Jiti Vykoukal

Fusion or Fission?
Concepts of Central Europe and regional integration

The debate about Central Europe is a typical modern
phenomenon. Whoever enters into it attempts to faum

of a plethora of opinions, a unified, normativeideation

of what Central Europe isThe term has nonetheless been
used differently in every era and region. To thiteat, it
more represents a postmodern chamaéldornhe Central
European idea of Central Europe, the space acqgaires
cohesive element. However this has scarcely been re
flected in an ability to find a common languagehhét
commentators take the view that the term Centrabjieir
is a form of European orientalism, a construct Wwhic
serves, both figuratively and literally, to disposkthis
“exotic” patch of land.

Significant models for Central Europe have alwaysnbe
produced in times of upheaval. Such visions wereeto
flect the changed situation and legitimise newnafaiThe
implementation of such a concept of Central Eurapdcc
serve to facilitate domination of parts of, or tastire
region?

Notwithstanding the multiplicity and changeabiliay the
individual positions, it is possible to detect sedistori-
cal structural determinants which have impingedrutie
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Central Europe debate. These include the pivotaéldev
opments of European history and also the new deialt
layout of the European continent linked to themtHis
regard, the term Central Europe is a modificatiomldér
concepts of national and territorial identity ugedthose
Central European nations for whom earlier concefpts o
identification and boundary — such as belonginghe
Slavs — had become outdated. However, the extent of
modification was limited: The new plans for Central
Europe could not always extricate themselves frdth o
models. Nevertheless it was always clear from the n
plans — albeit somewhat implicitly — whether thamhes
were actually encompassed or whether they meraly pr
jected individual notions onto the term Central dpe.

The term Central Europe is closely associated nigtrise

of nationalism and the creation of the so-callectession
states of the disintegrated multinational empilggional-
ism, which is described by Ernest Gellner as briggi
together, or even fusing, the ethnic and the jalitprin-
ciple, focuses on a national quirk: Every natioWdlk”]
should be given its own land. In such a polyetlsgitting

as the Habsburg Empire where there was an oveflap o
numerous, often diverse, institutional areas — saglthe
fields of legal norms, administrative regulatioesiuca-
tional system regulations — and informal areas m- la
guages, traditions and customs — this idea spasted
enormous explosive force. Furthermore each of these
“national” territories was affected by different deynisa-
tion plans, and the different modernisation phases
duced varying results which have entered the reisjpec
sociocultural makeup of the different nations amdnie
groups. Moreover, the individual regions had a #jec
historical legal status within the empire.
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As the Habsburg Empire, which had long represeated
appropriate arena for handling this diversity, beda
collapse under the rush of nationalist fervour bsea
these national aspirations grew faster than theiremp
could react to them, the national programmes halleto
wrapped in a new, regional “package”. The plangtiese
wrappings took the precaution of defining minimunda
maximum requirements for the amount of “living spac
which each nation would require. They included “siap
for the period following the fall of the Empire.

Central European plans for Central Europe pre-1989

Hungary — Central Europe as space for nationalgnétion

Prior to the First World War, an attempt was madélun-
gary at a Magyar-style squaring of the Hungarianclei
Classical political liberalism needed to find smuos to the
upheaval caused by rampant industrialisation, atséime
time the steady decline in the Magyar (ethnic Huiaga
proportion of the total population in the Hungartarritory
had to be slowed down by an even more powerfubreatl
“magyarisation” of the Romanic and Slavic partstioé
population. Every Hungarian political concept —particu-
lar, the various plans for integration of the Damuégion —
had to provide a solution to this problem.

However, no satisfactory solution had been foundhsy
outbreak of the First World War. The far-reachieform
proposals made in 1918 by the democratic Hungarian
government’s Minister for National Minorities Oszka
Jaszi failed to halt the disintegration of the Klidigdom
of Hungary. The
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Hungarian Central Europe of the interwar years trans
ferred old regional political instruments into amngeopo-
litical situation. Here, the term Central Europdlitteleu-
ropa”) was the designation for the area whose ecti
once belonged to historical Hungary and which Hapga
wished to reclaim by a revision of the Treaty ofafion.
Under the communist regime, revisionism was seen as
“abolished”. Once the repression which followed #1856
uprising had relaxed, however, Hungary began ewnehé
1960s to slowly extricate itself from Soviet poviagrgradu-
ally involving itself in international forums outi the
Warsaw Pact and the Council for Mutual Economici#\ss
tance (COMECON). From the late 1970s, Hungary was a
member of theAlpine-Adriatic Group a regional forum
which transcended the East-West conflict: Its membe
included ltaly, Hungary, Austria, and Yugoslavia NATO
member, a member of the Warsaw Pact, a neutral stad

