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Memory, Trauma and the Securitization 
of Migration in Contemporary Hungary
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Resumo
Este artigo discute as estratégias discursivas empregues pelo Primeiro-Ministro Húngaro 
Viktor Orbán e que materializam a securitização da migração através da invocação de ele-
mentos mnemónicos, designadamente, a memória e o trauma. As estratégias discursivas 
identificadas foram produzidas no contexto da crise europeia de refugiados. A literatura 
internacionalista tem debatido as práticas discursivas e não discursivas que resultam na se-
curitização da migração. Todavia, a literatura não tem desenvolvido a articulação entre (in)
segurança, migração, memória e trauma. O artigo baseia-se na Análise Crítica do Discurso 
e na geopolítica crítica para discutir como o discurso político pode enquadrar o fenómeno 
migratório partindo de uma perspetiva securitária e recorrendo a argumentos mnemónicos. 
Foram identificadas diversas categorias discursivas que correspondem à referida articulação. 
Argumenta-se que discutir a migração estabelecendo essa articulação permite a Orbán (re)
construir a localização ontológica da Hungria deslocalizando-a para a Europa Central e de 
Leste e para a esfera russa de interesses.
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Abstract
This article discusses discursive strategies employed by Hungary’s Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán that embody the securitization of migration through mnemonic elements, namely, 
memory and trauma. The discursive policies that have been identified were produced in the 
context of the European refugee crisis.  Literature in International Relations has debated 
the discursive and non-discursive practices that result in the securitization of migration, yet 
there exist few studies that articulate the junctions of (in)security, migration, memory and 
trauma.  This article draws from Critical Discourse Analysis and critical geopolitics to dis-
cuss how political discourse can frame migration from a security perspective through the use 
of mnemonic arguments. Textual categories corresponding to intersections of migration, (in)
security, memory and trauma were identified.  I argue that linking migration to these topics 
has allowed Orbán to (re)construct Hungarian ontological location, relocating the country in 
relation to Central and Eastern Europe and placing it within the arena of Russian influence.
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1. Introduction
Europe is living one of the most turbulent periods of its history. After a financial 
turmoil, a refugee crisis arose that demonstrated the existence of fractures among 
the European Union (EU) member-states. Several European countries contested the 
europeanization of refugee policies, namely, the policy for the resettling of refugees 
among EU member-states (Orbán, 2016a). 

The Prime Minister of Hungary, Viktor Orbán, is at the forefront of such contes-
tation (Orbán, 2016a). This article intends to discuss Orbán’s approach to migration 
and asylum through his discursive practices, highlighting how those practices argue 
the question of migration and asylum through mnemonic elements. Thirty-eight 
speeches and interviews delivered by Viktor Orbán, between 2014 and 2017 were 
addressed and five discursive strategies were identified: (1) “clash of civilizations”, 
purposive non-integration and dissimulated goals, (2) sovereignty, securitization 
and national identity protection, (3) migrants as biopolitical threats, (4) occupation 
memories and trauma and (5) (re)defining Hungary’s ontological and geopolitical 
location. The five discursive strategies that were identified are interdependent since 
they all contribute to the construction of a cascade securitary argument against Is-
lamic migration flows sustained by mnemonic elements (Orbán, 2016a).

The article is structured in several sections. The first part discusses the articula-
tion between memory, trauma and the securitization of migration in Hungary, con-
textualizing such articulation through some insights regarding Hungarian historical 
developments. The paper is theoretically framed combining literature in the field of 
critical geopolitics, trauma and cultural memory studies as well as cultural geogra-
phy. The second part discusses the use of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as a fun-
damental methodology within critical geopolitics and also clarifies the methodolog-
ical options of the article, specifically, concerning discourse selection. The following 
sections develop the discursive strategies employed by Viktor Orbán and mentioned 
above. Finally, the manuscript concludes by resuming its main findings, namely that 
discussing migration by establishing articulations among (in)security, memory and 
trauma allow Orbán to (re)construct Hungarian ontological location, dislocating it 
towards Central and Eastern Europe and to the Russian influence arena.

2. Memory, Trauma, Migration and Hungarian Historical Geography
The articulations between memory, trauma, (in)security and migration are deeply 
cultural since they deal with how societies interpret the time of their historical ex-
istence (Edkins, 2003, pp. 1-19). The association between historical memory and cul-
tural memory is crucial since the latter endows resonance to concrete historical facts 
(Halbwachs, 1950, pp. 25-28; Hutchinson, 2010, p. 69). Trauma, frequently, emerges 
in political discourse as an insurance that the past can be (re)constructed as a reality 
(Kaplan, 2005, pp. 1-23). Therefore, memory and trauma influence public policies 
through the production of political subjectivity (Hutchinson, 2010, p. 69). The pro-
duction of political subjectivity is very relevant since memory and trauma help to 
shape political identities, particularly, what Light (2010) and Young (1453) designate 
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as “spaces of the nation”. The articulation between trauma, memory and geopolitics 
transforms the concept of territory, stimulating the emergence of concepts like “Am-
erasian geography” (Kim, 2004, p. 109), “memory geopolitics” (Zhurzhenko, 2007, p. 
1) or “geographies of memory” (Legg, 2007, pp. 456-466; Till & Kuusisto-Arponen, 
2015, p. 293). 

The importance of discursive analysis to the discussion of mnemonic practices un-
derpins the contributions of critical geopolitics for the field of memory studies (Ó Tu-
athail, 1999). This analytical approach of geopolitical thought considers that geopoliti-
cal discourses constitute theoretical conductors that allow deconstructing the meaning 
of territorial spaces (Kim, 2004; Ó Tuathail, 2005). Accordingly, just like “geographical 
spaces”, trauma and memory might also be defined as “geographical sites” constituted 
by discursive regimes (Legg, 2007, pp. 456-466; Ó Tuathail, 2005). In this context, how 
mnemonic practices influence geopolitical representations assumes fundamental im-
portance for critical geopolitics (Dittmer, 2010, p. 158). The concept of “memory geo-
politics” highlights how mnemonic elements assume a component of robust articula-
tion between the geographies of space and power (Zhurzhenko, 2007, p. 1).

