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Introduction

Globalization poses various challenges to 
the nation states. With the intensified spatial 
mobility of people more and more nation 
states have found themselves in a situation 
in which they need to tackle the effects of 
losing ethnic-kin citizens due to emigration 
or demographic decline, while at the same 
time new, non-ethnic immigrants settled 
in their territories. Many scholars claimed 
that “The growing international mobility of 
people questions the basis of belonging to 

the nation state” (Castles, S. and Davidson, 
A. 2000, vii–viii) and called attention on that 
traditional understanding of citizenship are 
needed to be reframed taking into consid-
eration the multiple and multi-layered links 
people connected to more than one state and 
society. While some envisioned the erosion 
of traditional understanding of nation state 
sovereignty opening the floor to post-na-
tional or transnational state formations and 
cosmopolitan or transnational citizenship 
(Pogonyi, S. 2011), others pointed out that 
the proliferation of multiple citizenship still 
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suggests the importance of nation state as a 
political entity and citizenship as a legal and 
symbolic form of belonging to it (Perchinig, 
B. and Bauböck, R. 2005). 

Research on migration and politics of citi-
zenship issues in Europe often articulate the 
difference between Western and post-com-
munist Eastern European countries in this 
sense. While multiple citizenship has been 
more and more generally accepted in many 
European states, there is a major Western–
Eastern diversion in the aim and scope re-
lated regulations. The citizenship policies of 
post-communist Eastern European states fo-
cus primarily on co-ethnics and diaspora liv-
ing abroad, while pay very limited attention 
to the immigrants and the integration of im-
migrants. In Central and Eastern European 
(CEE) countries, due to the frequent geopo-
litical changes, ethnic boundaries and politi-
cal borders do not overlap, that provides a 
whole different context and actuality to citi-
zenship and kin-state politics. In contrast, 
dual citizenship in Western Europe is rather 
treated as a tool to mitigate and enhance 
the integration of immigrants (Howard, 
M.J. 2009, 177–178; Sievers, W. 2009, 455; 
Pogonyi, S. 2011, 693). Furthermore, in many 
CEE countries dual citizenship is seen as a 
“threat by an external kin state to the juris-
diction of a neighbouring state over a part 
of its citizen population and over the terri-
tory in which these minority citizens live” 
(Bauböck, R. 2007, 74). Conceiving dual citi-
zenship as a tool for “expanding the national 
community beyond state borders” (Bauböck, 
R. 2007, 70) is well-grounded in the rich lit-
erature revealing the politics of citizenship 
in post-communist countries (Kulu, H. 2000; 
Faist, T. and Kivisto, P. 2007; Bauböck, R.  
et al. 2009; Iordachi, C. 2013; Agarin, T. and 
Karolewski, I.P. 2015)2. These studies reflect 
on the implication of dual citizenship as an 
element in the toolkit of kin-state politics, 
which is in the focus of present research.

2 See also the thematic issue of Minority Studies 
published in 2013:  http://bgazrt.hu/npki/
folyoiratok_en/minority_studies_2012_2015_en/
minority_studies_16_szam_1/

According to one definition, kin-state poli-
tics cover actions to engage and protect the 
so-called ethnic kin communities in neigh-
bouring or nearby states (Waterbury, M. 
2014). Kin-state politics can cover various 
actions that can be grouped as political-legal 
(legal and diplomatic advocacy), economic 
(launching financial aid or other business 
oriented programme), cultural (establish-
ment and funding of kin community educa-
tional, cultural, etc. institutions, scholarship 
programme) and symbolic (the inclusion 
of co-ethnics e.g. by offering citizenship) 
(Waterbury, M. 2010). 

In general kin-state politics target two 
groups: transborder ethnic communities and 
ethnic diasporas. The main difference among 
these groups is how they are formed: trans-
border ethnic minorities emerge due to geo-
political changes and/or shifting borders (e.g. 
Poland, Hungary, Germany) thus these com-
munities became mere victims of political re-
ordering many cases living en masse along 
the redrawn borders (Pogonyi, S. 2011); while 
ethnic diasporas are rather formed through 
migration (e.g. Armenian, ex-Yugoslav or 
Turkish diasporas in Germany) and many 
cases settled far from their homeland. Kin-
state politics, including citizenship politics, 
are sculpted by interests and preferences of 
at least three involved parties, namely the 
state, the kin-state and the co-ethnic group 
(Brubaker, R. 1996). Primarily the fear of in-
security and maintenance of territorial sov-
ereignty explains the heated debate about 
citizenship and kin-state politics as it “raises 
fundamental questions of loyalty and iden-
tity, and in many cases perceived as threats 
by the state on which territory the co-ethnic 
group resides” (Waterbury, M. 2010, 2–4).

It is important to highlight that offering 
non-resident citizenship by a kin-state to the 
co-ethnics is often a tool serving opportun-
istic purposes typically applied by national-
ist parties to gain domestic political support. 
This is especially true when non-resident citi-
zenship comes with voting rights that is suit-
able to influence parliamentary elections in 
the kin-state (e.g. Croatia). On the other hand, 
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any sign of political activation of co-ethnics in 
the host state is perceived a risk as “no sover-
eign state welcomes the political mobilization 
of its minorities by its kin-states” (Pogonyi, S. 
2011, 692). Considering ethnic minority and 
diaspora, non-resident citizenship unques-
tionably conveys a symbolic value, quasi in-
corporating them to the majority society, but 
it would be naive to deny the practical side 
citizenship carries, as it makes available the 
incorporated benefits (e.g. health care system, 
free education, free travel). 