a member of the Non-Aligned Movement. Since the0$99
Hungary has tried, with its policy towards Hungariai-
norities abroad, to unite the reverberations — tangeted
revival — of the Trianon-complex with a pro-westemnd
pro-European policy: plans for Central Europe senin
turn primarily to solve specific Hungarian problems

Poland - Europe as bastion against Germany andiRuss

The Polish Central Europe debate is shaped by tliffee-
ent regional positions which are the legacy of thee
Polish partitions. The main problem which plansGentral
Europe reflect is how to treat the different inflaes which
the Poles have experienced under the respectivitiquar
powers with their differing historical developmeih. es-
sence, it concerns the building of a national itignthich
can unite the maintenance of corporative traditiits
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participation in modernisation. The concept of Cant
Europe has been largely shaped by perception ohitiéle
ground between Germany and Russia. Yet the comeept
also influenced by the situation in Austrian Galjcivhich
was conducive to Polish, national development.sino
coincidence that the earliest concept of (East)tr@en
Europe, the so-calledagiellonian Idea came from the
Cracow School of History. As it reflects the Poligbrising

of 1863 and the growing tension between Austria Ras-
sia, it has an anti-Russian bias.

After the First World War, concepts of Central Epgo
depended above all on how the different Polish gove
ments reacted to the international situation. Roman
Dmowski’'s National Democracy Movement (Endecja)
considered Central Europe mainly as a defence sigdia
German “drive towards the East”, which explainsgbed
relations with Czechoslovakia. From this constedlati
arose the idea of a federal, post-imperial Centtabfe
under Polish leadership.

On the other hand, the Sanacja government of Jéitef
sudski, which took over power in 1926 and many of
whose members were former activists from the tirhe o
Russian occupation, saw Central Europe primarilyaas
buffer against the Soviet Union.

The interwar years saw Poland already strugglirty wie
dilemma of being a “little big country”. It is tdoig — in
terms of its population and area — for small Cerffalo-
pean contexts and too small — in terms of its ecoo@nd
military potential — to implement its ambitious ptaand
confront the European big powers on equal termss Th
dilemma was solved by the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact of
1939 and the 1945 integration of Poland into thei€o
sphere of influence, which neither the plan of dishe
Czechoslovakian confederation which had been dieduss
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during the war, nor the post war attempt to forfadish-
Czechoslovakian economic alliance as a new, Central
European axis could change.

Few concepts of Central Europe were drafted under-c
munist rule in Poland, as ideas which concernediéfience

of Poland against the East could not be openlyudsd,
whilst an ideological defence against Germany diteri
occupation required no special concept of Centtabjie.
One early exception is the plan drafted in 195ThieyPolish
foreign minister Adam Rapacki to make Central Earinppo

a nuclear free zone. A substantial change in that&n
only occurred when organised opposition arose,doagen
the CSCE Final Act, out of which the workers’ unigali-
darng¢ was born. The Polish opposition was united with
like-minded opinion in other East European statesonly
through its resistance of communist power but fsover-
coming of the geopolitical situation.

Slovakia — Central Europe as path to national ldtem

The Slovak concept of Central Europe reflects tloé tfaat
modern Slovakia belonged to the underdevelopednsgi
of the Hungarian Empire in the 19th century and stik
largely an agricultural society at the beginninghef 20th.

An attempt was made by a small Slovak elite to stiesn
tide of magyarisation. In contrast to the Croatiankp
were left with at least partial autonomy, and them&ni-
ans and the Serbs in Hungary who could rely onptioe
tection of neighbouring Romanian and Serbian empires
the Slovaks had no “guardian angel”. Neither coapen
with the other non-Hungarian nations of the Hureyari
Empire nor Czech-Slovak collaboration could engirel
make up for this deficit. Therefore the Slovakestiirned
towards Russia. Many Slovaks saw in Russia a pratecto
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for their nation along the lines of the Russian supfor
the Slavic peoples of the Balkan in the latter'shfig
against the Ottoman Empire.