The concept of “geographies of memory” reinforces the importance of cultural 
memory studies and cultural geography for the study of how migration can be framed 
through the articulation between trauma and memory (Till & Kuusisto-Arponen, 
2015, p. 293). In the words of Till and Kuusisto-Arponen (2015, p. 291), discussions 
on the significance of “place” emerge in contexts where “unsettled pasts resurface 
unexpectedly in ways that dislocate present day uses”. The inflow of refugees can be 
understood in a context where the current use of the territory was “dislocated” which 
led to discursive regimes based on “unsettled pasts” (Till & Kuusisto-Arponen, 2015, 
p. 291). If the past can have a condition of “unsettlement” (Till & Kuusisto-Arponen, 
2015, p. 291), trauma bears a condition of “mobility across spaces, places and times” 
(Coddington & Micieli-Voutsinas, 2017, p. 1). Such mobility happens through pro-
cesses of embodiment since trauma “travels in and through bodies” highlighting its 
emotional dimension (Coddington & Micieli-Voutsinas, 2017, p. 1). 

In the case of refugees’ flows to Europe, Hungarian official narratives have estab-
lished an association between the “significance of the past in the present” and the 
“spatial contexts of memory” (Till & Kuusisto-Arponen, 2015, p.291). As can be seen 
through Orbán discourses, such an association explores what Till and Kuusisto-Ar-
ponen (2015, p. 291) designate as “emotional geographies”. The concept of memory 
is highly contested (Erll, 2011). In fact, it was the return of nationalism that fostered 
the proliferation of memory studies (Olick, Vinitzky-Seroussy & Levy, 2011, p. 3). 
However, the relationship between memory, trauma and governmental politics has 
always been difficult (Edkins, 2003). As Pierre Nora argues, through his concept of 
“lieux de mémoire”, “sites of memory” emerge due to the non-existence of “real en-
vironments of memory” (Nora, 1989, p. 7). Such absence allows for the manipulation 
of mnemonic elements, particularly, in societies affected by historical discontinui-
ties (Nora, 1987). Concerning Central and Eastern Europe, World War II and the 
subsequent Soviet rule have caused such historical discontinuities by “interrupting” 
histories of “ethnic diversity” (Piekut & Valentine, 2017, p. 175). In this context, the 
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recent question of refugees trying to reach European countries produced “xenopho-
bic” reactions that should be understood as the outcome of specific “histories and 
geographies” (Valentine, Piekut, Winiarska, Harris & Jackson, 2015, p. 568).

The discourses of some European leaders in the context of the refugee crisis has 
demonstrated the adoption of securitary and ecologic approaches to migration that 
stresses how migrants constitute a threat, not only to the security but mainly to the 
identity of host countries (Marcelino, Ferreira & Mazzaglia, 2016). In Hungary, Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán has entitled his perspectives on migration and asylum under 
the designation of “Kulturkampf”, understood as a strategy to defend his Christian 
and nationalist perspectives (Mayer & Prantner, 2015, p. 4). Viktor Orbán’s “cultural 
struggle” consists of a wide project whose goal is to impose Orbán’s “right-wing and 
xenophobic ideology on all walks of life” (Paterson, 2012, p. 8). 

Literature has tried to understand the reasons that account for Central and East-
ern European leaders’ hard views on refugees (Mayer & Prantner, 2015). Mayer and 
Prantner (2015, pp. 13-14) argue that Central and Eastern European leaders’ perspec-
tives may be explained through mnemonic arguments, namely these countries’ his-
torical experiences of occupation that have fostered nationalist feelings. Decades of 
resistance to Soviet rule and occupation have shaped the character of contemporary 
Central and Eastern leaders who, frequently, invoke Christian resistance to uphold 
their beliefs (Mayer & Prantner, 2015, p. 20). In the words of Mayer and Prantner 
(2015, p. 20), Central and Eastern leaders do not only uphold “religion and freedom 
against communism but mainly the west against refugees”. Drakulic (2015, p. 1) also 
claims that mnemonic factors, namely the trauma and the “suffering” experienced 
by Central and Eastern European societies during periods of totalitarian rule, con-
stitute a possible explanation for their present responses to the refugee’s drama, since 
a “competition for victimhood” can be perceived between Central and Eastern Euro-
pean societies, who still feel they are victims of communism. Traumatic experiences 
under communist rule were associated with equally traumatic experiences under 
“Turkish, that is, Muslim rule” (Drakulic, 2015, p. 5). Such association and the mem-
ory of fights against the Turks to protect Christianity empower contemporary anti 
refugees’ discourses (Drakulic, 2015).Muslim and Soviet traumas conducted to the 
fostering of xenophobic feelings against foreigners, particularly, those coming from 
specific geographies and to the need to ensure sovereign, independent and ethnically 
homogeneous national states (Drakulic, 2015; Mayer & Prantner, 2015). 

However, it is in Hungary that a campaign to securitize migration flows has had 
an increasing impact (Szalay & Göbl, 2015, p. 2). As Szalay, and Göbl (2015, p. 2) 
argue, the upsurge in antagonism concerning refugees entering into Hungarian ter-
ritory is directly related to governmental securitization operations. In Hungary, the 
prejudice against migrants has been fuelled by national authorities, allowing for the 
conclusion that, in this country, nationalism may be a very suitable “lens through 
which to understand prejudice” (Valentine et al., 2015, p. 568). 

In fact, Hungary has suffered from diverse experiences of occupation, loss of 
sovereignty and territorial turmoil, which may be interpreted as constituting an ex-
planation for governmental representations of migrants and refugees as threats to 
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national attempts to (re)construct the nation, to decide who “belongs” to the com-
munity (Valentine et al., 2015, p. 568) and, above all, to autonomously proclaim a 
communitarian right to “prioritize” the control of national territory (Darling, 2010, 
p. 134). Viktor Orbán discursively “frames” the question of Muslim migration in Eu-
rope through what Tharoor (2015, p. 6) designates as “grand historic terms”, funda-
mentally based on mnemonic elements, namely the invocation of “Hungary’s history 
of conquest under the Ottoman Empire” (Tharoor, 2015, p. 10).