Furthermore, kin-state policy interventions 
are formed by domestic politics and exter-
nal threats and opportunities (Waterbury, 
M. 2010, 16). Any change in any of the fac-
tors will result in modification of the whole 
system, generating response. For instance, 
in case of Romania, the EU accession as an 
external factor, required some fine-tuning 
in the system, which resulted in the drop of 
the number of dual citizenship granted to 
Moldovan citizens (Iordachi, C. 2013).

Among the diverse systems of kin-state 
politics described in CEE countries, Hungary 
is an extraordinary case due to the wide net 
and complexity of such politics provided 
by the country. This is a consequence of 
the existence of more than 2 million trans-
border ethnic Hungarians once belonged to 
Hungary but now forming minority com-
munities mainly along the state border in the 
neighbouring countries (Austria, Slovakia, 
Ukraine, Romania, Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia). 
Consequently, kin-state politics have been 
essential factor in Hungary’s domestic and 
foreign politics (Bárdi, N. 2011; Kántor, Z. 
2014). In the past couple of decades, after the 
collapse of socialism, Hungary has developed 
a well-grounded system of kin-state politics 
offering cultural-economic programmes and 
providing political advocacy to the co-ethnic 
communities. Naturally, similar kin-state pol-
itics are in operation throughout Europe (e.g. 
Fowler, B. 2002; Csergő, Z. and Goldgeier, 
J. 2004; Tóth, J. 2006; Hatvany, C. 2006; 
Pogonyi, S. et al. 2010; Waterbury, M. 2014). 
What makes the “Hungarian model” slightly 
different is the level of activity of state poli-

cies, complexity of programme, and high 
level of institutionalization (Kántor, Z. 2014). 

Hereby, we would like to call attention to 
the reconfiguration of Hungary’s kin-state 
politics towards Transcarpathia, Ukraine fol-
lowing 2014. Primarily driven by domestic 
political motivations in 2010, the Orbán gov-
ernment’s kin-state politics became stirred 
by the geopolitical conflict in Ukraine re-
quiring prompt response to mitigate its con-
sequences. The crisis in Ukraine started in 
2013 when the pro-European Euromaidan 
protest heightened the tension dividing 
Ukraine to its breaking point (Karácsonyi, 
D. et al. 2014). Following the deadly clash-
es, the Russian friendly president, Viktor 
Janukovich left the country in February 2014. 
The new government not only had to man-
age the devastating economic situation, but 
soon it had to tackle the loss of Crimea and 
the hybrid war in Donbas. Three years have 
passed since the beginning of the weaponry 
conflict in Donbas, but every day shootings 
still take their victims, while two non-rec-
ognized puppet states were established in 
Eastern Ukraine. The political crisis and the 
armed conflict have soon turned into eco-
nomic crisis as well; as a result, Ukraine as a 
state has weakened.

In this paper we will focus on the west-
ernmost region of Ukraine, Transcarpathia, 
bordering Romania, Hungary, Slovakia and 
Poland. Transcarpathia (Zakarpattya, in 
Hungarian Kárpátalja, literally Subcarpathia) 
belonged to the Hungarian Kingdom, later to 
the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. After the 
Treaty of Trianon in 1920, the region was 
granted to Czechoslovakia, but between 1939 
and 1944 Hungary regained it back. Between 
1945 and 1991 it was part of the Ukrainian 
SSR within the Soviet Union, and since 1991 
it has been the part of independent Ukraine. 

Although the ethnic diversity, charac-
teristic of Transcarpathia hundred years 
ago, has decreased, still ethnic minorities 
constitute about 20 per cent of the 1.25 mil-
lion inhabitants according to the 2001 cen-
sus. Hungarians (152,000) and Romanians 
(32,000) live mainly en masse along the bor-
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der, but Russian, Roma, Slovak, and German 
communities also found home in the region. 
Even though the state authority has changed 
several times during the 20th century, the pe-
ripheral position of Transcarpathia remained 
constant under any state formation. Its eth-
nically diverse population structure made 
Transcarpathia susceptible to and subject of 
neighbouring states’ politics, out of which 
Hungary’s kin-state policies are in the fore-
front of present article.

Our goal is to identify the push and pull 
factors that trigger recent socio-economic and 
political processes in Transcarpathia (Western 
Ukraine) and the Visegrad Countries (V4). 
By analysing the case of Hungary’s kin-state 
politics targeting post-crisis Transcarpathia 
we intend to show (1) how and in which ways 
a geopolitical conflict and its consequences 
may influence neighbouring or nearby states’ 
kin-state politics; (2) how migration, both 
emigration and immigration, interfere with 
kin-state politics. Furthermore, (3) we briefly 
discuss the political and kin-state policy ac-
tivities of neighbouring and nearby states, 
sometimes competing with each other, fa-
cilitated by the diminished power of the 
Ukrainian nation state in its westernmost 
periphery, Transcarpathia.

We argue that it was the consequences of 
Ukraine’s geopolitical crisis generated such 
push factors that resulted in boosting out-mi-
gration from Transcarpathia, further facilitated 
by pull factors manifested in intensified politi-
cal presence and kin-state politics of Visegrad 
countries are in need of fresh labour force. 

The study is based on 26 semi-structured 
expert interviews conducted in spring 2016 
in Transcarpathia and Budapest, comple-
mented by information deriving from sta-
tistical data, policy documents, and field 
observation.

