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Abstract: At the beginning of 2015 the EU was hit by an unprecedented number of third 
country nationals seeking better life, asylum and international protection within its borders. 
This influx has shown that the community’s present institutional and legislative framework 
is not suitable for the management of the crisis, leading to profound divisions among 
Member States. This division has become highly visible with the emergence of fragmented 
media coverage and public discourse along national/supranational lines, expressing the EU’s 
incapability to provide a scene for genuine discussions amongst Member States. Therefore, 
this article endeavours to present in a sequential way how the Hungarian government has 
framed the refugee crisis since 2015, influencing the public opinion, turning into an agent of 
(in) security and manager of anxiety. Using Giorgio Agamben’s state of exception approach it 
shall be revealed how the declaration of state of emergency and the framing of the refugee/
migration crisis as an existential threat enabled the Hungarian government to undertake 
measures which under normal conditions wouldn’t be possible. Departing from the fact that 
the vast majority of the refugees/migrants coming to the EU and to Hungary were Muslims, 
our research also wishes to demystify the self and other dichotomy (the Christian self and 
the Muslim other), analyzing how the Muslim migrants/refugees were portrayed by the 
Hungarian governmental apparatus and media.

Keywords: politicization, refugee crisis, Hungary, xenophobia, xenophilia, national  
consultation

Introduction

2015 was a year full of challenges for the EU’s national and supranational 
policymakers, as they had to deal with the arrival of more than 1 million refugees/
migrants fleeing war-torn, failed or internally destabilised countries (Greussing 

1 University of Oradea, Romania.
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and Boomgaarden, 2017). The domestic and EU media outlets played a major role 
in informing the public and constructing the peoples’ perceptions on this topic. Both 
on discursive and on policy levels serious ruptures could be detected between the 
EU and the national leaders. As it’s incorporated in Article 4 of the Lisbon Treaty 
(Lisbon Treaty, art. 4), the area of freedom, security and justice, which includes the 
problem of asylum and immigration, is an area of shared competence between the 
EU and the Member States, both of them having competences in this particular 
field. Precisely, this shared competence enabled both the decision-makers to come 
up with various and sometimes even antithetical approaches and policies meant 
to tackle this stalemate.

The divergent interpretations of the same meta-phenomenon2 led to the 
elaboration of incompatible rhetoric and policy actions, giving birth to what in the 
speciality literature became known as the politicization and mediatisation of the 
refugee/migration crisis and the articulation of mixed and motley narrative frames 
(Rheindorf and Wodak, 2018), varying from humanitarianism (Krzyżanowski, 
Triandafyllidou and Wodak, 2018), (humanitarian emergency/crisis rhetoric), 
to security (security risk/threat, crimmigration rhetoric), failure of EU migration 
policy, solidarity and burden-sharing, zero-immigration, the challenges of 
integrating migrants/refugees, the setup of parallel societies (Bernáth and Messing, 
2017) rhetoric etc.

Furthermore, we can identify the existence of a communication abyss between 
the European Union’s supranational leaders and those from the Member States, 
during the impasse the entire Community turning into an overcrowded and noisy 
‘wasps nest’ buzzing from the deafening discordance of overlapping narratives. 
Also, regionally specific rhetoric and policy practices emerged, highlighting the 
existence of a Western and of an Eastern (Central Eastern) European modus 
operandi, showing sharp differences between the crisis management strategies and 
agendas promoted by the Old (founding and older Member States) vs. the New 
Europe (EU) – (New Member States, mostly from Central and Eastern Europe 
entered after 2004). While the first insisted on a more migrant friendly and more 
solidarity approach, the latter were less keen on welcoming refugees/migrants, 
adopting mainly restrictive policies.

As it was highlighted in the abstract, the main aim of the research is to show 
the reader how the Hungarian government reacted to the flow of third country 
nationals transiting the country starting with the spring of 2015 and how it 
constructed the phenomenon within speech acts and also within other forms on 

2 As a refugee or simply an economic migrant crisis.
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non-verbal, visual frames, deliberately influencing and manipulating the public 
opinion and the threat perception of the citizens. As our principal hypothesis, we 
stress that by exploiting this unforeseen event, the Hungarian government has 
turned into an agent of (in) security and manager of anxiety.