In Hungary, the percentage of migrants (4.56%) is relatively low (Kirk, 2016). The 
Muslim minority represents fewer than 1% of the Hungarian population (Tharoor, 
2015, p. 6). The European refugee resettlement scheme, decided by the EU, would 
represent, in the Hungarian case, about 307 refugees for a “total allocation based on 
20.000 persons” (European Comission [EC], 2015, p. 36). In a referendum promoted 
by Viktor Orbán, held in 2016, concerning Hungarian refugee policy, the turnout was 
below 50%, turning the referendum invalid (Barata, 2016, p. 1). However, amongst 
those who voted, more than 98% were against the EU refugee policies, namely the 
imposition upon Hungary of allocation quotas (Barata, 2016, p. 3). Referendum re-
sults can be interpreted as an embarrassment for Orbán and his plans for unleashing 
a cultural “counter-revolution” in Europe that would overthrow liberal ideas, namely 
refugee assistance, and establish traditional values like “identity-based notions of 
family, community and Christianity” (The Economist, 2016, p. 3). What, therefore, 
needs to be discussed is how Hungary’s historical path helps to explain Orbán’s dis-
courses against migrants and refugees?

Ethnic diversity was a reality for the most of Hungary’s history (Molnár, 2001). 
Between the eighteenth century and the twentieth century, the Hungarian territory 
was constituted by a slight majority of non-Magyar inhabitants who were never 
assimilated by the Magyar population (Molnár, 2001). The outcome of the Second 
World War led to the “brutal” eviction of Germans residing for centuries in Hungary 
(Keegan, 2005, p. 496). As Kegan (2005, p. 593) argues, the resettlement policies de-
veloped after the Second World War,

returned ethnic frontiers in Europe largely to those that had prevailed at 
the creation of Charlemagne’s empire at the beginning of the ninth century, 
solved at a stroke the largest of ‘minority problems’, and ensured Soviet dom-
ination of central and eastern Europe for two generations to come.

Ethnic heterogeneity was replaced by ethnic homogeneity (Keegan, 2005). After 
the end of Soviet rule, Hungary went through a difficult transition to democracy, 
particularly in the mid-1990s, when nationalism and anti-Semitism became a part 
of the Hungarian political discourse (Molnár, 2001, p. 262). In Molnár’s (2001, pp. 
343-344) words:

[a]t the heart of the debate was a spurious problem: that of ‘Magyarity’: since 
society was broadly homogeneous and its relations with small minorities, with 
the exception of the Gypsies, fairly unproblematic, questions about ‘Magyar-
yty’ clearly related to one group (the Jews), one ideology (the alleged cosmo-
politanism of those who were not Magyar enough) and one policy (economic 
liberalism).
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It should be noted that Hungary has a considerable number of ethnic Hungarians 
spread among neighboring countries (Marshall, 2017, p. 13). Also, political develop-
ments throughout the 1990s allowed the conclusion that the Hungarian population 
“largely refused market liberalism” which may explain the rise to power of FIDESZ 
(Saxonberg, 2001, p. 393). The stage was set for the arrival of Viktor Orbán to Hun-
garian politics.

3. Critical Discourse Analysis: the Methodological Framework
One of the main methodological instruments in the field of critical geopolitics is 
CDA (Müller, 2011). Discourse is considered one of the most important concepts for 
the study of geopolitical practices (Müller, 2011). Discourse allows the construction 
of “geographical understandings” (Ó Tuathail & Agnew, 1992, p. 191). Policy issues, 
like migration, are “rendered meaningful through already existent “geographical-
ly-infused reasoning” (Ó Tuathail & Agnew, 1992, p. 191). In the words of Ó Tuathail 
and Agnew (1992, p. 192), “geography as a discourse is a form of power/knowledge 
itself. Ó Tuathail and Agnew (1992, p. 192), therefore, propose a new definition of 
geopolitics as a practice materialized through discourse that allows decision-makers 
to give spatial meaning to the world, enhancing its specific geographies, humanities 
and dramas.

The theoretical roots of CDA are fundamentally articulated with a critical per-
spective concerning the performative role of social sciences (Fairclough & Fair-
clough, 2012, pp. 78–81) since CDA can help to question how political discourses 
may “(re)produce social domination” (Van Dijk, 2009, p. 639). Literature employing 
CDA regards language as a “social practice” (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997, p. 258) and 
focuses on how language, ideology and power are intertwined so to empower, re-
ify or contest “structural relations” of “dominance” (Wodak, 2001, p. 2). The option 
to employ CDA as an epistemological and methodological tool compels authors to 
contemplate the historical contexts that frame social structures and discursive prac-
tices, specifically, regarding the discursive representation of public policies (Reisigl 
& Wodak, 2001, p.41).

CDA has been employed to deconstruct the “speech acts” of political leaders, 
namely, concerning discursive legitimation strategies (Fairclough, 2003; Fonseca & 
Ferreira, 2015; Van Dijk, 1998). It has also been applied in studies within the field of 
political science that address issues whose discursive dimension call for such kind of 
methodology (Van Dijk, 1997, p. 12). Migration as a social and public policy question 
is one of those issues (Charteris-Black, 2006). In the field of International Relations, 
CDA has also been employed as a methodology, namely, in studies that address the 
articulation between identity, discourse and political action (Casula & Perovic, 2009) 
or in research in the arena of European foreign policy (Aidin-Düzgit, 2013).

Memory and trauma are recurrent themes in migration studies (Goldman, 2011). 
However, the focus is frequently located on migration flows and their traumatic expe-
riences (Goldman, 2011) and not so much on host societies’ mnemonic perspectives 
and discourses on migration questions. Those discourses are increasingly framed 
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by the articulation between migration, (in)security, memory and trauma (Innes & 
Steele, 2014). 

Such articulation needs to be empirically documented through discourse analy-
sis. The selection of discourse analysis as an epistemological tool allows for the es-
tablishment of a bridge with critical geopolitics (Müller, 2011). The goal is to argue 
that, in the particular case of Viktor Orbán, discussing migration by establishing 
articulations among (in)security, memory and trauma allows him to (re)construct 
Hungary’s ontological and geopolitical location.