Hungary’s kin-state politics after 2010

Hungary implemented wide net of poli-
cies for supporting Hungarian communities 
abroad even before 2010. Its basic, consensual 

goal was to maintain transborder co-ethnic 
communities in their homeland (see details in 
Bárdi, N. 2011). The change of government in 
2010, when right-wing Fidesz3 came into pow-
er, was accompanied by shift in Hungary’s 
kin-state politics manifested in more diverse 
policy measures. The new government’s very 
first measure serving the new paradigm in 
kin-state politics was the amendment of the 
Hungarian Citizenship Law resulted in a sim-
plified naturalisation procedure coming into 
force in January 2011. This made it possible 
for people living in the former territory of the 
Kingdom of Hungary (i.e. the Carpathian ba-
sin) to acquire Hungarian citizenship without 
residing in Hungary. Anybody is eligible for 
preferential (re)naturalisation who or whose 
ancestors held Hungarian citizenship once, 
and who proves his/her knowledge of the 
Hungarian language – thus the Law does not 
exclude individuals with non-Hungarian eth-
nic background from the benefits if they are 
able to speak Hungarian.

This law served both symbolic goals in 
the field of domestic politics like compensa-
tion for the failure of referendum about dual 
citizenship for kin-minorities abroad held in 
2004 (see details in Kovács, M. 2007) sup-
ported by Fidesz (opposition party at that 
time) or the re-emerging nation-building 
project (“national reunification”, Pogonyi, S. 
2015), and pragmatic goals such as to expand 
the governing Fidesz’s voter base with new 
non-resident citizenship. The latter was made 
possible with the amendment to the Act on 
Electoral Procedure adopted in 2012, which 
allows non-resident Hungarian citizens to 
participate in Hungarian parliamentary elec-
tions. As studies (in keeping with our recent 
field experiences) have pointed out, this 
might be seen as a mere export of home af-
fairs to the transborder Hungarian communi-
ties (Pogonyi, S. 2014) with less consideration 
of its effect on specific minority identities or 
emotional consequences of the transborder 
Hungarian communities. Instead, dual citi-

3 Fidesz: Fiatal Demokraták Szövetsége – Federation of 
Young Democrats.
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zenship can be seen as a tool for the power to 
manipulate transborder communities using 
them to tackle its legitimacy demand (Papp, 
Z.A. 2017; Pogonyi, S. 2017).

Beyond the extended citizenship and vot-
ing rights, post-2010 kin-state politics con-
tains several old or only redesigned policies. 
For example, the main goal of the policies 
for Hungarian communities abroad still 
aims at facilitating prosperity of Hungarian 
communities and preserving their identity 
in their homeland. Beside the aims in the 
field of identity politics, economic goals are 
becoming more and more important espe-
cially since 2014: “Hungary and the neigh-
bouring countries have to strive to achieve 
positive economic developments in the re-
gion, which will motivate both younger and 
older generations to stay and work in their 
homelands” (MPAJ 2011, 13). From economic 
point of view, ethnic kin became valuable for 
Hungary for two reasons: they constitute a 
valuable asset, whose migration to Hungary 
would satisfy the country’s demographic and 
labour force needs in the most cost-effective, 
smoothest way. At the same time, they are 
considered to be an asset as well if remain-
ing in their homeland, because Hungary’s 
kin-state politics can rely on them to fulfil 
Hungary’s regional economic and geopoliti-
cal goals. As a Hungarian representative of 
kin-state politics put it:

“… these [transborder Hungarian] communities 
are considered to be a bridgehead in Hungary’s 
economic expansion in the Carpathian Basin.” 
(Representative of Hungarian kin-state politics  
regarding Transcarpathia, Budapest)

This calls attention to the (long-standing) 
conflict of interest of Hungary’s kin-state poli-
tics: whether to help transborder Hungarian 
communities to stay in their homeland or en-
hance their migration to Hungary to satisfy 
the country’s demographic and labour needs. 
Since the political transformations in 1989, 
all political forces in Hungary have explicitly 
supported the first goal; however, some of the 
measures implemented implicitly served the 
second aim. The amendment of the Hungarian 

Citizenship Law reflects such controversies: 
however, it does not support directly ethnic 
kin’s migration to Hungary but still facilitates 
it. Nevertheless, kin-state politics lacking 
a clear, coherent, one-way road, they serve 
both aforementioned directions instead. As 
Çağlar and Gereöffy noted “it is the contro-
versies in Hungarian diaspora politics which 
impeded the development and the implemen-
tation of a comprehensive migration policy 
in Hungary” (Çağlar, A. and Gereöffy, A. 
2008, 333). Contemporary kin-state politics are 
not without such controversies although they 
clearly communicate welfare in the homeland 
as a final goal together with collective rights 
and autonomy, which reflects that nowadays 
the balance between migratory and diaspora 
(ethnic) politics shifted towards the first one, 
primarily as a consequence of the extension 
of the Hungarian citizenship.

Migration from Ukraine to Hungary: driving 
forces permeated by kin-state politics

After some years of slightly declining number 
of migrants during the time of global economic 
crisis, the migration from Ukraine to Hungary 
has risen again since 2011. As 70 per cent of 
the migrants are ethnic Hungarians and 97 per 
cent are able to speak Hungarian (Kincses, Á. 
2015), human mobility between Ukraine and 
Hungary can be considered as ethnic migra-
tion (see Feischmidt, M. and Zakariás, I. 2010). 
The migratory process is concentrated in geo-
graphical terms: 90 per cent of the migrants 
originate from Transcarpathia (Karácsonyi, D. 
and Kincses, Á. 2010). Based on the statistics on 
birthplace, one can see a boost in the number 
of people born in Ukraine in the last five years, 
from around 20,000 in 2011 to 48,000 in 2015 
(Figure 1). This increase can be explained only 
by the migration of Hungarian citizens from 
Ukraine triggered by the possibility to apply 
for non-resident Hungarian citizenship, as the 
number of Ukrainian citizens in Hungary did 
not reach this rate before 2011.

