous projects reinforcing and overlapping one another, etc.42 
This alone ensures that rather than being a mere ‘consumer’ of security, this region 
should also become its ‘producer’, which gives an opportunity to increase the scope of 
action and predictability of Hungarian foreign policy. In this region, the bilateral and 
multilateral, country-specifi c and regional, national and transnational, functional and 
ethnic processes of politics are present simultaneously.

In 2011, the consecutive Hungarian and Polish presidencies off er a unique opportunity 
for Hungarian foreign policy to redefi ne Central Europe and its eastern part in the 
context of Hungarian–Polish relations,43 and to direct the att ention of the EU to a region 
that, aft er the global fi nancial and economic crisis, can become a dynamically growing 
part of Europe again and can give new impetus to the integration opportunities 
represented by the Eastern Partnership.



 97

Central Europe: ’Imagined Spaces’ and Challenges of the 21st Century

Notes
1  Benedict Anderson: Imagined Communities. Refl ections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London: 

Verso Editions, 1983.
2  Cf. Hans-Dierich Schultz – Wolfgang Natt er: “Imagining Mitt eleuropa: Conceptualisations of ‘Its’ 

Space In and Outside German Geography”. European Review of History/Revue europeeenne d’histoire, 
Vol. 10. No. 2. (2003). pp. 273–292.

3  Cf. László J. Kiss: “Európától–Európáig: a magyar külpolitika újraeuropaizálódása” [From Europe 
to Europe. The Reeuropeanisation of Hungarian Foreign Policy]. Külpolitika, Vol. 14. No. 3. (1989). 
pp. 11–12.

4  Cf. György Konrád: “Van-e még álom Közép-Európáról?” [Is There Still a Central European 
Dream?]. Mozgó Világ, Vol. 14. No. 8. (1988). pp. 4–5.

5  Cf. Bo Strath: “Mitt eleuropa: From List to Naumann”. European Journal of Social Theory, Vol. 11. No. 
2. (2008). pp. 171–183.

6   Jorg Brechtefeld: Mitt eleuropa and German Politics. From 1848 to the Present. London: Macmillan, 1996. 
p. 16.

7  Hans-Peter Schwarz, the prominent German historian quotes from the memoirs of former FRG 
President Theodor Heuss in his book. Hans-Peter Sch warz: Die Zentralmach t Europas. Deutsch land 
Rück kehr auf die Weltbühne. Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 1994. p. 245.

8   László J. Kiss, Lucie Königova, and Paul Luif: “Die ‘Regionale Partnersch aft ’ Subregionale 
Zusammenarbeit”. Österreichische Zeitschrift  für Politikwissenschaft , Vol. 32. No. 1. (2003). pp. 57–72.

9   Cf. David Calleo: The German Problem Reconsidered. Germany and the World Order, 1870 to the Present. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978. p. 40.

10   Schwarz: op. cit. pp. 244–245.
11   Cf. Peter J. Katzenstein: “United Germany in an Integrating Europe”. In: Tamed Power. Germany in 

Europe (edited by Peter J. Katzenstein). Ithaca–London: Cornell University Press, 1997. pp. 1–49.
12   Henry A. Kissinger: White House Years. Boston–Toronto: Litt le Brown Company, 1979. pp. 410–411.
13   Timothy Garton Ash: Im Namen Europas. Deutsch land und der geteilte Kontinent. Münch en: Hanser 

Verlag, 1993. p. 127.
14   Ott man Höll: “Österrerich s Aussenbeziehungen gegenüber Zentral- und Osteuropa seit 1995”. 

Europäisch e Rundsch au, Vol. 30. No. 2. (2002). p. 42.
15   Hans Thalberg: “Zentraleuropa: Die Kunst des Möglich en.Eine Gedankenskizze”. Europäisch e 

Rundsch au, Vol. 14. No. 1. (1986). pp. 3–8.
16   László J. Kiss: “A nemzetállam nélküli integrációtól az integrált nemzetállamig. A német Európa-

politika történelmi gyökerei és mai dilemmái” [From an Integration without Nation State to an 
Integrated Nation State. Historical Roots and Current Dilemmas of Germany’s Europe Policy]. In: 
A Huszonötök Európái (edited by László J. Kiss). Budapest: Osiris, 2005. pp. 166–167.

17   Cf. Wolfgang Wippermann: “Nation und Raum in der gegenwärtigen deutsch en Diskussion”. In: 
Nationalismus in Europa nach  1945 (edited by Heiner Timmermnn). Berlin: Dunck er und Humblot, 
2001. pp. 450–453.

18   Wolf D. Gruner: Deutsch land mitt en in Europa. Hamburg: Hoff mann und Campe, 1992. p. 309.
19   Gregor Sch öllgen: Die Mach t in der Mitt e Europas. Münch en: Piper Verlag, 1995. p. 177.
20   Sch warz: op. cit. pp. 8–12.
21   Cf. Benita Ferrero-Waldner: “Ferrero-Waldner präsentiert Konzept der ‘Strategisch e Partnersch aft ’”. 

Das Aussenministerium Österreich , htt p://www.bmeia.gv.at/aussenministerium/aktuelles/
presseaussendungen/2001/ferrero-waldner-praesentiert-konzept-der-strategisch e-partnersch aft .
html, 12 February 2001.