To discuss how Viktor Orbán has been establishing such an articulation, thir-
ty-eight speeches and interviews, delivered by Orbán between 2014 and 2017, were 
selected. The selection of official speeches was made isolating the discourses where 
the question of migration and asylum were discussed by Orbán. The majority of 
those statements was retrieved from the Hungarian government official home-
page. Speech selection was complemented with interviews made to the Hungarian 
Prime Minister. With the goal of ensuring the representativeness of the sample of 
discourses, a four-year temporal period was selected and the speeches chosen were 
made in distinct events of Hungarian political life. Since Orbán debates the question 
of migration and asylum very often, it was possible to identify five discursive catego-
ries that will be discussed in the following sections. Those categories are: (1) “clash 
of civilizations”, purposive non-integration and dissimulated goals, (2) sovereignty, 
securitization and national identity protection, (3) migrants as biopolitical threats, 
(4) occupation memories and trauma and (5) (re)defining Hungary’s ontological and 
geopolitical location. Representative excerpts of Orbán’s speeches were organized 
into tables located at the end of each discursive category.

3.1 “Clash of civilizations”, Purposive Non-Integration and Dissimulated Goals
As an argument, Bernard Lewis’ (1990) “clash of civilizations” has a profound geo-
political nature, since it was devised to perpetuate conflict and cultural prejudice in 
international relations (Huntington, 2011; Saïd, 1996). The “clash of civilizations” 
stands out as one of the main discursive strategies of the Hungarian Prime Minister, 
since he recurrently accentuates the dangers arising from what he represents as the 
interaction between non-compatible civilizations (Orbán, 2016j). Orbán is explicit 
concerning the incompatibilities between Western and Muslim civilizations (excerpt 
1), as well as regarding the main differences between “Europe” and the “Muslim 
world” (excerpt 2).

According to the argument concerning the “clash of civilizations”, which is a key 
securitary explanation for understanding international events (Saïd, 1996), Orbán 
employs a language that inflates the dangers coming from refugee flows (Orbán, 
2016a). In the case of excerpt 2, the argument concerning the differences between 
the two “civilizations” is associated with a biopolitical rationale that accentuates “an 
aging Europe and a young Muslim world”. Also, multiculturalism is represented as 
a possible source of conflicts, since Orbán equates migration and refugee flow with 
territorial occupation (Orbán, 2016c).



52

Revista Portuguesa de Ciência Política

Associated with the use of a discourse underpinning the notions of territorial 
occupation, of the ethnic “restructuring” of the Hungarian population, of the “re-
placement of civilizations” and of the constitution of “parallel societies”, all argu-
ments very prone to the invocation of mnemonic feelings, it can also be observed the 
use of metaphors related to natural catastrophes, like “floods” and “storms” (excerpt 
3/ excerpt 42). This kind of metaphors is recurrent in migration discourses (Chart-
eris-Black, 2006).

Excerpts 3, 4 and 5 illustrate very well what literature within CDA, and predom-
inantly, literature discussing “discriminatory discursive strategies” designates as 
“negative other presentation”, meaning representing a group, through stigmatization 
and stereotyping, as having negative cultural characteristics, and as being a source of 
threat and deviant behaviour (Flowerdew, C. S. Li & Tran,2002, p. 11). 

Building fences are, in this context, a way for Orbán to ensure what Darling 
(2010, p. 134) designates as an autonomous communitarian power to “prioritize” the 
control of national territory. Such right is argued as endangered by the europeani-
zation of migration policies and by what Orbán considers to be the real risk of the 
disappearance of European culture (Orbán, 2017i).

In association with the argument concerning the “clash of civilizations”, another 
idea frequently employed by Orbán concerns purposive non-integration, meaning the 
evidence that migrants and asylum-seekers do not wish to integrate into host coun-
tries, but have malicious intentions, namely the occupation of Europe (excerpt 6).

Orbán puts himself in a counter-culture position, claiming that his arguments 
defy European political correctness and expose not random but previously organized 
motives of refugee flows (the “masses”) coming to Europe (Orbán, 2016c). Excerpts 
6 and 7 constitute paradigmatic examples of a particular “discriminatory discursive 
strategy”: “delegitimation” (Flowerdew et al., 2002, p. 12). This discriminatory strat-
egy” tries to “discredit” and “disempower” specific “minority groups” by character-
izing them as “violators of pivotal social norms” (Flowerdew et al., 2002, p. 12).

The previously organized motives of refugee flows assume a securitary and an 
economic nature (excerpt 5). Following Orbán, refugee flows have the unlawful in-
tent of keeping their traditions, while taking advantage of the “European standards 
of living” (excerpt 6). The argument on purposive non-integration is articulated 
with the reification of the belief that refugees have dissimulated goals and that their 
qualification as asylum seekers is not credible since their intentions are mainly eco-
nomic (excerpt 7). Following Orbán, however, it is impossible to distinguish between 
genuine refugees and false asylum-seekers (excerpt 8). Orbán proposes to establish 
a screening process for refugees outside EU borders (excerpt 9). However, he also 
claims that only Europeans fleeing their homes due to refugee flows can qualify as 
real refugees (excerpt 12). 

However, two more ideas are reified by Orbán concerning the dissimulated goals 
of migrants. Firstly, the idea that refugee’s distribution through quotas is “inhu-
mane” because the goal of refugees is to go to Germany (excerpt 10). Finally, Orbán 
explicitly argues that refugees are potential left-wing supporters, which means that 
refugee flows are a way to “import left-wing voters to Europe” (excerpt 11).
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Table 1. “Clash of civilizations”, purposive non-integration and dissimulated goals

Excerpt 1 “The civilization that stems from Christianity and the civilization that stems from Islam are 
not compatible” (Orbán, 2016j).

Excerpt 2 “The reality is that unless we put our foot down very soon, we will see an unmanageable level 
of tension between an aging Europe and a young Muslim world, between a secular and faith-
less Europe and an increasingly fervent Islamic world” (Orbán, 2016b).