As a result, approximately 70,000 new 
citizenships were granted to Ukrainian citi-
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zens between January 2011 and April 2014 
(Soltész, B. and Zimmerer, G. 2014, 125); 
moreover, another 79,000 applications were 
submitted by June 2016. This means that 
application for Hungarian citizenship from 
Ukraine reached 149,000 (Kántor, Z. 2016), 
approximately the same number as that of 
ethnic Hungarians in Ukraine according to 
the 2001 census. This implies two conclu-
sions: (1) as the number of ethnic Hungarians 
in Ukraine is estimated to have fallen to 
cca. 140,000 by 2010 due to the high rate of 
emigration (Molnár, J. and Molnár, D.I. 
2005; Karácsonyi, D. and Kincses, Á. 2010), 
Hungarian citizenship must have been ap-
plied for by several non-Hungarians;4 and (2) 
more applications were submitted in the two 
years between April 2014 and June 2016 than 
in the previous three years. This shows that 
the Donbas conflict has triggered new wave 
of interest towards the simplified naturalisa-
4 In line with these figures, news estimate the number 

of Ukrainian and Russian citizens who paid for fake 
language proficiency and fake Hungarian ancestors 
to gain Hungarian citizenship to tens of thousands. 
http://index.hu/gazdasag/2016/09/22/kettos_
allampolgarsag-biznisz_200_vadlott_kisvardan/

tion process (mostly in Transcarpathia). Even 
though Ukraine does not recognize dual citi-
zenship, and those who acquire Hungarian 
citizenship risk to lose Ukrainian one, no 
sanctions have been applied against it in gen-
eral (unlike in Slovakia) (Shevel, O. 2010).

Naturally, gaining citizenship is only the 
tool that facilitates migration, but the rea-
sons for emerging wave of emigration from 
Ukraine should be traced back to several push 
and pull factors. The most important push fac-
tors are economic and security reasons. Main 
goals of Euromaidan, namely cleaning up cor-
ruption and putting the country’s economy 
back on a fast track, seem to fall behind,5 while 
the devaluation of hryvna, the unleashed in-
flation, or the seven-fold increase of gas price 
laid extreme burden on population.6 Due to 

5 Ukraine’s GDP fell by 7 per cent in 2014 and 
more than 10 per cent in 2015. This could not be 
counterbalanced by the slight increase (2%) in the 
GDP in 2016.

6 Meanwhile, food prices have multiplied, and the 
increase in wages and pensions (by 8% to 10% on 
average) have not followed the unleashing inflation. 
Inflation rate was 25 per cent in 2014, 43 per cent in 
2015 and 12 per cent in 2016.

Fig. 1. Migration from Ukraine to Hungary by birthplace and citizenship. 
Source: Hungarian Central Statistical Office
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the devaluation of the hryvnia, the value of 
the anyway low wages further decreased. In 
addition, war tax was levied and the wages of 
the public employee was frozen. 

Even though Transcarpathia lies more 
than 1,000 km far from Donbas, the war 
has a heavy effect on the region as well. In 
Transcarpathia the wages are even 20 per 
cent lower than the Ukrainian average,7 
while living costs are constantly increasing. 
Due to the devastating economic breakdown 
and the ongoing war in Donbas, the every-
day living circumstances deteriorated rap-
idly in Transcarpathia. Thousands of men, 
especially Transcarpathian Hungarians, es-
caped to Hungary and later on to other EU 
countries to avoid the conscription and/or to 
seek job opportunities.

Since the central government in Kyiv is pre-
occupied with the ongoing hybrid war and 
its domestic consequences, Transcarpathia, 
as periphery both in geographical and po-
litical sense (Jordan, P. and Klemenčić, N. 
2003), receives limited attention from the cen-
tre. While, on the one hand, it imposes heavy 
burden on the regional administration, on 
the other hand the limited attention of Kyiv 
and the proximity of border has its advantag-
es as well: since the control of central power 
over Transcarpathia has been diminished 
and the Ukrainian state is not providing or 
not able to provide basic public duties (e.g. in 
the fields of education and health care) that 
increased the scope of action of the region’s 
authorities to attract and accept external 
sources (i.e. funds by the Visegrad Countries, 
primarily Hungary, Czechia and Poland) to 
maintain the basic public services or launch 
development programmes. 

All in all, the above factors like unemploy-
ment, economic downturn, falling living 
standards, feeling of insecurity and hopeless-
ness contributed to the intensification of – al-
ready high – emigration of Transcarpathians. 

7 According to the State Statistics Service of Ukraine, 
per month average salary in Transcarpathia as of 
January 1, 2016 reached only 3,419 UAH (129 EUR) 
lagging behind Ukraine’s average (4,362 UAH = 
165 EUR).

We argue that the migration has become the 
new normal. This phenomenon threatens the 
existence and future of the Transcarpathia 
Hungarians: 

„Lot of people left. For us to sustain the Hungarian 
community in Transcarpathia would have been es-
sential. But the dual citizenship simplified their emi-
gration. Not only to Hungary, but they simply left to 
England, Germany, Czechia. Wherever.” (University 
lecturer, Uzhhorod)

At the same time, Hungary, similarly 
to other V4 countries, has been also facing 
serious and long-term demographic loss, 
which is exacerbated by heavy emigration to 
Western Europe in the past years resulting in 
a shortage in the skilled labour force in some 
sectors (Blaskó, Z. and Fazekas, K. 2016). 
This threatens the economic growth. The fast-
est way for the resupply of the missing la-
bour force could be immigration (EMN 2015): 
for instance, according to the Confederation 
of Hungarian Employers and Industrialists 
Hungary should attract hundreds of thou-
sands of skilled labour force from abroad.8 
But hundreds of thousands of immigrant eth-
nic kin would threaten the future of trans-
border Hungarian communities and the main 
goals of Hungary’s kin-state politics, thus 
only non-Hungarians would meet the crite-
ria. The missing labour force could be substi-
tuted with migrants and refugees, who have 
been arriving in the EU in the last couple of 
years, but the Hungarian government follows 
a radical anti-immigration campaign and 
consistently refuses to accept non-European 
migrants or refugees (see Melegh, A. 2016). 