Moreover, even though more than three years have passed since the debut of 
the refugee/migration surge and the number of migrants (according to the latest 
data, between January and April 2018, in Hungary there were registered only 
342 asylum seekers, 139 Afghan, 127 Iraqi and 26 Syrian citizens (Hungarian 
Immigration and Asylum Office Statistics April 2018) transiting3 the country has 
decreased significantly, the government continues to extend the national state of 
emergency declared over the migration crisis, upholding a strategy of passive stress 
maintenance (Kafkadesk, 2018).

Thus, within these lines we shall try to deconstruct in a sequential way how the 
Hungarian governmental apparatus framed the refugee crisis since 2015 and if the 
measures taken ex-post were proportional to the magnitude of the phenomenon 
and the number of the arrived persons and asylum seekers. Therefore, in order 
to understand the impact of the 2015 refugee crisis on the Hungarian government 
and on the civil society, in the first subchapter we have considered appropriate 
to undertake a brief quantitative analysis, inspecting the number of immigrants and 
asylum seekers coming to Hungary in the period before 2015, also demystifying 
the attitudes of the citizens towards immigrants and foreigners in general, namely 
the levels of xenophobia4/xenophilia5 using the statistics provided by the TÁRKI 
Social Research Institute and the Hungarian Immigration and Asylum Office. 
All these data combined will provide us with a holistic picture concerning the 
prevalent state of affairs related to the phenomenon of migration and asylum 
prior the so called crisis.

3 According to the Frontex Migratory Map, in the period January–November 2018 there were 
detected a total number of 4876 of illegal border crossings at the Western Balkans Route which 
includes Hungary, the most of migrants coming from Afghanistan (1210), followed by Pakistan (923), 
Iran (835), Turkey (376), Kosovo (324). See: Frontex, “Migratory Map,” November 30, 2018, https://
frontex.europa.eu/along-eu-borders/migratory-map/.

4 An unreasonable fear or hatred of foreigners or strangers, or a fear of anything foreign and 
strange.

5 An attraction to foreign people peoples, cultures and customs, the opposite of xenophobia.
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The migration and asylum state of affairs in Hungary before 
the refugee/migration crisis

If someone is familiar with the migration and asylum trends in Hungary from 
a historical point of view, knows that Hungary has never been a target country 
for non-Hungarians6.

Thanks to the data provided by the Eurostat, we can get a comprehensive 
picture concerning the total number of asylum applications in the EU before the 
2015 refugee crisis. In 2006 there were altogether 197.400 applications, in 2007 
this number increased to 222.600, while in 2008 it reached to 225.200, in 2009 
there were 263.800 claims, in 2010 were 259.400, in 2011 with the Arab Spring 
the number increased to 309.000, in 2012 to 353.300, while in 2013 were lodged 
431.100 claims, and finally the year 2014 registered a sharp increase, the number 
of asylum applications in the EU 28 reaching 627.000. As we can notice, in the past 
decade the asylum applications in the EU had an upward trajectory, while the 2015 
migration wave (with 1.322.800 asylum applications) was an even bigger boom, 
signifying the greatest challenge to the national and EU asylum and immigration 
systems so far (Eurostat, Asylum Statistics 2006–2017). Consequently, we can put 
the question: How many of these asylum claims were lodged in Hungary in the 
aforementioned period? According to the Eurostat, the Central Statistics Office and 
the Hungarian Immigration and Asylum Office, in 2005 a year after its accession 
to the EU, Hungary recorded 1610 asylum applications this increasing to 21157 
in the year 2006 (Eurostat, Asylum applications in the European Union 2007), 
while in 2008 it recorded a smooth escalation to 3118, in 2009 reaching to 4672 
applications, however in 2010 the number more than halved, decreasing to 2104. 
In 2011 it further decreased to 1693, in 2012 the number of claims increased 
to 2157 (Központi Statisztikai Hivatal, 2013), while in 2013 it raised to a record 
number of 18.900, and in 2014 to 42.777 (Hungarian Immigration and Asylum 
Office, Statistics 2014–2015).

Compared to the EU average and to other EU Member States, which are main 
entry points or destination countries (like Malta, Greece, Italy, France, Germany, 
UK) the asylum claims lodged in Hungary over the past decade are significantly 
lower, bringing us to the conclusion that prior to the 2015 events, Hungary had 

6 Here the only exception constitutes a small number Chinese diaspora present in the country, but 
apart from them the vast majority of immigrants moving to Hungary have Hungarian roots coming 
from the neighbouring countries such as, Romania, Slovakia, Ukraine and Serbia.