Excerpt 3 “We do not want parallel societies, we do not want the restructuring of our population, and we 
do not want to replace Christian civilization with a different form. [t]herefore, (..) we are not 
allowing migrants to flood us” (Orbán, 2017i).

Excerpt 4 “The reality is that those coming here have no intention whatsoever of adopting our way of 
life because they see their own as more valuable, stronger and more viable than ours” (Orbán, 
2016b).

Excerpt 5 Migration turned out to be the Trojan horse of terrorism. [m]igration turned out to be a false 
solution to labor shortages (Orbán, 2017k).

Excerpt 6 “The people who seek to come here do not want to live according to our culture and customs, 
but according to their own – with European standards of living” (Orbán, 2017n).

Excerpt 7 “These people are not coming to Europe because they seek safety, but because they want a 
better life than that in the refugee camps” (Orbán, 2015f).

Excerpt 8 “There was no chance of us screening out those who posed a danger to us” (Orbán, 2016b).

Excerpt 9 “The goal is not to manage migration well, but to stop their entry: to stop them outside our 
borders, and there, separate genuine refugees from other migrants” (Orbán, 2017l).

Excerpt 10 “The first is that it is an inhumane proposal (migrant’s quotas distribution) because if someone 
is transported to some other place, they will have to be tied to a tree there, as otherwise, they 
will simply go back to Germany” (Orbán, 2016l).

Excerpt 11 “All indirect evidence and experience point to the vast majority of these migrants later becom-
ing left-wing voters, once they have settled down. Consequently, future left-wing voters are 
being imported into Europe. [f]rom a legal point of view, however, the situation is clear: there 
are no grounds for asylum” (Orbán, 2015d).

Excerpt 12 “We will, of course, be letting in genuine refugees: Germans, Dutch, French and Italians, terri-
fied politicians and journalists, Christians who have been forced to leave their homes and who 
here in Hungary want to find the Europe they have lost in their homelands” (Orbán, 2017k).

3.2 Sovereignty, Securitization, and National Identity Protection
Viktor Orbán’s arguments against refugee flows depart from what he interprets as 
the Hungarian need to maintain its cultural and civilizational integrity (excerpt 13). 
Arguing migration and refugee flows as questions of “existential significance” (ex-
cerpt 14) conducts to the usage of a securitary language that overestimates the exis-
tential, security and cultural threats represented by migration flow to contemporary 
societies (Orbán, 2015a). Therefore, a language of survival is frequently employed 
(excerpt 15).

Excerpts 15 and 18 constitute examples of another “discriminatory discursive 
strategy”, specifically, “scare tactics”, through which the migrants are represented as 
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an “alleged threat to the interests and privileges of the dominant group” (Flowerdew 
et al., 2002, p. 11). Discourses using this “discriminatory strategy” employ exagger-
ated figures in order to cause panic: “extinction”, “survival”, “dramatic increases in 
crime”, “assault”, “horrors” or “wave of fundamentalists” (Flowerdew et al., 2002, p. 
11; Orbán, 2015a, 2017j).

A securitary language and a rhetoric of survival is associated, in Orbáns’ discur-
sive economy, to the legitimation of border patrolling policies, including the con-
struction of the fence to halt refugee flows, to the highlighting of defense policies, 
characterized as a “fundamental instinct”, and to the normalization of the idea that 
migrants constitute natural sources of aggression (excerpts 16 and 17). Border pa-
trolling policies assume two meanings in Orbán discourse: the Hungarian and Eu-
ropeans borders are physical, but the borders also have a moral dimension (Smith, 
2010). Such moral dimension leads Orbán to accentuate how refugee flows endan-
ger the Christian European heritage, which Orbán represents as potentially feebler 
compared to other cultures (excerpt 18), as well as threaten the Hungarian political 
system (excerpt 21). The alleged defense of the European moral heritage conducts 
Orbán to discursively construct an antagonism between national states and the Eu-
ropean Union, accused by Orbán of not respecting the ideal of national sovereignty, 
of wanting to impose a “United States of Europe”, of europeanizing migration pol-
icies — namely through refugee policies — and of reifying liberal ideas, explicitly, 
that refugees do not constitute a threat and that multiculturalism is a good policy 
(excerpts 19 and 20).

The denial to accept multiculturalism drove Orbán to refuse the European refu-
gee allocation system, to call for a referendum on such matter, to represent multicul-
turalism as a “problem”, and, finally, to uphold that refugees should not have basic 
political rights, not even the right to a “better life” (excerpts 22 and 23).

Table 2. Sovereignty, securitization, and national identity protection

Excerpt 13 “We want to preserve Hungary as a Hungarian country” (Orbán, 2015a).

Excerpt 14 “The migration flow is a historic challenge of existential significance” (Orbán, 2016d).

Excerpt 15 “What is at stake today is Europe and the European way of life, the survival or extinction 
of European values and nations – or, to be more precise, their transformation beyond all 
recognition” (Orbán, 2015a).

Excerpt 16 “It is difficult to understand the weakening of our civilization’s natural and fundamental 
instinct for the defense of ourselves, our families, our homes and our land” (Orbán, 2016b).

Excerpt 17 “There are always countries which want to preserve their Christian cultural identity, while 
others want to disregard this, a decisive battle is about to develop here” (Orbán, 2017g).

Excerpt 18 “If Europe allows cultures to compete, then the Christians will find themselves on the losing 
side” (Orbán, 2015f).

Excerpt 19 “Similarly, a fair number of centers of financial and political power in Brussels also have a 
vested interest in erasing national structures, and eliminating national identities” (Orbán, 
2015a).
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Excerpt 20 “Instead, they (EU leaders) say, people (migrants) can freely go to wherever such a life is 
available. [i]f we allow space for this belief it will destroy Europe, its culture and its eco-
nomic system” (Orbán, 2016k).

Excerpt 21 “Muslims will establish their own parties as soon as their populations are high enough” 
(Orbán, 2016k).

Excerpt 22 “A better life cannot be seen as a fundamental right” (Orbán, 2016o).

Excerpt 23 “Today, however, increasing numbers of people see multiculturalism not as a solution to 
problems, but as the cause of them” (Orbán, 2015a).