The revolution of 1905 triggered a radical splitStovak
politics. The younger generation in particular beda
guestion the orientation towards Russia. Among thes
the journalist and agrarian, Milan Hodza, one ef them-
bers of the so-calleBelvedere Circlearound the heir to
the throne Franz Ferdinand of Austria-Este, whoewer
considering federalisation of the Hungarian teryitoAt
the latest since the outbreak of the First World V8ovak
concepts of Central Europe centred on collaboratiith
the Czechs and the forming a Czechoslovakian Stais.
was to serve as a defence against Hungarian reigsidn
the interwar period. Milan HodZ?a, who remained the
central figure in Slovak politics, wanted to enshrthis in

a central European federation, to which Poland Ishalso
belong. By contrast, however, the Slovak “protéctafr
the war years was just as ready as revisionist byntp
confederate with the axis powers and to adopt ihgie-
rial concept of Central Europe in order to seaititions
of a nation state become reality.

After the Second World War, Slovakia returned te th-
established — now minus Carpatho-Ukraine — Czechasl|
kia and together they became part of the Soviet.blo
HodzZa's spiritual heirs could now make their voibesrd
only in exile. Slovak dissidents represented twifedint
concepts of Central Europe. The Catholic wing saw i
Central Europe a space in which Slovak statehoaddco
unfold in the context of western Christianity, vehdimulta-
neously keeping the back door open to the Orthdest.
The secular wing, on the other hand, was in faefumak-
ing Slovakia part of a bourgeois, pro-western Géntr
Europe.
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Czech Republic — Central Europe as space for the
nation’s evolution

The first Czech concepts of Central Europe date ftoe
1840s. Their aim was to fulfil the aspirations loé tCzech
nationalist movement. Central Europe was given lequa
status with the territory of the Austrian Empirette proc-
ess. Geopolitically, it was seen as locked in betwBus-
sian autocracy and German hegemony. In Centralpguro
the Czech nation was to flourish by co-operatinthwhe
other Slavic nations of the Empire (Austroslavisamd
creating a federalisation of Austria-Hungary. Thierdma

of this Czech concept of Central Europe was thatpibr-
ception of the two great powers in West and Easttr@e
Europe as nothing but a danger blocked answersigo t
question of how to handle the Habsburg monarchigie-d
clination to satisfy Czech national aspirations.

This concept of Central Europe faded after the Awstr
Hungarian adjustment [“Ausgleich”] of 1866 and part
larly with the Austrian-German rapprochement duriihg
last third of the 19th century. In its place, tliea of a
Central Europe of nation states emerged, but thst Fir
World War finally put paid to all reform proposdts the
Habsburg monarchy. The idea now arose of making Cen-
tral Europe into a community of modern nations. The
answer to the collapse of the empire was to belerétion

at whose centre was the joint state of Czechoslavdkiis
was the agenda set by Tomas Garrigue Masaryk,ii@ ex
in America, where he founded the Central European De
mocratic Union (Sedoevropskd demokraticka unie).
However, this idea was quickly overtaken by events.
Though the representatives of the various centtab-E
pean nations within the Democratic Union were ineag
ment over wishing to extricate themselves from the
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old empire their ability and, ultimately, their Wib create a
permanent and universally acceptable commonwealth f
the central European area was extremely weak.|Sihaa
remained of the idea of a Central European conétider
was Czechoslovakia. As Czech politicians had fatied
make this the core of a central European commuhiy
saw themselves forced, along with two Balkan states
Yugoslavia and Romania — to build a counterweight t
Hungarian revisionism in the form of the “Little t€nte”.

All externally introduced ideas for a new orderGentral
Europe, for instance thEardieu-Plan similarly failed — at
least on the veto of Germany, which claimed thigae as
its special area of interest. It was not only tbhaaept of
Central Europe that disappeared when the NationzbBo
ists took power. Central Europe itself disappeaeavell

— if not as a politically organised, then at leastan un-
mistakeably distinct — region. Its death knell vgasinded
by the collapse of the “Little Entente” and the Ntm
Agreement.