7 This signified not more than 0.2 applications per 1000 inhabitants.
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never experienced8 significant migratory moves or asylum claims on its territory 
involving third country nationals. Suddenly in 2015, this situation changed, as 
Hungary due to its geographic position became a major transit country for more 
than 764.038 immigrants/refugees9 coming to Europe through the Western Balkans 
migratory route. Indeed, for a country that has never been a destination country 
or a former colonial power, being locked down during the Cold War by the Iron 
Curtain, it signified a major shift. Through well directed media campaigns, the 
Orban led government accentuated this shift, underlining the unprecedented 
position the country was going to occupy in the global/European migration 
patterns and politics.

From the very beginning, the government framed the event as an immigrant 
or migrant and not a refugee crisis, as in their viewpoint, the vast majority of the 
people coming to Europe through Hungary were not in peril fleeing persecution 
and war-torn areas, but economic migrants coming from different regions, 
whom by exploiting the Syrian war posed as refugees, but in reality they were 
in search of economic advantages. Initially, in official communications, the 
usage of the terminology of immigrant or migrant had the role of persuading 
the population that their country has turned into a destination country, which 
would have to face significant migratory pressures from third country nationals 
coming from outside Europe (Juhász, Hunyadi and Zgut, 2015). Undeniably, the 
number of asylum applications lodged in Hungary had been the highest ever, 
according to the Eurostat, in 2015 altogether Hungary received 174.400 first time 
asylum applications, which represented 14% of all asylum applications, being 
the second largest number in the EU, after Germany (with 35%, 441.800 first 
time applications). In 2015 in Hungary there were only 545 positive decisions 
concerning the asylum claims, while in Germany there were 148.215 (Eurostat, 
Asylum in the EU Member States Record number).

As heralded before, by using the method of process tracing10 we shall unfold 
the situational picture related to the modifications of the levels of xenophobia 
and xenophilia prior the 2015 refugee crisis in Hungary and after its debut. The 
TÁRKI Social Research Institute for more than two decades has been regularly 
measuring the opinion of the Hungarian population on aliens, asking whether the 
people should accept all asylum seekers in Hungary or they should accept none, 

8 The only exception would be the exodus of the Hungarians after the 1956 revolution.
9 See Frontex, Frontex Migratory map 2015, Western Balkans Route.
10 Process tracing is a research method for tracing causal mechanisms using detailed, within-case 

empirical analysis of how a causal process plays out in an actual case.
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or whether they should consider and select whom they are accepting. Looking at 
chart 1, we can see that after the regime change in the 90’s until 2010 the level of 
xenophobia was not that high as it was somehow moderated by the number of 
the so called ‘thinkers’ or ‘weighers’, and xenophiles.

Chart 1.  The proportion of xenophiles, xenophobes, and ‘thinkers’ in Hungary 
1992–2016 (data in %)
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Source: Tárki (2016).

Already from 2012 onwards the number of xenophobes has registered a sharp 
rise, by 2015–2016 reaching heights never seen before. Undeniably, by this period, 
more than half of the population has clearly expressed an aversion and hatred towards 
foreigners, the number of the ‘weighers’ also decreasing, while the percentage of 
xenophiles was close to zero. Prior to the refugee crisis and the government’s anti-
migrant billboard campaigns, we note an increase in the number of xenophobes 
in 2014 (see chart 2) as a consequence of the Kosovan exodus.11

Furthermore, we argue, that there is a causal link between the national 
consultation and the anti-migrant billboard campaign started by the government 
in the spring of 2015 and the unprecedented rise in the number of xenophobes 
in the country, by April 2015 reaching 46% (TÁRKI Social Research Institute, 2016). 
As a direct consequence of the scapegoating of migrants for the terrorist attacks 
that took place in Europe and of the successful construction of the immigrant as 
a social and national enemy by declaring state of emergency, the government has 

11 Mass immigration of Kosovan citizens mainly due to poverty and unemployment.



The Politicization, Mediatisation and the Visual Framing of the Refugee Crisis in Hungary 241

become an agent provocateur or a manger of (in) security clearly influencing the 
threat perception of the citizens and how they relate to foreigners.