3.3 Migrants as Biopolitical Threats
The argument that migrants constitute biopolitical threats is developed through 
demographic allegations, namely, that migrants have higher fertility rates than the 
populations of their host countries (excerpt 24). Orbán claims that refugee flows will 
cause demographic and ethnic imbalances, which will assume “existential” dimen-
sions in regarding endangering the survival of “indigenous” populations (excerpts 
24, 25). Demographical imbalances are heightened, so Orbán claims, by the fact that 
there is an intention of purposive non-integration between Muslim and Christian 
communities, materialized in the impossibility of inter-ethnic marriages and by the 
reality of parallel societies (excerpt 26 and 27). There is also the discursive suggestion 
that the majority of refugee flows are young men at the peak of their reproductive 
lives (excerpt 26).

It has to be taken into consideration that Hungary is an ethnically homogeneous 
country only since the end of World War II (Kegan, 1997, p. 496). This fact gives 
emotional resonance to Orbán’s claims that Hungarians are threatened by refugee 
flows and that the European system for refugee allocation may reverse the ethnic 
composition of the country (excerpt 28).

Excerpts 25, 27, 28, 31 and 32 are examples of a fourth “discriminatory discur-
sive strategy” designated as “blaming the victim”, through which there is an attempt 
to “justify” discriminatory attitudes concerning certain minority groups, who are 
transformed into “scapegoats”, thus reinforcing their alleged “guilt” concerning the 
“course of events”, as well as strengthening the opposition between “we” (the major-
ity) and “them” (the minority) (Flowerdew et al., 2002, p. 11).

One of the solutions for the demographic and biopolitical problem identified as a 
threat by Orbán is, in his perspective, to adopt public policies centered on the family 
and spiritual renewal (excerpt 29). Viktor Orban’s rhetoric is focused on arguing that 
refugees and migrants, namely young male refugees, are a threat not only to future 
generations but also to women. That explains why he refers to the trauma of the al-
leged 2015/2016 sexual assaults in Cologne (excerpt 30).

Finally, to endow his discursive utterances with credibility, and since some of his 
claims constitute clear fallacies, Orbán inflates his allegations by using emotional 
language, metaphors and hyperboles (excerpt 31 to excerpt 33).
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Table 3. Migrants as biopolitical threats

Excerpt 24 “The Muslims undertake to have many children, more than we, Europeans do. [w]e, Euro-
peans place ourselves before everything, including children sometimes. If we take in Mus-
lims in large numbers, it is a simple mathematical question to estimate what the country 
will look like in 20 years’ time” (Orbán, 2016j).

Excerpt 25 “This is a matter of life and death: we are talking about fundamental issues related to our 
very existence. [i]f we look at the shifting ethnic balances and the difference in fertility rates 
between the indigenous population and those who have newly arrived, simple mathematics 
tell us how many years it will take before there are as many of them as of us, and when they 
will be the majority” (Orbán, 2016k).

Excerpt 26 “It takes a vivid imagination to believe that young Afghan men will marry into traditional 
German Christian families or Christians into Muslim families en masse” (Orbán, 2016k).

Excerpt 27 “In states with traditional Christian-based legal systems, there are Arab families who may 
comply with the law on the surface, but who in reality live their private lives according to 
the culture and legal system of their country of origin” (Orbán, 2016k).

Excerpt 28 “And one morning we could wake up and realize that we are the minority on our own con-
tinent” (Orbán, 2015c).

Excerpt 29 “And there is another view, held by Central Europe – and, within it, Hungary. [o]ur view is 
that we must solve our demographic problems by relying on our own resources and mobi-
lizing our own reserves… by renewing ourselves spiritually” (Orbán, 2017c).

Excerpt 30 “I do not want my children to grow up in a world where something like Cologne can hap-
pen” (Orbán, 2016a).

Excerpt 31 “If somebody takes masses of non-registered immigrants from the Middle East into a coun-
try, this also means importing terrorism, criminalism, anti-Semitism and homophobia” 
(Orbán, 2016a).

Excerpt 32 “Mass migration is a low stream of water persistently eroding the shores. [i]t is masquer-
ading as a humanitarian cause, but its true nature is the occupation of territory” (Orbán, 
2016c).

Excerpt 33 “We cannot fail to mention that we are all – both you and we – in the midst of a major Eu-
ropean debate. To simplify the essence of this debate, the question here is this: migrants or 
our own families” (Orbán, 2017d).

3.4 Occupation Memories and Trauma
The use of textual references to mnemonic elements in Viktor Orbán’s discursive 
regime is a pillar of his communication strategy. It involves, above all, references 
to historical events and personalities, in an almost messianic attempt to intertwine 
the present with the past, linking those events, specifically traumatic events, with 
present Hungarian public policies in the migration and asylum arenas (excerpts 34 
and 35). Also, the Hungarian Prime Minister frequently establishes a historical com-
parison among refugee flows, represented as “enemies of freedom” and traumatic 
occupation episodes in Hungarian history (excerpt 36, 37 and 38).

Another discursive instrument that is based on the invocation of mnemonic 
elements is Orbán’s recurrent use of securitary language to appeal to Hungarians’ 
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historical instinct of resistance towards refugee flows, represented as the source of 
“civilizational shocks”, as well the mnemonic allegation that history is continuously 
challenging the Hungarian people (excerpts 39, 40, 41 and 42).

Finally, besides representing refugees as a new form of occupying forces, Viktor 
Orbán also establishes an articulation between Muslim refugees and the European 
leftist movements, both argued as internationalist ideologies and phenomena, which 
is a way for Orbán to claim that migration flows are incompatible with the preser-
vation of autonomous nation-states, something that, in his perspective, is the “long 
term-goal” of leftist movements (excerpt 43). The reference to the reintroduction of 
communism (excerpt 43) is meant to highlight the last occupation moment experi-
enced by Hungarians and that is still very intense in their memories.

Table 4. Occupation memories and trauma

Excerpt 34 “We are giving personnel, border guards, technical hardware and equipment to the Balkan 
countries because it is they who are in reality defending Europe’s borders. [a]nd while they are 
resisting, we will also be able to defend our own borders more easily. [w]e have known this 
since the time of Hunyadi” (Orbán, 2016b).