Under such circumstances Ukrainians, 
physically and culturally closer to 
Hungarians, have become valuable assets; 
in addition, due to the crisis in East Ukraine 
thousands of underpaid, skilled workers be-
came internally displaced to whom working 
in Hungary might represent a reasonable 
choice (e.g. due to the geographic vicinity in 
comparison to Czechia, for instance:
8 http://index.hu/gazdasag/2016/07/05/magyar_

gyarosok_varganak_250_ezer_vendegmunkas_kell_
ide_azonnal/ (2016-08-15)
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“It is a fact that lack of skilled workers in Hungary 
has reached an alarming level. And Hungary would 
not wish to rely on the recent middle-eastern migra-
tion wave when looking for replacement (…), thus, 
looking around in the region, and learning from the 
examples of other Visegrad Countries, we find the 
Christian Ukraine, with an enormous size of skilled 
labour force.” (Representative of Hungarian kin-state 
politics regarding Transcarpathia, Budapest)

Summarizing the migratory processes 
from Ukraine to Hungary, we conclude that 
the amendment of the Hungarian Citizenship 
Law eased and speeded up emigration of 
Transcarpathia Hungarians to Hungary im-
mediately after it came into force. Although 
this consequence of the law did not coincide 
with official principles of Hungary’s dias-
pora (ethnic) politics, we argue that it was 
not unexpected for the legislator in 2010 
as policy documents (indirectly) refers to 
it: Hungary and the whole region “cannot 
and does not intend to resist international 
trends of increasing mobility” (MPAJ 2011, 
13). Nevertheless, this slight change favour-
ing Hungary’s migratory policies was only 
acceptable for decision-makers until the 
persistency of the Hungarian community in 
Transcarpathia was not threatened by seri-
ous emigration flow of ethnic Hungarians.

Hungarian policy measures and emerging 
competition for human resources in 
Transcarpathia after the Euromaidan

Policies for sustaining Hungarian community 
in Transcarpathia („staying in homeland”)

Transcarpathia did not receive special at-
tention in the frame of the Hungarian kin-
state politics in the first years after 2010. 
But the concatenation of events unfolded in 
Ukraine since the end of 2013, mainly the 
armed conflict in East Ukraine, dramati-
cally changed the region’s geopolitics and 
the migratory processes, which challenged 
Hungary’s envisioned politics and enforced 
instant actions. Thus in the past years, the 
support for Transcarpathia by the Hungarian 

government was overrepresented compared 
to other neighbouring regions inhabited by 
Hungarians. 

One of the main goals of the programmes 
implemented by the Hungarian government 
aimed at fostering prosperity of minority 
Hungarians in their homelands. However, 
in the background of these projects one can 
find other motivations than to help sustain-
ing of ethnic Hungarians in regions they 
were born to namely to create clientelistic 
and patronage relationships extend across 
the border (Waterbury, M. 2010; Nagy, B. 
2014; Pogonyi, S. 2017). Nevertheless, due 
to the limited available resources this goal 
can only be achieved in less developed, 
non-EU regions such as Vojvodina (Serbia) 
and Transcarpathia (Kiss, T. 2015; Bárdi, N. 
2016). In addition, beyond supporting eth-
nic kin, the Hungarian government recently 
seems to buy influence in the whole region. 
The main purpose of this expansion is to ac-
tively engage in the quest for the most im-
portant resource of the weakened Ukraine, 
the labour force. In the followings, these two, 
simultaneously existing, sometimes closely 
intertwined strategies are divided into pro-
jects for „staying in homeland” and projects 
for “channelling labour forces to Hungary”, 
although the dividing line in between is 
sometimes quite blurred.9

Even though it is quite difficult to separate, 
we try to structure the so-called „staying in 
homeland” policy measures according to 
their proposed target groups. Some meas-
ures are beneficial for the wider community 
(including subsidies for institutions), while 
others target individuals. For instance, tak-
ing over some of the Ukrainian state func-
tions in the fields of education, economic 
development and health care is considered 
to be valuable for the whole community. At 
the same time, it also means an opportunity 
for Hungary to strengthen its power posi-
tion in Transcarpathia. With funding such 
tasks instead of the Ukrainian state, Hungary 
(like Czechia and Poland) – driven by their 
9 Only projects and policies started in the last five 

years are highlighted in this section.
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own urgent need of labour force replacement 
– were ready to jump into the slight power 
vacuum and have intensified and diversified 
their presence in Western Ukraine.

Among community support by Hungary 
the “Egán Ede program” should be high-
lighted, which provides 12 and 20 billion 
HUF (39 and 65 million EUR) non-refundable 
subsidy and preferential loan for enterprises 
in Transcarpathia in the fields of agriculture, 
tourism and manufacturing industry be-
tween 2016 and 2018.10

There are also numerous renovation pro-
jects since 2014, but especially from 2015, that 
were exclusively financed by the Hungarian 
state. To offer one example: in 2015 the dor-
mitory in Uzhhorod University was thor-
oughly renovated (see more details in Erőss, 
Á. et al. 2016). Beside the development of the 
Hungarian Department of Uzhhorod National 
University, the Transcarpathian Hungarian 
College in Berehove, numerous schools, 
kindergartens or small health care units got 
refurbished. Due to the fact that Ukraine’s 
economy is in a critical condition and region-
al funds and other support are very limited, 
such developments are appreciated by the lo-
cal inhabitants, regardless of ethnicity.