Chart 2.  The proportion of xenophiles, xenophobes, and ‘thinkers’ in Hungary 
2014–2016 (data in %)
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On the same line of ideas, at the debut of the refugee crisis, according to the 2015 
spring edition (Standard Eurobarometer 83, Spring 2015) of the Eurobarometer 
immigration has become the top priority, 38% of the interviewees considering it as 
the most pressing issue that the EU has to face. According to the statistics, Hungary 
has lined up behind those EU countries which put immigration on the top of the 
concern list however in the spring of 2015 it was still lagging behind countries 
like Malta (65%), Germany (55%) and Estonia (54%) and the Netherlands (49%), 
only 43% of the Hungarian respondents putting immigration on the first place. 
While on the one hand, by the autumn of 2016, immigration has maintained its 
leading position on the list of concerns at the EU level with 45%, on the other 
hand, at national level it ranked second with 26% after unemployment.

Concerning Hungary, in the autumn of 2016, 65% of the citizens put immigration 
as their major concern (Standard Eurobarometer 86, Autumn 2016). A year later, 
by the Autumn of 2017, at EU level, immigration still ranked first, with 39% 
of the respondents identifying it as their main concern. However, in Hungary it 
slipped to the second place with 28%, 42% of the interviewees putting health and 
social security as their top priority (Standard Eurobarometer 88, Autumn 2017).
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According to the first results from November 2018, immigration has remained 
the main preoccupation at the EU level with 40%, while 29% of the Hungarians 
ranked the rising prices/inflation/cost of living as one of their main preoccupations 
(Standard Eurobarometer 90, Autumn 2018). On the other hand, amidst the 
endless saga of national consultations and the rhetoric war started with Brussels, 
the last Standard Eurobarometer from 2018 has revealed that the vast majority 
of the Hungarian respondents have an affinity towards the EU, 80% of them 
stating that they identify themselves as EU citizens, while 48% even tend to 
trust the Community.

After this brief quantitative analysis providing us with a holistic picture 
concerning the attitudes of the Hungarian population on immigration and on 
foreigners before and after the refugee crisis, in the second subchapter we shall 
focus on demystifying in a sequential way how the Hungarian government has 
framed the movement of third country nationals and which were the policy 
actions that it took.

The Hungarian government, the narrative frames used for 
constructing the refugee/migration crisis and the endless 
‘saga’ of national consultations

After a thorough inspection of the existent literature on the framing of the 
refugee/migration crisis in Hungary, we have come to the conclusion that there is 
no consensus among the scholars concerning this aspect. One common point could 
be identified, the vast majority of the scholars (Szalai and Gőbl, 2015; Bernáth 
and Messing, 2017; Canveren and Akgül Durakcay, 2017; Nagy Zs., 2016; Nagy B., 
2016 etc.) mentioning the so called securitization frame in their analysis.

Based on the examined media reports and speech acts launched by the 
government, we could identify the following narrative frames, which became 
recurrent during the migration stalemate:
– migrants take away the jobs of the people rhetoric
– zero immigration, migrants will set up parallel societies rhetoric
– Muslim migrants represent a threat to the national identity, religion and way 

of life rhetoric
– war zones and their consequences rhetoric
– securitization rhetoric (migrants represent a security threat risk)
– failure of other countries and of the EU asylum policy
– the challenges of integrating migrants
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– state of emergency rhetoric
– humanitarian crisis

Moreover, Canveren and Akgül Durakcay brought a true added value to the 
existent research on this topic, by introducing the Eurosceptic narrative frame, 
which in their opinion has perfectly mingled with the securitization rhetoric 
in Hungary, as the political elite exhibited a rather Eurosceptic stance when they 
have openly criticized the ‘busybodies’ from Brussels for their failed migration 
and asylum policies, arguing that Brussels plan12 to let in and relocate thousands 
and even millions of migrants will lead to a civilization disaster (Canveren and 
Akgül Durakcay, 2017).

Szalai went even further, comparing the way how the Hungarian ruling class 
framed the entire event as an enacted melodrama with more acts, in which the 
central government after successfully engineering the movement of third country 
nationals as a security and existential threat in the media, spreading fear among the 
citizens, it posed as the heroic saviour, the only one who could solve this problem. 
Thus, in the author’s point of view, the Hungarian population has turned into 
a numb spectator of a televised melodrama masterfully directed by the political 
crème de la crème (Szalai, 2017).

Analyzing the events and the elaborated speech acts and policy actions, we 
argue that the Hungarian government has already begun the process of securitizing 
migration following the terrorist attacks committed at Charlie Hebdo, at the 
beginning of 2015 (Szalai and Gőbl, 2015). We can also witness a smooth shift 
from one rhetorical frame to another: while at the beginning of 2015, in February 
the vast majority of the public discourses emphasized on the economic nature of 
migration, stating the these migrants will take away the jobs of the Hungarians, 
or that the citizens will have to pay for their stay (Mandiner, 2015), from Spring 
onwards, the discourses have gained a more dramatic, securitizing frame. Thus, 
first immigrants appeared as an economic, and only later as a security threat.