Excerpt 35v “Today, 168 years after the great Wars of Independence of the European peoples, Europe, our 
common home is not free!” (Orbán, 2016c).

Excerpt 36 “Whenever Hungary was invaded – whether from the West or the East – what followed was 
suffering on an unimaginable scale. [t]he story of the suffering of the ethnic Germans in Hun-
gary should remind us that it is one’s inalienable right to live where one was born: to live in the 
culture, the country and the settlement which one considers to be one’s home” (Orbán, 2016t).

Excerpt 37 “History has kicked down the door on us: it has laid siege to the borders of Europe and the 
security of European cultures and European citizens” (Orbán, 2016b).

Excerpt 38 “Today’s enemies of freedom are cut from a different cloth than the royal and imperial rulers 
of old or those who ran the Soviet system; they use a different set of tools to force us into sub-
mission” (Orbán, 2016c).

Excerpt 39 “When we celebrate, we do not forget that all our freedom fights – one by one – ended in 
occupation” (Orbán, 2017m).

Excerpt 40 “The European continent has received few civilizational shocks and threats which did not, one 
way or another, pass through us – or, rather, trample on us. [t]herefore, the gut instinct which 
always leads us to first think about what kind of danger we are facing is in no way exaggerated” 
(Orbán, 2016f).

Excerpt 41 “Our hearts have been welded together by the battle in which we beat back the mass popula-
tion movement which is besieging Europe” (Orbán, 2017m).

Excerpt 42 “Today, once again, we must protect the southern borders of Europe. [th]is task falls on those 
who not only have long histories but also have long memories. [f]or more than a thousand 
years we Hungarians … have withstood the storms of history” (Orbán, 2016g).

Excerpt 43 “The European left… do not see immigration as a source of danger but as an opportunity. [t]
he left has always looked upon nations and national identity with suspicion. [t]hey believe 
(and take note of their choice of words) that the escalation of immigration may fatally weaken 
– indeed eliminate – national borders, and in historical terms, this would also constitute the 
attainment of the left’s as yet unimaginable long-term goal” (Orbán, 2015a).
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3.5 (Re)defining Hungary’s Ontological and Territorial Space
As already stated, the argument developed in this paper is that discussing migration 
through the establishment of articulations among (in)security, memory and trauma 
allows Viktor Orbán to (re)construct Hungarian ontological and geopolitical loca-
tion, dislocating it from Western Europe towards Central and Eastern Europe as well 
as to the Russian area of influence. Such (re)construction is explicit in his discursive 
practices. Orbán argues that, within international politics, the geographical “loca-
tion” of a country is not equal to its ontological and geopolitical “location”, and that 
the latter may change either by force or by free will (excerpt 44).

Faced with what Orbán regards as the contingency of geopolitical locations and 
belongings, he argues that Hungary should once more shift its geopolitical and on-
tological “location” back to Central and Eastern Europe and closer to Russia, and 
away from the European Union that Orbán represents as promoting an attitude of 
“Willkommenskultur” concerning migrants and refugees (excerpt 47). The causes for 
such shift are also represented as being economic since Orbán believes that the key 
to the recovery of the European economy is in Central and Eastern Europe, as well 
as in Asia, namely in China (excerpts 45 and 46). However, it is evident that Orbán 
desires to demonstrate his rejection regarding the path followed, from 2015 onwards, 
by the European Union, in what concerns migration and asylum policies (excerpt 48 
and 49). 

In his discursive regime, Viktor Orbán establishes a parallel among, on the one 
hand, the European Union as an international organization that is gradually trans-
ferring sovereignty from the states towards Brussels and, on the other hand, “count-
less”, criminal and violent refugees who, following Orbán’s perspective, come with 
the purpose of occupying Hungarian territory and of reversing the ethnic compo-
sition of national states (excerpt 48). Such a parallel emerges from an ideological 
antagonism, argued by Orbán, and that constitutes one of the foundations of his 
discursive framework: the antagonism between national states and what Orbán des-
ignates as “internationalism” embodied in the European Union and on migration 
flows (excerpt 50). Such ideological antagonism becomes more explicit when Orbán 
compares the European Union to an “empire” (Orbán, 2016h). The opposition be-
tween national-states and empires has been a constant of European politics since, at 
least, the XVII century (Smith, 2010), which means that Orbán’s discursive reference 
is loaded with mnemonic elements.

Following Orbán, it is the ideology of “internationalism” (Orbán, 2016c) that 
leads the European Union to adopt a liberal and human’s rights approach towards 
refugees (excerpt 49). Recurring to mnemonic invocations, Orbán explicitly declares 
his nationalism, as well as the idea that Hungary is opposed to internationalist forces 
and will follow a national “path” (excerpt 50). Also, Orbán proclaimed that the “era 
of multilateralism is at an end and that the era of bilateral relations is upon us”, which 
he considers being a good thing for Hungary since, in his words, “it is an unnatural 
state of affairs when influenced by external pressure, one dare not state that one’s 
own country comes first when governing” (Orbán, 2017o).
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As I have already mentioned, Orbán proposes a shift in Hungarian geopoliti-
cal and ontological “location” away from Western Europe and back to Central and 
Eastern Europe and, particularly, to the Russian sphere of influence, strengthening 
relations with the leading countries in the area. What is interesting to observe is that 
this proposal to shift the geopolitical and ontological location of Hungary is argued 
through mnemonic references, namely traumatic mnemonic references (excerpt 51). 
Another way for Orbán to justify the ontological and geopolitical Hungarian shift 
towards Central and Eastern Europe is stressing the dependency of the Hungarian 
economy concerning eastern economy, namely Russian economy, regarding whom 
Hungary maintains a gas dependency of 60% (Marshall, 2017, p. 37) (excerpts 52 and 
53). Finally, Orbán’s discursive practices underpin the commonality of Russian and 
Hungarian political and strategic cultures (excerpt 54).

Table 5. (Re)defining Hungary’s ontological and territorial space

Excerpt 44 “In world politics, an entire country may also change its location without its borders mov-
ing an inch. [w]e, for instance, were occupied by the Soviet Army, and from one minute 
to the next we were shifted from the West to the East. [l]ater they withdrew, and we found 
ourselves back in the West again” (Orbán, 2016b).

