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	 Recently, the govern-
ments of Poland and Hungary have 
faced increasing criticism from the 
European Union (EU) as “populist, 
xenophobic, nationalist” parties that 
seek to benefit from EU funds while 
undermining EU institutions. While 
there are several definitions of nation-
alism, the ethnic nationalism artic-
ulated by contemporary Poland and 
Hungary can be defined as the glo-
rification of an ethnic population in 
a defined geographical territory that 
shares similar traits amongst its mem-
bers. Conversely, the civic national-
ism espoused by the intentions of EU 
institutions refers to the theory of a 
shared ideological integration within a 
population resulting in shared values. 
Scholars have also noted that while 
there is no widely accepted definition 
of populism since it is not viewed as 

an ideology, it is often found in con-
junction with nationalism and has been 
used to describe the governing parties 
of Hungary and Poland as left-wing 
populists who assert a single percep-
tion of ‘the people’ while purporting 
anti-elitism. 

In order to work towards an 
improved understanding of how 
nationalism has been politically mobi-
lized in Central and Eastern Europe 
(CEE), the case studies of Poland and 
Hungary will be compared given their 
similarities. Namely, in both cases, the 
countries have populist governments 
that have leveraged ethnic national-
ism to advance their culture wars with 
the EU, despite their differing policy 
approaches: Poland’s policies reflect 
fear of imported ideologies, whereas 
Hungary portrays an attack on their 
identity. Specifically, the culture 
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wars waged by Poland and Hungary 
against the EU have been intended 
to protect purported ‘traditional val-
ues’ from being overruled by EU laws. 
In this respect, nationalism has been 
expressed politically in the policies 
of Poland and Hungary through the 
narrative of culture wars by a public 
call to defend their traditional iden-
tity against EU institutions. However, 
these exchanges over values have legal, 
political, and economic implications 
for the relationships of these coun-
tries with the EU. To protect what 
it views as the fundamental rights of 
all EU citizens, the EU Commission 
has taken several legal and economic 
measures to put political pressure 
on Poland and Hungary. These fun-
damental rights are outlined in the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 
European Union, which solidifies the 
rights and freedoms of its citizens to 
liberty, dignity, and equality. Thus, 
this essay will explore how nation-
alism has been expressed as a culture 
war in the policies of immigration and 
family welfare, the usage of these pol-
icies to defend cultural identity, and 
the implications of this culture war  
for the EU.

 
NATIONALISM IN 

GOVERNMENT POLICIES

Nationalism, as expressed polit-
ically in the CEE, underlies the poli-
cies of immigration and family welfare 
in Poland and Hungary. Significantly, 
the Polish state has remained without 
an official national migration pol-
icy since 2016, and the government 
rejected the EU proposed redistri-

bution of migrants in 2017. Yet the 
government faces numerous issues 
in implementing a migration policy, 
including the declining population 
rate and the labor deficit predicted to 
reach -1.5 million by 2025. The Polish 
government has attempted to address 
the declining population and labor 
shortage through family welfare poli-
cies intended to support the expansion 
of Polish families, such as the “Family 
500+” program. Family 500+ aims to 
increase birth rates and has succeeded 
with a 13-17% rise from 2015 to 2017. 
However, this program appears coun-
terproductive in addressing the labor 
deficit, as eligible mothers for the 
program in 2017 would have contrib-
uted an additional 2.5-3% labor supply. 
Accordingly, the primary goal of this 
program is to consolidate Polish iden-
tity within the future labor supply so 
the economy does not rely on imports 
of immigrant labor. Immigration in 
Poland is often restricted to Christian 
migrants from culturally similar coun-
tries, such as Ukraine, as to remain 
resistant to perceived foreign ide-
ologies and continue the narrative 
of Poland’s historic victimization by 
other countries.  Ultimately, the pol-
icies of the Polish government towards 
families and immigration suggest a 
desire to increase domestic birth rates 
to address the declining population 
without increasing immigration. 

Comparatively, the Hungarian 
government has followed a more 
intensive approach to immigration 
due to its geographical location along 
the Balkan route into Europe from 
the Middle East. In 2016 the govern-
ment declared a state of emergency 
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and amended the Criminal Code to 
imprison those who illegally cross the 
fence along the southern border.  Like 
Poland, Hungary also rejected the 
common EU policy on immigration  
and has opted to introduce numer-
ous tax credits and subsidies for large 
families to raise birth rates and address 
the labor shortage.  Orbán’s gov-
ernment has portrayed these family 
policies as an alternative to immigra-
tion that will protect the values of 
the “traditional family” more effec-
tively. To achieve this, the govern-
ment spends roughly 5% of Hungary’s 
annual GDP on family support. This 
extensive spending by the Hungarian 
government demonstrates their com-
mitment to protectionist policies that 
prioritize Hungarian values before all  
EU concerns and is indicative of a 
nationalistic approach. 