12 See also the Speech of the Hungarian PM Orban Viktor from the 15th March 2016, http://www.
kormany.hu/en/the-prime-minister/the-prime-minister-s-speeches/speech-by-prime-minister-viktor-
orban-on-15-march. […] It is forbidden to say that this is not accidental and not a chain of unintentional 
consequences, but a planned, orchestrated campaign, a mass of people directed towards us. It is forbidden 
to say that in Brussels they are constructing schemes to transport foreigners here as quickly as possible and 
to settle them here among us. It is forbidden to say that the purpose of settling these people here is to redraw 
the religious and cultural map of Europe and to reconfigure its ethnic foundations, thereby eliminating 
nation states, which are the last obstacle to the international movement. It is forbidden to say that Brussels 
is stealthily devouring ever more slices of our national sovereignty, and that in Brussels today many are 
working on a plan for a United States of Europe, for which no one has ever given authorisation. […].
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However, Szalai (2017) points out the existence of another frame, called the 
identity frame, which we believe have become ubiquitous, as mingling with the 
religious/cultural frame it has reappeared several times during and after the migration 
impasse. The governmental elite did not only accentuate the great financial burden 
that these migrants represented to the host society, but in the same time it sowed 
panic and fear, by stating that the incoming migrants, that were mainly Muslims, 
will destroy the national and European identities, the culture and the Christian 
values, as these migrants will not want to integrate, but instead they will set up 
parallel societies. How the Hungarian government has constructed the Christian 
self and the Muslim other dichotomy is similar to how Samuel Huntington had 
envisaged the clash of civilisations in his famous book. We must protect Christian 
Europe (Thüringer, 2015; Nagykanizsa Online, 2017; Horváth, 2017; Magyar Idők, 
2018; Palkó, 2018) collocation has become a buzzword, during the migrant crisis 
vanishing and re-emerging by different forms on various occasions.13

Furthermore, the Christian self and Muslim other division occupied a pivotal 
part in the electoral campaign before the Hungarian Parliamentary elections 
from April 2018, the entire campaign being constructed around highlighting the 
governments’ valiant struggle against the so called Muslim invaders, the billionaire 
George Soros, who wants to bring to Europe millions of migrants, and Brussels, 
which “is not defending Europe and it is not halting immigration […] It wants 
to dilute the population of Europe and to replace it, to cast aside our culture, our 
way of life and everything which separates and distinguishes us Europeans from 
the other peoples of the world” (Orbán Viktor’s ceremonial speech, 2018).

According to the Hungarian Prime Minister, Viktor Orbán, the people that are 
coming to Europe, are not refugees running for their lives, but Muslim invaders, 
and their presence in Europe will lead to the formation of parallel societies. In 
his opinion Christians and Muslims will never be able to peacefully coexist, as 
“multiculturalism is an illusion” (Agerholm, 2018). He justified his argument by 
underscoring that migrants were transiting several safe countries (such as Turkey, 
Greece, Macedonia, Serbia) on the Western Balkans migratory route before entering 
Hungary, countries in which they could have applied for asylum or international 

13 “Christian Europe can be protected if we do not let them in. […] Multiculturalism creates 
parallel societies in Europe, which can call into question the pillars of European life.”; “This year has 
brought European countries to a historic end, protecting Christian culture.”; “We stand for Christian 
Europe.”; “Christianity has become a political issue in Europe.”; “The European elite has failed because 
the Commission repudiated its roots, instead of a Europe based on a Christian values, it’s building 
a Europe of the open society, where there are no borders, the European people can be replaced by 
immigrants, the family can change into forms of coexistence, the national consciousness and feeling 
are negative, and the state no longer guarantees security in Europe.”
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protection if they were genuinely in need and not only in search of economic 
benefits provided by reach EU Member States, like Austria, Germany or the Nordic 
countries. Several times before and during the electoral campaign, allusion was 
made to Hungary’s heroic past and the crusades that it fought against the Ottoman 
Empire and the Muslim invaders in the Middle Ages, Hungary (together with the 
Visegrad countries) appearing as the last bastion of Christianity, the defender, the 
shield of Christian Europe (Minap, 2017).