The various currents of Czech political thinkingatea to
the breakup of Czechoslovakia in Munich and the expe
ence of the Second World War with very differergions
of a Czech and Central European future. The exiled
Czechoslovakian politicians in the West began nagot
for the creation of a Czechoslovakian-Polish coefation
which would have bound two countries which had prev
ously not been on particularly good terms. Thisitsled
as a result of differing views on the relationshipthe
Soviet Union and power struggles between the twmeo
tries. After the end of the war, a further attemwps made
to create a Czechoslovakian-Polish economic unidve T
onset of the Cold War thwarted these plans, howeret,
for a long time Central Europe became part of theemo
all-encompassing communist Eastern Europe.
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After 1948, the Czech debate on Central Europe giiyn
moved to the unsolved issues of Czech nationabriisAt
the centre was the heritage of Austria-Hungary,Glech
national question, sense and non-sense of the Gdleuh-
kian state. This contraction of the Czech debat€entral
Europe was not ended until Milan Kundera’s now-famo
essay of 1984 in which he described — just befwestart of
Perestroika — Central Europe’s shift towards thst Ba its
key problen?. Kundera understood Central Europe first and
foremost as a cultural phenomenon, and in focusinghe
issue of a common culture he also saw the solttiall of
Central Europe’s problems. The rediscovery of Jewis
culture and the many names of central Europearensryit
artists and musicians testify to this. This cultutefinition

of Central Europe forms the base of all abstradtcamcrete
ideas of Central Europe since the fall of the iBumtain and
the names and places that Kundera uses are nowadays
successfully marketed by the tourist industry. B re-
newal of “non-eastern” Central Europe since Kundeaa
had the positive side effect of giving the regiasnaawhole,
always viewed from outside as an unmanageableeafgl
nations and religions, one simple definition withclear
geographic location.

Visegrad — a central European coma patient

This tour d’horizon has shown that Central Europeass
for Central Europeans has up to now had somethirg of
virtual and compensatory nature. In the interwaarge
abstract and concrete concepts of Central Europewiih
each other, during the Second World War, even the Ce
tral Europeans were fighting on different sidesviSo
hegemony finally brought all Central European hgeta
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under one roof. There, they recognised that CeRtredpe
was the only alternative to an Eastern Europecstirgg all
the way from the Elbe to the Pacific, to which thes
signed the Soviet Union, but also the West.

Hence what did and did not constitute Central Eungpe
for a long time determined by specific inside iet#s or
external powers. Central Europeans all had commian-in
ests for the first time briefly towards the endtloé First
World War, then not again until after the estabtisint of
the Soviet hegemony. This was still noticeable fie t
concerted efforts within NATO and the EU. In the9@9
too, as outside pressure welded Central Europeheget
Central European countries rarely hesitated when the
chance of a comparative advantage appeared. Once Cen
tral Europe’s “kidnapper”, the Soviet Union, witlegir
from Central Europe, it became apparent that corafeld
intellectual deliberations were not enough to urthe
Central European countries. The first political clsuvere
fast approaching on the horizon of the culturalliély

When the idea of a Czechoslovakian-Polish confeiberat
was revived by Zbigniew Brzezinski in 1989, Poland
reacted with great interest. However, expectativese
immediately subdued by the reaction in Prague. fidw
Czechoslovakian president, Vaclav Havel, told thisho
press: “Just because you have been advised tddbytla
U.S. politician, Czechs and Slovaks do not have do g
along with it” The foreign ministry in Prague saw the
suggestion as an attempt to build a new regiorualkil It
did not take much to give the impression that theddz
Republic in particular wanted to go west and did mexd
Central Europe for this in the slightest. This waaatly
the Czech intention.

The fate of the Alpine-Adriatic Group, which hadebe
founded in 1989 as the so-called “quadrangle”sitiated
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the problem of achieving political unity in CentElrope
even more clearl¥In the early 1990s, Budapest wanted to
be active in foreign affairs, especially in thisgian.
Czechoslovakia could come along too, if need be. #ed
group did indeed expand in May 1990 to form a “pent
gle”. Poland was also interested in joining. Ttadefd to
occur, as apprehension still existed that Polandhmi
guestion its eastern borders, thus bringing undichjprob-
lems into the “quadranglé®. The Czech President Havel
summed up the reservations at a meeting of Centnal-E
pean countries in Bratislava in April 1990 with theow-
away line that Poland belonged “not inside the traa-
gle”, but inside the Baltic regiort®. This was a confirma-
tion to Warsaw that the Czechs did indeed wish tdtgo
alone, but it did not give up its desire to joinygar later
Poland was taken into the “pentangle” but onlyiimet to
participate in the latter's swan song.