In both instances, the govern-
ment policies implemented by Poland 
and Hungary can be viewed as waging 
a culture war against the EU because 
the policies are intended to prioritize 
the well-being of the collective ethnic 
group at the expense 
of upholding EU 
values. These policies 
are a crucial point of 
contention between 
these member states 
and the EU since it 
is viewed as a signif-
icant deviation from 
the European iden-
tity and values that 
ensure the internal cohesion of the 
union. Without this sense of cohesion, 
the EU is concerned that there will 
be a lack of common political ground 

between the EU, Hungary, and Poland 
to conduct political, economic, and 
social relations. On the other hand, 
Hungary and Poland have taken to view 
the resolve of the EU as attempting 
to protect the status quo of the union, 
where the values of countries such as 
Germany and Belgium take precedence 
over traditional values. This senti-
ment has been most clearly articulated 
by Michal Baranowski, the director of 
the German Marshall Fund in Poland, 
who suggested the attitude of Poland 
towards the EU is “yes to Europe, but 
which Europe?”

 
MOBILIZATION OF 

NATIONALISM

Effectively, the populist gov-
ernments of Poland and Hungary 
have mobilized rhetoric of traditional 
identity and family structure through 
various venues to the general pub-
lic. Aside from their immigration and 
family support policies, the Polish 
government has succeeded in encour-
aging nationalism among the general 

public by spurring 
rhetoric of a cul-
tural war against the 
LGBTQ+ ‘threat’. 
This nationalism 
and the subsequent 
polarization of 
Poland were on full 
display when sitting 
Polish President 
Duda campaigned 

on an anti-LGBT platform that dehu-
manized LGBT persons as the prod-
uct of an ideology. The governing 
Law and Justice (PiS) party has also 

Government policies implemented 

by Poland and Hungary can be 

viewed as waging a culture war 

against the EU because the  

policies are intended to prioritize 

the well-being of the collective 

ethnic group at the expensive of 

upholding EU values.
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supported regional governments in 
declaring a zone “free of L.G.B.T.,” 
thus seen as affirming Poland’s com-
mitment to traditional family values. 
These efforts to energize nationalist 
sentiment over the defense of tradi-
tional Polish identity largely support 
the government’s agenda to portray 
the West and the EU as threatening, 
homogenizing forces. Similarly, the 
Polish Catholic Church, which has 
close ties to Polish nationalism, openly 
discusses Muslim refugees as the 
greatest threat to Polish identity since 
they directly oppose Catholic teach-
ings. In this regard, PiS has attempted 
to capitalize on the influx of refugees 
to Europe in the last decade by chan-
neling Polish nationalism through 
the historical identity of the Poles as 
defenders of Christianity since the 
Battle of Vienna in 1683. Using this 
rhetoric, PiS has sought to incite soci-
etal opposition to admitting migrants 

or refugees into 
Poland accord-
ing to the belief 
that migrants 
will threaten the 
traditional values 
of Christianity 
and Polish cul-
ture. The explicit 
pushback of the 
EU against the 
PiS’ rhetoric has 
been that mod-
ern Europe is 
built on toler-
ance and accep-
tance of differ-
ent nationalities 
and ethnicities. 

Conversely, the PiS has pushed back by 
rejecting the EU’s proposed migrant 
quotas intended to facilitate the dis-
tribution of large influxes of migrants 
across all EU states. Overall, Polish 
nationalism has mobilized through 
the larger national myth of Poland as 
the historical defender of the Catholic 
identity, which is perceived as under 
threat from the imposed values of 
religious and ethnic tolerance from 
the EU. 

Similar to Poland, the Hungarian 
government has roused Hungarian 
nationalism by portraying itself as the 
defender of Christian Europe using 
anti-LGBT laws and propaganda on 
immigration. In 2021, the ruling party 
Fidesz passed a law that prohibits any 
portrayal of homosexuality to minors 
under the age of 18, which was justi-
fied as necessary to protect the tradi-
tional family. With similar laws against 
gay marriage, the Hungarian govern-

Poland (dark grey) and Hungary (light grey) have populist governments that 
have leveraged ethnic nationalism.
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ment has incited nationalism, which 
is closely linked to their concept of 
family tradition, as pride in being part 
of the Hungarian ethnic community. 
Moreover, the Hungarian govern-
ment has weaponized xenophobia as 
a political tool to create a siege men-
tality that refugees threaten Hungary 
with “different cultural characteris-
tics.”  Fidesz’s National Consultation 
on Immigration and Terrorism in 2015 
likely contributed to the results of the 
2016 Eurobarometer survey in which 
34% of the population considered 
immigration a major issue, a rise from 
13% the previous year. In a manner 
reminiscent of Polish political rheto-
ric, Fidesz frequently pays tribute to 
the historical narrative of Hungary 
as the defender of Christian Europe 
against invading Muslim Ottomans. 