Orban even mentioned that already more than 60 years ago when the idea of 
a United Europe was launched, one of founding fathers, Robert Schuman marked 
the direction for the upcoming generations, envisaging a “community of peoples 
deeply rooted in Christian basic values” (Fountain, 2011).14 Accordingly, “Europe 
will be Christian, or it will cease to exist” (Magyar Idők, 2017).

Leaving the identity/religious frames behind, our attention focuses on one of 
the most important frames, the security/securitization frame. This narrative got 
widespread attention in the governments’ National consultation on immigration 
and terrorism launched in May of 2015, containing a questionnaire with 12 
questions and a letter written by the Prime Minister sent by post to all the 
Hungarian citizens entitled to vote. In order to reach bigger segments of the 
society, they even launched the consultation on an online platform, while the 
responses should be returned by the 1st of July (Hungarian Government, 2015). 
In this consultation, the government pointed out the economic effects of the wave 
of immigrants, which in their opinion jeopardize the jobs and the livelihoods of 
the Hungarian people. They also deliberately linked immigration with terrorism. 
Moreover, by using a rather Eurosceptic and eminently critical tone highlighting 
the incapacity of Brussels to properly manage the migration crisis, the political 
elite had launched a securitization appeal, asking the Hungarian citizens to support 
the government in the introduction of more stringent immigration regulations 
(National consultation on immigration and terrorism, 2015).

In order to provide a solid backing up for the national consultation, the central 
leadership simultaneously had launched another large-scale securitization project 
with the setup of gigantic billboards all over the country in Hungarian language, 
in reality targeting the Hungarian population, even though seemingly at first sight 
they were addressed to migrants which were about to transit the country. Among 
the catchphrases used on the billboards we find the following: “If you come 

14 R. Schuman, “We are called to bethink ourselves of the Christian basics of Europe by forming 
a democratic model of governance which through reconciliation develops into a ‘community of peoples’ 
in freedom, equality, solidarity and peace and which is deeply rooted in Christian basic values,” 1958.
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to Hungary, you need to abide our laws/respect our culture” and “you cannot take 
away the jobs of the Hungarians” (Thorpe, 2015).

Both the consultation and the billboards triggered harsh critique from various 
national and international institutions, NGOs and think tanks, but one of the most 
eccentric feedbacks came from the Hungarian Two-tailed Dog Party, an actual 
political party with a political ideology based on absurdism and on the mocking 
of the current ruling political party in Hungary, FIDESZ. By using the money 
raised from donations, the Two-tailed Dog Party had initiated an anti-billboard 
campaign, using slogans such as: “Come to Hungary, we got jobs in London”, “An 
average Hungarian sees more UFOs in his life than immigrants”, “If you come 
to Hungary you have to wait for someone to leave, so that we always should be 
as many”, “Sorry about our Prime Minister”, “For I was hungry and you gave me 
something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink; I was a stranger 
and you invited me in’, Matthew 25–35”, “If you’re Hungary’s Prime Minister, you 
have to respect our laws!” (Szalai & Gőbl, 2015; Nagy Zs., 2016).

In spite of the negative feedbacks towards the consultation and the billboard 
campaign, we can classify the government’s appeal for securitizing migration 
a successful call, as the significant majority of the people (over one million 
respondents) who sent back the questionnaires legitimized the governments’ tougher 
regulations and stance on immigration. As a consequence, the government got the 
approval from the citizens in order to adopt stringent measures, which in a normal 
situation or without the successful engineering of the arrival of immigrants as 
security threat on the various platforms of media, wouldn’t be possible. Among 
the measures we find: the establishment of a new law enforcement unit, providing 
support for the border police, called “határvadász/border hunter units”; stricter laws, 
criminalizing the illegal border-crossing and damaging the fence; the amendment 
of the Asylum Act in vigour15, of the Criminal Code16 and finally of the Criminal 
Procedure Act. (Juhász, 2016). Furthermore, the result of the consultation and the 

15 Practically the Hungarian government has declared Serbia as a safe transit country, automatically 
rejecting any asylum claims coming from third country nationals passing through Serbia. Furthermore, 
it has published a list of safe countries of origins and safe countries of transit. The newly amended 
Asylum Act enabled the accelerated processing of cases where a “safe” third country was available 
to the asylum seeker. The process of reviewing asylum claims had been shortened to 8 days. Under 
the umbrella of the state of emergency scenario the amended Asylum Act also enabled the police and 
the army to intervene in so called mass migration crisis situations, making possible their involvement 
in the asylum process.