Excerpt 45 “The engine room of the global economy is no longer in the West, but in the East – or, rather, 
the East has caught up with the West. [t]he Chinese are the strongest – so they’ve launched 
another direction of movement, which is called ‘One Belt, One Road’. [t]his is specifically 
built on mutual acceptance: there is no teacher and no student. [t]he President of China has 
said that everyone has the right to their own social structure, culture, approach and values” 
(Orbán, 2017e).

Excerpt 46 “Economic growth will be generated in Central Europe, and if it were not for us, if we were 
not successful, then there would be no economic growth in Europe” (Orbán, 2016s).

Excerpt 47 “In 2015 everything changed. [o]ne morning, out of the blue, we woke up to the sound of 
‘Willkommenskultur’” (Orbán, 2016b).

Excerpt 48 “It is forbidden to say that in Brussels they are concocting schemes to transport foreigners 
here as quickly as possible and to settle them here among us. [i]t is forbidden to point out 
that the purpose of settling people here is to reshape the religious and cultural landscape 
of Europe, and to reengineer its ethnic foundations — thereby eliminating the last barrier 
to internationalism: the nation-states. [i]t is forbidden to say that Brussels is now stealthily 
devouring more and more slices of our national sovereignty and that in Brussels many are 
now making a plan for a United States of Europe — for which no one has ever given author-
ization” (Orbán, 2016c).

Excerpt 49 “In Brussels, discourse about migration is still a prisoner of political correctness. [t]hey still 
regard only those who speak in the voice of human rights activists and the European liberal 
elite as being acceptable” (Orbán, 2017c).

Excerpt 50 “After its leaves and branches (of internationalism) have withered, its roots will also dry up 
in the Hungarian motherland’s soil, which is hostile to internationalism. [l]et us give thanks 
that this may be so, let us give thanks that finally, the Lord of History has led us onto this 
path. Soli Deo Gloria!” (Orbán, 2016c).

Excerpt 51 “We Central Europeans know from historical experience that sooner or later we will lose 
our freedom if we do not represent the interests of our citizens” (Orbán, 2016a).
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Excerpt 52 “Without good economic relations between Russia and Hungary, the Hungarian economy 
and Hungarian industry will simply be unable to function” (Orbán, 2016r).

Excerpt 53 “Without the Russians, it’s impossible to manage rightly the future of the Hungarians” (Or-
bán, 2015i).

Excerpt 54 “The only way if you would like to have a good [relationship] with the Russians is power 
policy based on reality. [i]f you would like to have a relationship with the Russians based 
on principles it will never work... [s]o put aside principles, ideologies and look at the inter-
est, and find the common-sense realpolitik agreements. [t]hat’s the Hungarian approach” 
(Orbán, 2015i).

4. Conclusion
This paper has argued that discussing migration and asylum by establishing articu-
lations among (in)security, memory and trauma allows the Prime Minister of Hun-
gary, Viktor Orbán, to (re)construct Hungarian ontological location, dislocating it 
geopolitically from Western Europe towards Central and Eastern Europe as well as 
towards Russia’s geopolitical sphere of influence. Orbán claims that the geographical 
“location” of a country is not equal to its ontological and geopolitical “location” and 
that the latter may change either by force or by free will (Orbán, 2016b). 

Methodologically, the paper departed from Critical Discourse Analysis. The 
analysis of thirty-eight speeches and interviews, delivered by Orbán between 2014 
and 2017 allowed for the identification of five interdependent discursive categories: 
(1) “clash of civilizations”, purposive non-integration and dissimulated goals, (2) sov-
ereignty, securitization and national identity protection, (3) migrants as biopolitical 
threats, (4) occupation memories and trauma and (5) (re)defining Hungary’s onto-
logical and geopolitical location. These five discursive strategies are interdependent 
since they all contribute to the creation of a cascade securitary argument contrary 
to Muslim migration movements framed by mnemonic foundations (Orbán, 2016a).

The paper concludes that, through these discursive categories, and mainly 
through the persistent articulation between occupation memories, subsequent his-
torical traumas and migration (category four), Orbán was able to discursively link 
migration, asylum (conveniently represented as the same phenomena), (in)security, 
memory and trauma. The geopolitical consequences of such linkage deserve atten-
tion and were highlighted through discussions concerning the fifth discursive cate-
gory.

In fact, Viktor Orbán’s discourses, and the refusal to accept the European sys-
tem for refugee allocation has put him at odds with EU institutions. However, coun-
tries like Poland and Slovakia, have shown sympathy towards Orban’s perspectives 
regarding the dangers of migration flow. In this context, Orbán has been arguing 
that Hungary should (re)think its ontological location, dislocating it geopolitically 
from Western Europe towards Central, Eastern Europe and also towards the Rus-
sian sphere of influence. Such argument has complex geopolitical and normative 
consequences, directly articulated with the evolution of some Central and Eastern 
European countries’ political regimes and also with developments in contemporary 
Russia, with whom Hungary has specific economic and political ties. 
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A rupture, of a profound geopolitical and normative nature, seems to be emerg-
ing between Western EU countries and Central and Eastern EU countries. This 
fracture is particularly intricate, because some Central and Eastern EU countries, 
namely Hungary, the Czech Republic and Poland, have implemented illiberal pol-
icies (Barata, 2015). Also, Orbán’s preferential ties with Russia are clearly meant to 
weaken the liberal and western normative and geopolitical dimensions of the EU, 
thus empowering the autocratic geopolitical dimension of Central and Eastern Eu-
rope, very well represented by Putin’s messianic will to rebuild Russia’s predomi-
nance in the countries of its “near abroad” and to lessen the geopolitical significance 
of the European Union project. 

Therefore, it is crucial to deconstruct how European leaders, discuss migration 
by establishing an articulation among (in)security, memory and trauma and how, 
through the invocation of mnemonic elements, illiberal practices, namely in the mi-
gration and asylum arenas, as well as alliances with autocratic countries, are legiti-
mized. 
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