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Introduction

The Visegrad Four—Poland, Hungary, Czechia, and Slovakia—occupy an uneasy but
decisive place in Europe’s political imagination. They are neighbors bound by
geography, post-communist transitions, and shared entry into NATO and the European
Union, yet they are also competitors, each pursuing its own mix of national interest,
historical memory, and electoral logic. This book examines how these states
coordinate and collide: why they sometimes behave as a bloc, why they just as often
splinter, and how their strategies reshape the EU’s approach to migration, rule of law,
and the budgetary bargains at the Union’s core.

The argument begins from a simple observation: the V4 is less a rigid alliance than a
flexible platform. Its power comes not from formal institutions but from timing, agenda-
setting, and the ability to link issues across multiple EU arenas. Coordination takes
place in informal summits, ministerial networks, and parliamentary caucuses as
frequently as it does in official conclaves. When interests align, the Four can delay
initiatives, craft counterproposals, or extract concessions. When interests diverge,

they revert to national tracks while keeping the Visegrad brand alive for the next
opportunity.

Domestic politics provide the fuel for this maneuvering. The region’s parties have
harnessed grievances born of rapid economic change, uneven development, and
contested identities. Appeals to sovereignty, Christianity, and security have traveled
well across borders, even as each country’s party system and media landscape shape
them differently. Understanding the rise and resilience of illiberal currents requires
attention to institutions—courts, public broadcasters, procurement systems—but also
to narratives: who defines “the people,” who is cast as “the elite,” and how Europe
itself becomes a stage for national storytelling.

Nowhere is this clearer than in migration politics. What began as a response to crisis
hardened into a durable axis of mobilization. The V4 turned security, borders, and
cultural cohesion into a common vocabulary that resonated domestically and
reoriented EU negotiations. Over time, the debate moved from quotas and fences to
broader questions about asylum systems, externalization, and the terms of solidarity.
By tracing these shifts, this book shows how a regional frame can punch above its
institutional weight in a policy field central to European legitimacy.

Rule of law disputes have followed a different, more legalistic, trajectory but with
equally high stakes. Conflicts over judicial independence, media pluralism, and anti-
corruption norms have drawn the EU into unprecedented territory, testing
conditionality tools and enforcement mechanisms. Here the V4 presents both a united
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front and a house divided: common skepticism of Brussels’ intrusions coexists with
country-specific legal battles and periodic tactical splits. The outcome of these
struggles will shape not only national constitutions but also the EU’s capacity to
uphold its own treaty values.

Budget politics supply the leverage that turns ideas into bargaining power. As
significant beneficiaries of cohesion and agricultural funds, V4 governments must
balance domestic demands for investment with resistance to strings attached. By
threatening vetoes, forming ad hoc coalitions, or reframing cohesion as compensation
for market opening, they have influenced multiannual financial frameworks and crisis
instruments alike. Understanding this calculus clarifies why the same actors who
contest integration in one arena defend it in another.

This book is both diagnostic and prescriptive. It maps the institutional mechanics of
Visegrad coordination, dissects the domestic drivers of illiberalism, and follows the
policy pathways through which the Four shape EU outcomes. It also offers diplomatic
and policy options to manage polarization within the Union: designs for smarter
conditionality, avenues for constructive coalition-building, and strategies to support
pluralistic resilience without deepening center-periphery divides. The concluding
chapters present scenarios for the decade ahead and practical roadmaps for officials,
advocates, and citizens seeking a more cohesive European project.

By integrating comparative politics with EU policy analysis, Visegrad Unbound
provides a regional portrait that treats the V4 neither as heroes nor villains but as
consequential actors in an evolving Union. The goal is not to resolve Europe’s tensions
but to render them intelligible—and, in doing so, to expand the space for pragmatic
compromise and democratic renewal.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

CHAPTER ONE: The Visegrad Idea: Origins and
Reinventions

The name "Visegrad" conjures different images depending on who you ask. For some,
it evokes the picturesque bend of the Danube River in Hungary, a historical royal seat
where medieval monarchs once forged alliances and rivalries. For others, it's a symbol
of post-communist cooperation, a pragmatic grouping of Central European states
striving for a louder voice within the European Union. Yet for many in Brussels and
Western European capitals, "Visegrad" has become shorthand for obstructionism, a
defiant bloc pushing back against core EU values and policies. The truth, as often is
the case, is far more nuanced, rooted in a history of both aspiration and expediency, a
narrative that has been continuously reinvented to suit the political moment.