16 The newly amended Criminal Code criminalized the crossing of a closed border on the 
Hungarian territory (unauthorized entry on Hungarian land) which became prohibited and punishable 
by up to 3 years in prison. Furthermore, damaging the fence or obstructing its construction is also 
punishable by imprisonment, as these are perceived criminal offenses as well.
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support received from the people enabled the central government to begin the 
construction of a 4 m high and 175 km long fence with Serbia, and of a 41 km long 
barbed wired fence with Croatia. By the end of September 2015 both fences were 
erected, generating harsh criticism from representatives of various NGOs, the civil 
society and the opposition party leaders (Ibid.)

Following the erection of the technical fences, the Hungarian-Serbian border 
was subjected to a major migratory pressure on the 15th of September 2015, as 
in just one day a record number of 9360 migrants attempted to cross the border. 
This prompted the government to declare a national state of emergency over the 
extraordinary migration crisis, consequently adding another narrative frame to the 
already existent ones. The state of exception/emergency empowered the government 
to deploy the army and the law enforcement authorities at the borders in order 
to help with the migratory pressure, also allowing the closure of roads, of border 
crossing and the detention of migrants who attempted to illegally cross them.

Furthermore, the state of emergency scenario enables the speeding up of court 
processes for asylum seekers. (Mészáros, 2018). The state of exception is a concept 
elaborated by Giorgio Agamben, and in the past years it has been successfully 
used by various state leaders not only in times of natural disasters but also on the 
occasion of severe migratory pressures. Agamben described the state of emergency 
as “a temporary suspension of the rule of law on the basis of a factual state of 
danger, is now given a permanent spatial arrangement, which as such nevertheless 
remains outside the normal order” (Agamben, 2017). The Hungarian laws allow the 
declaration of a state of emergency/exception for a six months period, permitting 
also its subsequent extension.

Following the end of the initial 6 months, in March 2016 the Hungarian 
government decided to extend the national state of emergency for another half 
a year, due to the closure of the Western Balkans migratory route and the presence 
of more than 14.000 migrants stuck along the Greek-Macedonian border. This 
extension was considered necessary by the central administration and labelled as 
a safety and preventive measure to the unpredictable reactions that the “tightened 
border restrictions in neighbouring nations” could generate among refugees and 
migrants (Vinograd, 2016).

Since 2016, despite the significant decrease in the number of arrivals17 and 
attempts to illegally cross the border, the Hungarian government had extended 
the national state of emergency over the extraordinary migratory pressure, several 

17 According to Eurostat, in 2016 Hungary registered a minus 84% decrease in first time asylum 
applications (28.215) compared to 2015, while this number increased in Germany, 60% with 722.300 
first time asylum claims, and in Italy with 10% representing 121.100 first time asylum applications.
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times. Both in February and in September 2018 the state of emergency was 
extended by another 6 months, with the sole difference, that while in February, the 
decision was at least justified by the private security advisor of the PM, Bakondi 
György, labelling it as a preventive measure to the recent developments18 in Europe, 
in September 2018 the PM didn’t really bothered giving reasonable explanations for 
the extension, only arguing that the state of emergency aims “to ensure Hungary’s 
security and defend the country’s borders” (Meszaros, 2018; Kafkadesk, 2018).

As the reader could notice, we have made a slight detour from the securitization 
rhetoric to the state of exception narrative frame, as the latter somewhat intertwined 
with the first, and in our opinion even can be considered as an extension of the 
security frame. From 2015 onwards the appeal for securitizing the arrival of third 
country nationals to Hungary has become recurrent in every program and policy 
of the government related to asylum and migration. Taking courage of the success 
of the National consultation on migration and terrorism, the government had 
organised a referendum and two national consultations (these being accompanied 
by the essential visual accessories, the billboards) since 2015 concerning the 
problem of immigration. Even though, the referendum from 2016 organised in order 
to receive legitimacy for the refusal of the mandatory migrant quota imposed by 
the EU was presented as an overwhelming success, 98% of the voters agreeing 
with the governments’ official position in this matter, in reality it was an invalid 
referendum, due to the low turnout, only 40.4% of the people casting their votes 
instead of the necessary 50% (BBC, 2016).