Considering the second big group of sup-
ports, several applications are available for 
individuals. This includes for example the 
various educational scholarships which have 
been long time present in Hungarian kin-state 
politics or the novel form of financial subsidy 
– salary supplements. Latter was introduced 
in 2015/2016 school year and at first it was 
granted to those teachers and other adminis-
trative staff that work with Hungarian classes 
in Transcarpathia. Individual applications for 
this grant are collected in dedicated offices 
of the foundation of KMKSZ, one of the two 

10 Albeit non-Hungarians are also eligible for 
application, applications should be submitted 
in Hungarian, furthermore applicants or the 
representative of enterprise have to prove his/
her knowledge of the Hungarian language with 
Hungarian Certificate or documents proving 
Hungarian educational attainment or language 
certificate. http://www.eganede.com/

Hungarian ethnic parties in Ukraine.11 The 
aim of the salary supplement is to offer better 
living circumstances for those who work in 
Hungarian schools and it wished to reduce 
the emigration of teachers, which is by now a 
common problem in Transcarpathian schools 
(Kovály, K. et al. 2017). 

Later on series of government declarations 
were accepted to offer similar individual fi-
nancial aid for doctors, nurses, art teachers, 
journalists and clergymen who visibly indi-
cate to offer patient care, courses, and any 
other services in Hungarian. Given the fact 
that neither Hungarian citizenship nor any 
statement of belonging to Hungarian commu-
nity is a precondition, the subsidy cannot be 
considered as ethnically exclusionary. Rather 
it mirrors the double endeavour to look after 
the co-ethnic community in need, while at the 
same time, next to the quite easily accessible 
Hungarian citizenship, offers a tempting ad-
ditional reason for non-Hungarians to set up 
links with local Hungarian community.

Policies for attracting Ukrainian workers to 
Hungary („channelling human resources to 
Hungary”)

Policy measures aiming to attract Ukrainian 
labour force to Hungary can be divided into 
two main categories: pragmatic and sym-
bolic ones. The most important pragmatic 
measures were introduced in Hungary in 
2015 and 2016: Hungarian Government im-
plemented the necessary law amendments 
to be prepared to the reception of tens of 
thousands of non-EU-member (preferential-
ly Ukrainian) guest workers (Élő, A. 2016). 
Besides, another brand new phenomenon 
is the education of Hungarian language for 
Ukrainians. While in case of ethnic Hungar-
ians to acquire Hungarian citizenship has 
become pure formality, for non-Hungarian 
speaker Transcarpathians proving the mini-
11 KMKSZ (Kárpátaljai Magyar Kulturális Szövetség 

– Ukrainian Hungarian Cultural Federation in 
Transcarpathia) has been strongly patronized by 
Fidesz in the last years.
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mal necessary language proficiency entails 
the only impediment. In recognition of this, 
in the 2015/2016 school year free-of-charge 
language courses were organised by Hunga-
ry. Thousand pupils study Hungarian as for-
eign language, 500 as extra-curricular activity 
while courses run on 105 sites throughout the 
region. The increasing interest towards Hun-
garian language has aroused business inter-
est as well: Hungarian language courses are 
mushrooming in private language schools all 
around Transcarpathia (see Photo 1). 

We argue that the motivation of Hungary 
in organizing free-of-charge language cours-
es is quite clear: to attract desperately needed 
labour force. At the same time, the motiva-
tion of ethnic Ukrainians when learning 
Hungarian is to gain Hungarian citizenship 
which serve as a golden ticket to enter the 
EU job market: 

„Who is enrolled in a Hungarian class has a differ-
ent motivation. Those who choose to learn English, 
German, or even Polish need the language either for 
business reasons or because they intend to find job 
in Poland. Those who visits Hungarian classes only 
wish to take the auth to the citizenship. Their only 
ambition with the classes is to learn enough to be 
able engage in a small talk while submitting the pa-
perwork.” (Language teacher, Uzhhorod)

The second group of actions belongs to 
the symbolic politics (or gesture politics), 
which aims at winning the sympathy of the 
Ukrainian population towards Hungary and 
Hungarians, thus increasing their interest in 
job opportunities in the western neighbour, 
non-Slavic country. As part of gesture poli-
tics Hungary financially covers such tasks 
and projects which would generally be the 
responsibility of the Ukrainian central or 
regional government/administration (for 
example, infrastructure development of 
various Ukrainian schools and establish-
ment). To offer an examples, a statue of Taras 
Shevchenko, the Ukrainian national poet, 
was installed in Berehove, the cultural centre 
of Transcarpathian Hungarians with a 50–50 
per cent Hungarian–Ukrainian ethnic ratio, 
financed by the Hungarian state.