With the fall of Yugoslavia and the Soviet Uniohet‘pen-
tangle” was transformed into the Central Europedatiat
tive, of which the internal arrangement was vefffecént
from its outward goal definition. The extent to whiWar-
saw longed for regional integration was shown blaitis
participation in the founding of the Visegrad Groeyen
before it had joined the Central European Inititfv

Its development produced countless examples ofvew
different the historically shaped interests of thentral
European countries were. Though little divergename
to the surface in the first year of the Visegradr, this
changed with the collapse of Czechoslovakia. From t
outset, Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary ceytainl
had very different motives for forming the Groups #ith
German reunification earlier, the collapse of Yugeis,
the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the pté
Moscow in August 1991, were viewed very differeritly
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Warsaw, Prague and Bratislafahere was no sign what-
soever of a common approach.

Little outside support was forthcoming either, weas
the west European countries were about the sudden
changes. They would rather have seen a sizablditytab
pact to replace the Warsaw Pact, than Central Earope
cooperatiort! In addition, the fact that numerous members
of the former opposition movements were included in
drafting the respective foreign policies did notamehere
were no personal animosities and rivalries. Similiaob-
lems plagued every post communist Central European
society.

Nonetheless, competition for the reputation ascthentry
with least problems was fierce on the march westa:aht
this stage, the belief in a common Central Europzdn
tural heritage and the unifying experience of tightf
against the communist regime was able to coverhep t
disagreements and conflicts. This belief lent theup a
certain cohesive strength, the emphasis on cuhiaheed

it to shake off everything eastern and presenlf issepart

of the West.

But the other Central Europe was simultaneouslyadire
revealing itself and, with its political differerssewas in
no way reminiscent of the cultural idyll. In Polaritie
Jagiellonian Idea was enjoying a revival, fedemiaepts
from the interwar years were streaming into the f@sat-
politik” and with them the idea that Poland coulghect to
play the role of a regional great power, which &ased
conflict with Russia. In Hungary, the “Trianon” arle
concerns about the Hungarian minorities living mlgs
Hungary became important political issues. For the
Czechs, and Slovaks, the collapse of the federatias
followed by much beating about the bush over German
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Czech reconciliation and an ongoing Slovak-Hungarian
squabble.

These were all purely national issues: There wasigo of

a common Central European understanding of thdeprah
let alone a common Central European solution. Folis
disputes with Russia were given short shrift orpjmg-
nored by the other members of the Visegrad Groum-H
gary enjoyed good relations with Russia, to thecB8zRe-
public, Russia was very distant. In Bratislava,tioa con-
trary, there was an attraction to Russia. Hunganjisority
politics on the other hand, threatened to embhail rtorth-
ern members of the Visegrad Group in the problefiiheo
Baltic, from which they were trying rather to diste them-
selves, if anything. Once the West had given thatr@ke
European “Brussels express” the red light, evesrgiting

a partial shunt into the station with the pleasaame of
“Central Europe”, the four countries were certaimp
longer marching in step towards the Wést.

If Central European heterogeneity may have beenedurb
as long as the four countries’ politics were chemésed
by former dissidents, the cohesive bridges werallfin
broken by the Czechoslovakian elections of 1992. The
unifying revolutionary lyricism died down, to beptaced
by a sometimes highly naturalistic transformaticose
which, particularly in the case of Vaclav Klausidttow
the country’s internal reorganisation was now sasfidly
completed and it no longer belonged to Central Beyrdet
alone Eastern Europe but was already part of thetWe
The Prague leadership which took office in mid-188agv
the Visegrad Group as ballast which could only ygela
them on their triumphant procession westwards. @n t
other hand, Slovakia, under the &ite regime, began
again to look east, while relations with Hungaryrsemed.
As this government managed to alienate Poland dis we
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with its foreign policy, the Prague government vaasu-
ally the most important Slovak cooperation partreen

if the former wanted nothing to do with the idearef
gional cooperation apart from “normal relationstvaeen
two nation states.