Various opposition leaders and international analysts interpreted the low 
turnout as a sign of protest and dissatisfaction with the governments’ policies, 
a government, which a year later started a rhetoric battle with Brussels and the 
billionaire, George Soros. 2017 debuted with another national consultation entitled 
“Let’s stop Brussels”, the government seeking support from the citizens vis-a-vis 
Brussels and its seemingly unsafe policies, which was determined to force the 
Hungary to accept immigrants, despite the seemingly obvious link between the 
presence of immigrants and the rise of terrorist attacks committed on European 
soil (Brunning, 2017).

Labelled as “the most successful national consultation ever”, the National 
Consultation questionnaire on the Soros Plan was launched in autumn 2017, 
targeting the billionaire with Hungarian origins, George Soros, accusing him 
of deliberately trying to destroy the national states and the national culture by 

18 As contrary to its official closure, there has been a boost in the number of migrants coming 
through the Balkans Route, the migrants also testing other routes such as the one linking Albania 
with Montenegro, Bosnia, Croatia, Slovenia and Austria.
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planning to resettle at least 1 million immigrants in Europe one a yearly basis and 
to dismantle the borders fences together with Brussels in order to clear the way 
for the incoming immigrants. According the Government Spokesperson, Zoltán 
Kovács a record number of 2,332,755 questionnaires were sent back, of which 
2,154,264 in printed form via post and 178,490 via the internet (The National 
Consultation on the Soros Plan broke all previous records, 2017).

If someone was a vivid observer of the electoral campaign orchestrated by the 
Hungarian government prior the Parliamentary elections from April 2018, would 
notice that the entire campaign was constructed around the refugee crisis and 
the deliberate engineering of the arrival of immigrants as a threat to the national 
security, identity, religion and culture etc. The ruling party FIDESZ, through 
various speech acts, visual (billboards, flyers, paid media campaigns on the TV and 
in the newspapers, social networks, online platforms etc,) and non-visual frames 
deliberately manipulated the threat perception of the citizens, cautioning the voters, 
that if other political parties are going to win the election, as the hirelings of Soros 
and Brussels, they are going to destroy the fence and shall open the borders for 
the third country nationals which will lead to a civilization disaster.

The appeal for securitization of the government was crowned with success, as 
FIDESZ won 133 seats out of the 199 seats in the Parliament, securing another term 
of 4 years. Thus, we may conclude that the successful engineering of an unforeseen 
event (the refugee crisis) as an existential threat to the Hungarian people enabled 
the government to reach its long term political objectives and even to consolidate 
its powers, hammering out an overwhelming 2/3 majority in the Parliament.

Conclusions

At the beginning of our scientific research, we set ourselves the objective 
to present in a sequential way how the Hungarian government constructed the 
refugee crisis from 2015 by using various narrative frames. But before doing so, 
we had undertaken a thorough quantitative analysis, because we wanted to get 
a holistic picture about the migration state of affairs and the levels of xenophobia 
and xenophilia prior this event. We have asserted that in the current decade, the 
level of xenophobia in Hungary had reached heights never seen before, more 
than half of the population showing aversion and hatred towards foreigners. 
Furthermore, we have found a direct causation link between the governments’ 
securitization and anti-immigration rhetoric/policies and the rise in the number 
of xenophobes in the country.
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By making a comparative analysis, revealing the number of asylum seekers after 
the accession of Hungary in the EU and after the 2015 crisis, we have acknowledged 
the great impact that the wave of third country nationals might have represented 
for a small country, that before had never experienced something similar. At the 
beginning, somewhat this might have justified the panic, the exaggerated tone 
used by the central leadership and the launch of a securitization appeal.

However, as our main hypothesis, we have attempted to demonstrate that 
in reality, the Hungarian government did nothing but exploit an unforeseen situation, 
accommodating to it, and by masterfully engineering it as an existential threat 
it has consolidated its political power, turning into an agent of (in) security and 
manager of anxiety. The legitimacy given by the citizens following the issuing of 
the securitization call, using both discursive and non-discursive means, invested the 
government with supranational powers, allowing the adoption of ‘martial law alike’ 
policies. By maintaining the national state of emergency without the existence of 
a real threat, as the number of immigrants had significantly decreased, the ruling 
party intentionally upholds a strategy of ‘passive stress generation’. Thus, we may 
conclude, that in case of Hungary, the declaration of state of emergency on the 
occasion of the migratory situation led to the empowering of the state leader, who 
consequently had even managed to consolidate his domestic power, but also his 
prestige on the international level.
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