The EU has attempted to assert 
its values to the Polish and Hungarian 
governments by leveraging its finan-
cial support of regional public infra-
structure to pressure political change. 
In particular, the EU moved to reduce 
its budgetary allocations to support 
public works in Poland and Hungary 
over breaches of the rule of law and 
other principles, which are consid-
ered to include respect for migrant 
quotas and protection of individual 
rights. However, these nationalist 
narratives in Hungary and Poland are 
used to destabilize the power hierar-
chy between the EU and national gov-
ernments by subverting EU authority. 
Specifically, nationalism is used by 
these governments to garner political 
power within the EU itself by champi-
oning alternative values to the liberal 
democratic values of the EU.   

Ultimately, the efforts of the PiS 
and Fidesz governments have import-
ant implications for EU member 
states, in particular, how their policies 
have normalized increasingly author-
itarian measures that undermine the 
rule of law. For example, Hungarian 
censorship of homosexuality amongst 
minors effectively primes Hungarians 
for additional censorship measures 
that are justified as protecting tradi-
tional values. However, when these 
authoritarian measures are combined 
with the rhetoric of ethnic nation-
alism, they threaten EU institutions 
that promote civic nationalism and 
integration. As an illustration, the 
glorified narratives of ethnic national 
majorities in Poland and Hungary 
neglect the social basis of the argu-
ment for further integration with 
the EU, thereby delaying mean-
ingful progress. While both states 
would suggest that the postponement 
of integration is in the best inter-
est of their national sovereignty, this  
intentional delay is a deception 
intended to further the political 
power of PiS and Fidesz. 

Since both parties came to power 
on nationalistic narratives that prom-
ised an alternative to the current EU 
status quo, they both draw on nation-
alism to prolong their tenure in office. 
Consequently, the further production 
of shared values in the EU cannot be 
created between member states that 
do not interact with the same institu-
tions due to a lack of integration. For 
the future of the EU, the continual use 

SIGNIFICANCE OF EU  
 CULTURE WARS
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of ethnonationalism to subvert the rule 
of law by Hungary and Poland could 
threaten the functioning of its liberal 
institutions if the EU is unable to pro-
duce consequences for these states. 
In some respects, this subversion of 
the rule of law has already occurred 
as Poland and Hungary threaten their 
veto capabilities against EU legisla-
tion if either of these states is unwill-
ing to change their rule of law. The EU 
has achieved 
some success 
by withhold-
ing signifi-
cant monetary 
contributions 
to the GDP 
of both coun-
tries, which 
saw some change in indicators of cor-
ruption and the enforcement of the 
rule of law. However, the continued use 
of nationalist narratives and nation-
alism in government policies suggests 
that the membership of Hungary and 
Poland in the EU, under their respec-
tive governments, is a considerable 
internal threat to the mandate of the 
EU that strives to provide an increas-
ingly integrated Europe under demo-
cratic principles. 

While these populists claim to 
represent ‘the people’ of their nations 
and protect them from the political 
will of EU elites, their only legitimacy 
is derived by narrowly defining ‘the 
people’ by ethnicity. The governments 
in Warsaw and Budapest use their nar-
ratives of traditional values standing 
in opposition to the liberal values of 
the EU political elite to show the dis-
tance between the electorate and the 

governing officials in Brussels. One 
way nationalism is used to exagger-
ate this difference is the culture wars 
of PiS and Fidesz waged with the EU 
over Islam and LGBT ‘ideology’ that 
undermine common EU human rights 
and protection against discrimination. 
Consequently, the EU is portrayed not 
as the ultimate authority but as incom-
patible with traditional values and as a 
scapegoat for populist parties to rally 

support in the 
culture war. 
Illustrative of this 
was the response 
of the Polish 
government to 
the common EU 
policy on refu-
gees, rejecting 

the solidarity mandate as a Western  
homogenizing force. Overall, the 
expression and demonstration of 
nationalism by the Polish and Hungarian 
governments have been in the interests 
of consolidating power by undermining 
EU institutions like the rule of law on a 
national and supranational level. 

In conclusion, the policies of 
immigration and family welfare in 
Poland and Hungary are shown to be 
political expressions of ethnic national-
ism that are mobilized by political elites 
to defend traditional identities. As pre-
viously demonstrated, this defense of 
culture wars with the EU on immigra-
tion and LGBT rights serves as a scape-
goat in propagating the national narra-
tive of Poland and Hungary as defenders 
of Christian values. Ultimately, this 
narrative justifies the work of the elites 
in undermining the rule of law and 
increasing their scope of power. 

The continued use of nationalist narratives 

and nationalism in government policies 

suggests that the membership of Hungary 

and Poland in the EU, under their respective 

overnments, is a considerable internal threat 

to the mandate of the EU.
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