The examples of the numerous projects 
listed above might illustrate that via diver-
sified kin-state activism, Hungary is not 
merely nurturing good neighbourly and in-
terethnic relations but taking actions in order 
to recruit a fresh active labour force among 
Transcarpathian Hungarians and Ukrainians, 
to buy influence and setting up a clientele:

 „Essentially, the Hungarian presence substitut-
ing or replacing the Ukraine state in Transcarpathia 
has an ever growing influence.” (Representative 
of Hungarian kin-state politics regarding 
Transcarpathia, Budapest) 

This policy resonates to the features of 
trans-sovereign nationalism described 
by Csergő, Z. and Goldgeier, J. (2004). 
According to their description, kin-states 
apply tools and rhetoric of trans-sovereign 
nationalism to project a certain identity and 
political influence externally into neighbour-

Photo 1. Poster advertising Hungarian language course 
in Mukacheve (May 2016). (Photo by Popovics, P.)
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ing states. It does not merely target co-ethnic 
minority groups offering them the feeling of 
being incorporated to the nation, but at the 
same time it can be seen as a way to “set-
tle score” with neighbours, shed light on the 
uneven power position between the states 
(Waterbury, M. 2014). Such a “petit im-
perialism” has been present in CEE states’ 
politics. As Melegh, A. (2002, 129) described 
when analysing the discursive framework 
of Hungarian Status Law “frustrated politi-
cal communities classed as inferior find their 
own Easterners to exclude, to control and to 
civilize” thus inviting post-colonial critique 
to the explanation of kin-state politics.

Competing kin-state politics: quest for the 
labour force

The geopolitical shift and the relative power 
vacuum created by the diminished power of 
the Ukrainian state induced activity of Po-
land and Czechia as well. These activities 
mostly aimed at attracting human resources 
from Ukraine, as from agriculture to IT or 
tourism, both Czechia and Poland are in de-
mand of labour force (Leontiyeva, Y. 2014; 
Józwiak, I. and Piechowska, M. 2016).12 In ad-
dition, the Visegrad Countries “openly state 
that they prefer migrants from Ukraine due 
to their cultural affinity” (Jaroszewicz, M. 
2015, 5). Before the introduction of simpli-
fied naturalization, Hungary was more of a 
blind spot on the map of Ukrainians seek-
ing a job abroad due to the serious linguistic 
barrier (Hungarian, unlike Polish and Czech, 
is not a Slavic language) and offering lower 
wages than Poland or especially Czechia. 
In the quest for a Ukrainian labour force by 
the Visegrad countries, Hungary, thus, has 
been in a handicapped position. Further-
more, both Poland and the Czech Republic 
have been traditional destination countries 
for Ukrainian migrants looking for short or 
12 As Uherek phrased Czechia (at least until the 

period of 2008 economic crisis) “treated Ukraine 
as a reservoir of inexpensive flexible labour force” 
(Uherek, Z. 2016, 5).

long term occupation (Lendel, M. 2015). Due 
to cultural, geographical and linguistic vi-
cinity, the attraction of Ukrainian workers 
seems obvious choice, thus both countries 
elaborated complex procedures to enhance 
migration from Ukraine. 

In Poland Ukrainians compose the biggest 
immigrant community. The recent crisis in 
Ukraine triggered new wave of migration 
which is clearly reflected in Polish statis-
tics (Józwiak, I. and Piechowska, M. 2016). 
Poland has accepted series of administra-
tive measure to facilitate migration. Polish 
Charter (Karta Polaka) came into effect in 
2008 offers unrestricted stay and access to the 
Polish labour market, education and social 
services targets only foreigners of Polish ori-
gin; and it should be evaluated as quasi-cit-
izenship (Waterbury, M. 2009; Karolewski, 
I.P. 2015). But since the most of the im-
migrants to Poland is ethnic Ukrainians 
(Jóźwiak, I. and Lugosi, N. 2016) who can-
not apply for Polish Charter, Poland intro-
duced the simplified procedures of gaining 
short or long term work permits opened for 
Ukrainians as well (Jaroszewicz, M. 2015). 
That procedure makes the relatively cheap 
workforce available for Polish business sec-
tor while – since the Polish state does not 
carry the costs of integration programmes 
or migrant’s social accommodation – it is 
also a cost effective solution to tackle the la-
bour shortage in certain segments of Polish 
economy (Józwiak, I. and Piechowska, M. 
2016). Furthermore, Polish universities offer 
tuition free education and scholarships for 
Ukrainian citizens. As a result, in 2015, 20,000 
Ukrainian students have pursued studies in 
Polish universities. Even though Poland is 
more active in Western Ukrainian territories 
once belonged to Poland, in the last couple 
of years Polish educational institutions so 
as companies intensified their presence in 
Transcarpathia as well (Photo 2).

Despite major immigrant or refugee influx 
is not reported in Czech statistics from post-
conflict Ukraine (Uherek, Z. 2016), the earlier 
existing migration trends and numbers seem 
to stabilize. Nevertheless, certain new fea-
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tures have evolved, for instance the increase 
of permanent residence permit holders in 
Czechia might suggest the growing inten-
tion among Ukrainian migrants to settle for 
a longer period in the country (Drbohlav, 
D. and Seidlová, M. 2016). Relevant to pre-
sent article is the appearance of the so called 
“Polish route”: it refers to a recently reported 
phenomenon when Ukrainian citizens – to 
avoid the expensive and far more difficult 
Czech visa procedure – apply for Polish visa 
to enter Czechia, their original destination 
(Drbohlav, D. and Seidlová, M. 2016, 122). 

Although the Czech Republic did not in-
troduce any measure like Polish Charter, but 
it also intensified its presence in Ukraine: 
in 2014 five new visa issue offices were 
opened in the country, out of which one is in 
Uzhhorod, Transcarpathia. At the same year, 
after Kyiv and Lviv, the third Czech consu-
late was opened in Uzhhorod. Furthermore, 
there is an on-going negotiation about a 
centre that would assist Ukrainian citizen to 

access the Czech labour market.13 Czechia fi-
nancially supports the teaching of Czech lan-
guage in several schools in Transcarpathia. 