The modern Visegrad cooperation, often referred to as the Visegrad Four or V4, traces
its official origins to a summit in Visegrad, Hungary, on February 15, 1991. Here, the
leaders of Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Poland signed a joint declaration outlining
their intention to work together on their path towards European integration. This initial
grouping, sometimes called the Visegrad Three before Czechoslovakia’s dissolution,
emerged from a shared recognition of common challenges and opportunities following
the collapse of communist rule. The Iron Curtain had fallen, and a new geopolitical
landscape was rapidly taking shape. These nascent democracies faced the daunting
tasks of economic transformation, democratic institution-building, and rejoining the
European mainstream after decades of Soviet domination.

The declaration itself was relatively short on specifics but rich in symbolism. It spoke
of a desire to overcome the lingering divisions of the Cold War and to foster closer ties
not only among themselves but also with other European nations. The primary stated
goal was clear: integration into Western European structures, particularly NATO and
the European Economic Community (the precursor to the EU). This was not merely
about economic prosperity or security guarantees; it was about reclaiming a European
identity that had been suppressed for half a century. The "return to Europe" became a
powerful rallying cry, and the Visegrad grouping was envisioned as a vehicle to
accelerate this journey.

However, even in its earliest days, the Visegrad idea was not without its internal
tensions and ambiguities. While the shared goal of Western integration provided a
powerful unifying force, the individual countries also harbored distinct historical
grievances, national interests, and strategic priorities. Poland, with its larger
population and historical role as a bulwark against Eastern aggression, often saw itself
as a regional leader. Hungary, still grappling with the legacy of the Treaty of Trianon
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and its lost territories, pursued a more national-identity-focused foreign policy.
Czechoslovakia, a relatively stable federation at the time, was on the cusp of its own
dramatic transformation, with Czech and Slovak aspirations already beginning to
diverge.

The dissolution of Czechoslovakia on January 1, 1993, dramatically altered the
Visegrad landscape, transforming the V3 into the V4 with the independent Czech
Republic and Slovakia joining the fold. This event, while a testament to self-
determination, also highlighted the fragility of regional cooperation when confronted
with powerful domestic forces. Yet, the Visegrad idea persisted, adapting to the new
reality. The annual summits and ministerial meetings continued, providing a crucial
forum for dialogue and coordination, even as bilateral relations between the newly
independent Czechia and Slovakia sometimes experienced growing pains. The shared
imperative of NATO and EU accession continued to bind them.

Indeed, the 1990s were characterized by intense efforts to meet the rigorous criteria
for joining these Western clubs. The Visegrad countries engaged in extensive reforms,
liberalizing their economies, strengthening democratic institutions, and aligning their
legal frameworks with those of the EU. This period saw the V4 functioning largely as a
lobbying group, collectively advocating for their inclusion and demonstrating their
readiness to embrace the responsibilities of membership. They shared best practices,
coordinated their negotiating positions, and presented a united front to Brussels,
emphasizing their collective commitment to the European project.

The success of this strategy was evident in 1999, when Poland, Hungary, and Czechia
joined NATO, followed by Slovakia in 2004. Even more significantly, all four countries
acceded to the European Union on May 1, 2004, marking a historic moment of
enlargement and a symbolic "return to Europe" for the entire region. This achievement
was a powerful validation of the Visegrad idea as a practical and effective mechanism
for achieving shared strategic goals. For a time, it seemed the primary purpose of the
grouping had been fulfilled.