22   The “AVNOJ Decisions” contained provisions regarding Yugoslavia’s state structure aft er the 
occupation by the German Empire and its allies. The name comes from the Serbo-Croat acronym 
of the Anti-fascist Council of the National Liberation of Yugoslavia.



98 Foreign Policy Review

László J. Kiss

23   Cf. László J. Kiss: “A birodalomtól az integrált kisállamig. A ‘német nemzett ől’ az osztrák nemzetig 
az EU-ban” [From Empire to Integrated Small State. From the ‘German Nation’ to the ‘Austrian 
Nation’ in the EU]. In: Nemzeti identitás és külpolitika Közép- és Kelet-Európában (edited by László J. 
Kiss). Budapest: Teleki László Alapítvány, 2003. pp. 80–81.

24   Kiss, Königova, and Luif: op. cit. pp. 64–66.
25   Peter W. Sch ulze: “Das Ringen um Zwisch eneuropa. Der Raum zwisch en den geopolitisch en 

Mach tblöck en Russland und Europäisch e Union”. In: Die sich erheitspolitisch e Lage in Mitt eleuropa 
(edited by Erich  Reiter), htt p://www.bmlv.gv.at/pdf_pool/publikationen/09_sipol_me_30.pdf, p. 21. 
(Downloaded: 30 January 2010.)

26   Cf. comments by György Sch öpfl in. “Mit kezdjünk Közép-Európával?” [What to Do about Central 
Europe?]. Európai Utas, No. 2. (2007). p. 7.

27   Václav Klaus: “Europa und Mitt eleuropa: Wohin geht der Weg?” Europäisch e Rundsch au, Vol. 38. No. 
1. (2010). p. 23.

28  Comments by Iván Bába. “Mit kezdjünk Közép-Európával?”. op. cit. p. 9.
29   Cf. Isván Kőrösi: “Közép-Európa helye a nemzetközi (európai) gazdasági, pénzügyi és innovációs 

folyamatokban” [The Place of Central Europe in International ̇ (European) Economic, Financial and 
Innovation Processes]. Külügyi Szemle, Vol. 7. No. 1. (2010).

30   Stephen F. Szabo: “Can Berlin and Washington Agree on Russia?”. The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 32. 
No. 4. (2009). p. 23.

31   Ibid. pp. 23–24.
32   Melana K. Zyla: “The New Ostpolitik: America’s German Problem”. The Weekly Standard, 

Vol. 14. No. 21. (2009). Electronic version: htt p://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/
Articles/000/000/016/132vvmik.asp, 16 February 2009.

33   Ján Čarnogurský: “Russland mit Deutsch land oder Russland gegen Deutsch land”. SOLONline, 
htt p://www.solon-line.de/russland-mit-deutschland-oder-russland-gegen-deutschland.html, 28 
February 2008.

34   Robert Cooper: “The Postmodern State”. In: Reordering the World: The Long-Term Implications of 
September 11th (edited by Leonard Mark). London: The Foreign Policy Centre, 2002. pp. 11–20. 
Electronic version: htt p://fpc.org.uk./fsblob/36.pdf. (Downloaded: 5 December 2009.)

35   Hanns W. Maull: “Germany and the Use of Force: Still a ‘Civilian Power’?”. Survival, Vol. 42. No. 2. 
(2000). pp. 56–80.

36   Timofey Bordachev: “Multipolarity, Anarchy and Security”. In: What Does Russia Think? (edited by 
Ivan Krasev, Mark Leonard, and Andrew Wilson). London: European Council on Foreign Relations, 
2009. Electronic version: htt p://ecfr.3cdn.net/578c6da80e7f242659_6fm6b0ltd.pdf, pp. 61–67.

37   Cf. Cortnie Shupe: “Cooperation with the Kremlin”. Spotlight Europe, No. 1. (2010). Electronic 
version: www.ceeol.com.

38   Constanze Stelzenmüller: “Germany’s Russia Question. A New Ostpolitik for Europe”. Foreign 
Aff airs, Vol. 88. No. 2. (2009). pp. 91.

39   Ibid. p. 97.
40   Anna Wolf-Powęska: “Deutsch e, Russen und Polen: Paradigmen der gegenseitigen Wahrnehmung”. 

WeltTrends, No. 13. Electronic version: htt p://www.weltt rends.de/downloads/WT13_Poweska.pdf, p. 
30. (Downloaded: 10 January 2010.)

41   Cf. István Csejtei: “Keleti Partnerség: a magyar uniós elnökség egyik prioritása” [Eastern 
Partnership: A Priority of the Hungarian Presidency]. Külügyi Szemle, Vol. 7. No. 1. (2010).

42   Cf. János Terényi: “Közép-Európa a magyar külpolitika optikájában” [Central Europe from the 
Viewpoint of Hungarian Foreign Policy]. Külügyi Szemle, Vol. 7. No. 1. (2010).

43   Cf. “Történelmi lehetőség előtt  áll Közép-Európa. Martonyi János a magyar–lengyel stratégiai 
viszonyról, a keleti nyitásról és a sikeres nemzetpolitika belső feltételeiről” [Central Europe Facing 
a Historical Opportunity. János Martonyi on the Hungarian–Polish Strategic Relations, Opening to 
the East, and the Internal Conditions for a Successful Nation Policy]. Magyar Nemzet, 6 April 2010, 
p. 10.