Recently, the plan of opening a Czech 
Cultural Centre in Uzhhorod also appeared 
in press.14 The Centre would offer Czech lan-
guage courses and the language exam issued 
by the Centre would exempt students tak-
ing another language exam when applying 
for Czech universities. Similarly to Poland, 
Czechia also offers a variety of scholarships 
for Ukrainian youth. Next to the close linguis-
tic ties, historical contacts from Czechoslovak 
times between 1919 and 1939, and the al-
ready functioning migration networks the 
above policies also contribute to that among 
Transcarpathians Czechia is the most popu-
lar migration destination (see Čermáková, 
D. 2014; Drbohlav, D. and Valenta, O. 2014; 
13 http://zak.depo.ua/ukr/zak/v-uzhgorodi-vidkriyut-

tsentr-dlya-poshuku-roboti-v-chehiyi-08092015131700 
(2016 -10-10)

14 http://uzhgorod.net.ua/news/79760 (2016-10-15)

Photo 2. Advertisement of a Polish university in Uzhhorod, the seat of Transcarpathia. (Photo by Erőss, Á.)
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Kovály, K. and Čermáková, D. 2016) offering 
various job opportunities (Photo 3).

Other countries neighbouring Trans-
carpathia (Slovakia, Romania) does not at-
tract significant number of guest workers 
from Ukraine. Romania offer non-resident 
citizenship on request for ethnic kin (pri-
marily in Moldova and Ukraine) since 1991, 
expanded to third-generation descend-
ants of former Romanian citizens in 2009 
(Iordachi, C. 2013; Waterbury, M. 2014), but 
in Transcarpathia, gaining Romanian (as EU) 
citizenship encourage for working in western 
countries, chiefly in Czechia, rather than in 
Romania (Jóźwiak, I. 2014).

Conclusion

The Ukraine crisis and its consequences, the 
overall geopolitical shift in regional power 
relations generated novel threats and oppor-
tunities for the Hungarian kin-state politics 
in which its flagship project, the preferential 
(re)naturalization, plays a crucial role.

When in 2010 the Hungarian parliament 
accepted the amendment of Hungarian 
Citizenship Law, enabling former citizens 
of the Hungarian Kingdom to acquire 
Hungarian citizenship without residing in 
Hungary, it was communicated by the gov-
ernment as a gesture, the symbolic reunifica-
tion of the nation, rather than a policy with 
practical and direct effect. We argue that fol-
lowing the outbreak of the Ukraine crisis this 
has changed in regards of Ukraine due to the 
boosting out-migration of ethnic Hungarians 
and emerging slight power vacuum in the 
western peripheries of Ukraine. Moreover, 
severe demographic and labour shortage in 
Hungary also contributed in re-evaluating 
aims and tools of Hungary’s kin-state politics 
in Ukraine. The new circumstances simulta-
neously provided opportunities and posed a 
threat to the well-built system of Hungarian 
kin-state politics that was necessary to tackle, 
thus it resulted in major modification of poli-
cies targeting Transcarpathia.

Following 2014, the Hungarian govern-
ment has elaborated several economic 

Photo 3. Bilingual (Ukrainian and Hungarian) billboard in the outskirts of Uzhhorod offering legal job op-
portunities in Czechia. (Photo by Tátrai, P.)
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and cultural programmes and projects in 
Transcarpathia targeting Hungarian and 
non-Hungarian communities as well. These 
projects, measures, and occasionally the take-
over of some of the Ukrainian state functions 
– favouring not only the ethnic Hungarians 
but the whole population of Transcarpathia 
– simultaneously serve Hungary’s ethnopo-
litical goals (i.e. maintaining the Hungarian 
community in Transcarpathia), the expan-
sion of Hungary’s positions in Ukraine and 
the enticement of the Ukrainian workforce to 
Hungary. The policies of “staying in home-
land” and “channelling human resources” 
have reproduced the traditional conflict 
of interest in Hungary’s kin-state activism 
sometimes neutralizing each other.

Beside Hungary, Poland and the Czechia 
has also been interested in expanding their in-
fluence in Ukraine to attract human resources. 
As a consequence, competing kin-state poli-
tics emerged among V4 countries. In this race, 
in which previously Hungary occupied a dis-
advantageous position, the easily accessible 
Hungarian citizenship might be suitable tool 
to reposition Hungary among V4 countries in 
the emerging quest for the Ukrainian labour 
force. Thus we argue it is not by chance that 
Hungarian authorities turn a blind eye to the 
tens of thousands of individuals with non-
Hungarian background who applied for (and 
gained) Hungarian citizenship.

All in all, the status of Hungarian citizen-
ship as an element of kin-state politics target-
ing transborder Hungarian communities has 
been enriched in Transcarpathia where – es-
pecially following 2014 – it rather represents 
a pragmatic tool embodying practical op-
portunities, even material benefits tempting 
for non-Hungarians as well. Nowadays in 
Transcarpathia Hungarian citizenship helps 
to escape conscription and serves as a golden 
ticket to enter not only the Hungarian, but 
more the European Union’s job market or 
education system.

However, up until nowadays these policy 
measures by Hungary stimulated almost ex-
clusively the emigration of Transcarpathian 
Hungarians, rather than attracting ethnic 

Ukrainian workforce, opening a new mo-
bility channel that leads directly to Western 
Europe. Consequently, Hungary’s kin-state 
politics not only contribute to the decrease of 
the number of Transcarpathian Hungarians, 
but there is a high risk that – with their 
Hungarian citizenship – they will resettle in 
Western Europe, not in Hungary.
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