However, EU accession marked not an end but a new beginning for the Visegrad
cooperation. Once inside the Union, the dynamics inevitably shifted. The previous
external focus on joining now transformed into an internal one: how to navigate the
complex decision-making processes of the EU and maximize their influence within the
bloc. The initial euphoria of membership gradually gave way to the realities of being
part of a larger, often unwieldy, political entity. New fault lines began to emerge, and
the Visegrad idea had to be reinvented once more to remain relevant in this new
context.

The post-accession era saw the Visegrad Four grappling with a new set of challenges.

While they benefited significantly from EU structural funds and the opportunities of the
single market, they also faced the obligations of membership, including adherence to
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EU law and shared responsibilities in areas like foreign policy and justice. This period
witnessed a gradual evolution from a group primarily focused on accession to one
increasingly concerned with defending national interests and shaping EU policies from
within. The initial narrative of "returning to Europe" began to be augmented, and
sometimes even supplanted, by a narrative of "protecting national sovereignty" within
Europe.

One of the defining characteristics of this new phase was the emergence of a more
assertive stance on certain policy issues, particularly those touching upon national
sovereignty or perceived threats to cultural identity. While the V4 continued to
cooperate on economic matters and regional development, a growing divergence with
some Western European partners became apparent on issues such as migration, the
rule of law, and the future direction of European integration. This wasn't a sudden
break, but a gradual unfolding, driven by evolving domestic political landscapes and
the rise of new populist forces in each of the member states.

The concept of "sovereignty" became a key rhetorical device, particularly in Poland
and Hungary, to frame their objections to certain EU initiatives. For these nations,
having only recently regained full independence after decades of Soviet influence, the
idea of external dictates from Brussels was often met with suspicion. This sentiment,
skillfully harnessed by populist leaders, resonated with segments of their electorates
who felt that national decision-making was being eroded by supranational institutions.
The Visegrad platform, therefore, became a convenient forum for amplifying these
concerns and coordinating resistance to perceived encroachments on national
prerogatives.

The re-invention of the Visegrad idea in the post-accession period also involved a
greater emphasis on shared cultural and historical values. While the initial focus was
on economic and political convergence with Western Europe, a new narrative began to
emerge that highlighted the unique Central European identity, often contrasted with a
perceived liberal-secular drift in Western Europe. This included references to Christian
heritage, traditional family values, and a more conservative social outlook, which
served to create a sense of solidarity among the V4 countries on certain cultural and
ethical issues. This cultural dimension became another glue, albeit a more
controversial one, binding the group together.

However, it is crucial to avoid overstating the homogeneity of the Visegrad Four.
Despite their shared history and common challenges, significant differences always
existed and continue to exist among them. Czechia and Slovakia, for instance, have
generally maintained a more pragmatic and less confrontational approach to Brussels
than Poland and Hungary. Their domestic political trajectories have also varied,
leading to different priorities and coalition strategies within the EU. The Visegrad
platform, therefore, has always been characterized by a degree of flexibility and
opportunism, with members picking and choosing when and where to cooperate,
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depending on their individual national interests.

The "Visegrad brand," despite its internal variations, has become a recognizable force
in European politics. It signifies a distinct Central European perspective, one that often
emphasizes national sovereignty, traditional values, and a more cautious approach to
further European integration. This brand has been carefully cultivated and deployed
by leaders within the region, not just for external leverage in Brussels, but also for
domestic political consumption. Being seen as a defender of national interests on the
European stage can be a powerful electoral tool, reinforcing the narrative of strong
leadership standing up to external pressures.

Ultimately, the Visegrad idea is a testament to the enduring power of regional
cooperation, even in the face of internal divergences and external pressures. From its
origins as a shared aspiration for Western integration to its reinvention as a platform
for defending national interests within the EU, the V4 has consistently demonstrated
its adaptability. It is not a monolithic bloc, nor is it a mere relic of the past. Instead, it
is a dynamic and evolving entity, shaped by historical memory, domestic politics, and
the ever-shifting landscape of European integration. Understanding its origins and
successive reinventions is essential for comprehending its present influence and
anticipating its future trajectory within the European Union.
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