All this resulted in great disenchantment as thecept of
Central Europe landed on the rough ground of Central
European reality. A change of leadership sufficed the
celebrated Visegrad Group was pronounced clinically
dead. The chances of the Group ever reviving watadr
reduced by the formation of the Central Europeare Fre
Trade Area (CEFTA), which limited the idea of Central
Europe a reduction in customs duties.

The disintegration of Central Europe into an unoiggd
mélée of national special interests could not bedaither

by the common interest shared by Poland, the CReplab-

lic and Hungary in joining NATCE Once the US President
Bill Clinton visited Prague in 1994 it became cl¢hat,
instead of staging a concerted operation, the GleBtiro-
pean countries would rather go it alone in secufimg
themselves a piece of the western cake. The CzeghlRc
excelled particularly at this, which earned it opeiticism

of its uncontrolled behaviour from Budapest and $&ar’
The countries were fortunate in that NATO expansion
depended not so much on their willingness and tyhiti
cooperate but was to a large extent a functiorhefrela-
tions between the Alliance and RusS$ia.

The Visegrad Group finally awoke from the comaaidh
been put in by the arrival of Presidents Vaclawiklg@Czech
Republic) and Vladimir M#ar (Slovakia), when both lost
office in 1998. A further nudge towards closer caragion
was the fact that the Slovak Republic was not éavib the
NATO summit in Madrid in 1997. Finally, in 1998, eth
preparations for the eastern expansion of the Eté wen-
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cretised and the European Commission required dbe f
countries to show that they were mature enougbitohy
cooperating within the Visegrad Grotip.

How much of it remained was clear by 2003 at thesta
when it became apparent that the four countrieddrveon
join the EU. At the meeting of the Council of ther&pean
Union in Thessaloniki, which negotiated the EU Gitms
tional Treaty, the position of the four countrieaswstill
close on those questions on which all countrieeweani-
mous. They were equally unanimous over the questiain
a strengthening of the EU’s security and defendeips
should not lead a weakening of the role of the éthitates
in Europe. However, even the question of instinaldorm
revealed wide divergences in the positing®oland in
particular undermined a common stance by wantirgetod
as an equal partner alongside the main EU cournitréésad
of representing a Central European position aldlegtie
Czech Republic, the Slovak Republic and Hungarytloer
smaller and middle-sized countriédn addition, Poland’s
adulation of the United States went too far not fassome
of the older EU members but also for the other ethre
Visegrad countries.

Conclusion

The Visegrad policy pursued by the four member eoun
tries over the last 15 years have followed foufedént
concept$? Visegrad was vital for Slovakia. As Slovakia
began to orientate itself towards Russia undetidMeit
retained connections to Central and West Europekghtn
regional cooperation. After M@r's downfall, coopera-
tion with Visegrad was crucial to forming ties wittATO
and the EU. The Polish concept of Visegrad, oncther
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hand, was more functionalistic. Warsaw viewed regio
cooperation as a means of strengthening Polanégsimo
Europe and enabling it to achieve its goals in poet-
Soviet region as well as in relation to the westopean

big powers. In the case of Hungary, its Visegraticpo
embrace/s twin concepts. Budapest combines its mabio
intentions with wanting to be part of euro-atlantitegra-

tion, yet integration into NATO and the EU is prety
what has contributed to confining greater-Hungarian
politics in the Central European region. Finallyg tCzech
Visegrad policy is minimalist. Prague never reageded
regional cooperation and showed this, sometimesxto
cess. At the same time, it could not afford to &edlke
group as this would have endangered its reputa®ia
country capable of intergovernmental cooperation.

So the Visegrdd Cooperation represents a compromise
between established national concepts. However, the
geographical borders and internal definitions diff®
much from present Central European alignments that i
none of the four countries can “Visegrad” be coniigly
aligned with tradition and hence historical legdition is
lacking. Rather, it is these very historical isswdsich
hinder the Group’s cohesion whenever an influential
politician or an entire political party drags oné tbe
numerous “skeletons” of the past out of the Ceriralb-
pean cupboard. Consequently, close Central European
cooperation functions only in times of great presstom
outside, whilst in times of external detente, int&drcon-

flict increases.

Translated by Helen Carter, Berlin
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