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Abstract

This study examines how Hungary’s criticism of the European Union 
(EU) is refl ected in its digital diplomacy efforts. It proposes that 
systematic criticism of the bloc can be seen as a deliberate use of negative 
soft power, a tactic that involves portraying others in an unfavourable 
context. To address the research objective, the study examines the Twitter 
(now known as X) diplomacy of 40 Hungarian government offi cials in 
2021–2022 and identifi es EU-related content and criticism through 
a semi-automatic content analysis. The results show that while a few 
central government users systematically and explicitly criticise the EU, 
other actors balance condemnation with neutral and positive posts. The 
fi ndings, therefore, indicate that Hungary’s systemic weakness limits the 
pure export of national discourses and forces soft power strategies to mix 
critical commentary with neutral and positive representation.

Keywords: Soft Power, Digital Diplomacy, Hungary, Visegrad Group, 
European Union

Introduction

As a particular aspect of the 2004 accession round, new Member 
States sought to improve their prestige by capitalising on the positive 
international reputation of the EU. Their slowly and unevenly 
developing public diplomacy attempted to exploit “soft power Europe”, 
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i.e., the attractiveness of EU membership, which has become part of 
their international brand-building campaigns (Economides, 2020). 
While national identities remained infl uential, these soft power efforts 
projected EU accession as evidence of effective transitions from decades 
of communist or colonial rule and portrayed new members as active 
democracy promoters in their surrounding neighbourhoods (Adamczyk, 
2010; Ociepka, 2013). 

Due to various political and ideological differences, this positive 
attitude faded in the 2010s, as several Member States adopted soft power 
agendas that reduced Euro-Atlanticism and began to project openness 
to multipolarity. This tendency was particularly well demonstrated 
in Hungary. Although the country was among the forerunners of pre-
accession Europeanisation, its entry to the EU in 2004 was followed by 
a complex and controversial membership. After the transition period, 
the country’s 2010 parliamentary elections marked a turning point, as 
Viktor Orbán and his Fidesz party embarked on major structural reforms 
with a powerful supermajority. These transformations included far-
reaching constitutional reforms, the consolidation of central authority, 
the development of media hegemony, and the curtailment of press and 
judicial autonomy (Csehi, 2021). 

Since the very beginning, the extensive centralisation of power has 
been the subject of criticism by various EU institutions. In 2012, the 
European Commission launched three infringement procedures, while the 
majority of the European Parliament voted in favour of the 2013 Tavares 
Report and the 2018 Sargentini Report, both of which sharply criticised 
the state of democratic principles and the rule of law in Hungary (Ágh, 
2022). Among other disputes, the Commission decided in December 2022 
to freeze a total of €22 billion in funding due to systematic backsliding 
on the rule of law until the government complies with conditions on the 
independence of the judiciary, academic freedoms, LGBTQ rights, and 
the asylum system (Éltető, Szemlér, 2023). Fidesz’s alternative stance 
on the European funds promised to Ukraine has also been the subject of 
fi erce debate, forcing EU leaders to consider the withdrawal of Hungary’s 
voting rights (Éltető, Szemlér, 2023).

The Hungarian government has responded to these accusations 
by criticising the EU both at home and abroad. Domestic political 
communication has adopted a strong anti-EU rhetoric and a “freedom 
fi ght” against “Brussels” (Krekó, 2017). At various stages of the debate, 
the government criticised the position of EU institutions and leaders, 
their migration policies, positions on LMBTQ (Hungary’s version of 
LGBTQ) rights, vaccination strategies, and sanctions against Russia 
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(Dudlák, 2023). The “war of independence” challenged the EU’s positions 
on a broad range of platforms, from online and offl ine advertising 
through to billboard campaigns and biased national consultations. These 
campaigns portrayed the EU as an external, expansionist power seeking 
to change traditional Hungarian values, exploit its economic advantages, 
and interfere in domestic politics (Schlipphak, Treib, 2017).

The government’s sharp criticism of the EU was also projected in 
its international communications. The strategy utilised a wide range 
of platforms, including opinion pieces, television interviews, online 
advertising, billboard campaigns abroad, targeted political lobbying, and 
the use of social media tactics. The portrayal of the EU varied depending 
on the medium, with the government spouting domestic populist 
narratives on some platforms (Visnovitz, Jenne, 2021), while adhering 
to more traditional and diplomatic standards of public diplomacy on 
others (Kacziba, 2023a). This variation led to a certain inconsistency in 
Hungary’s international messaging, producing less-coherent standpoints 
mainly on Euro-Atlanticism and EU relations.

Compared to domestic communication, this multilayered, 
international outreach remained less understood in the literature. The 
few existing studies addressing the issue either emphasised the populist 
infl uence on Hungarian foreign policy or underlined that Fidesz 
adopted a double-talk strategy to attract domestic voters but defuse 
tensions with European partners (Dúró, Várnagy, 2019; Kopper et al., 
2023). Against this backdrop, this study seeks to focus on how Hungary 
portrayed the EU in the specifi c domain of digital diplomacy, arguing 
that the predominance of domestic-style, populist criticism would 
resemble a strategy of negative soft power, a common technique used in 
international affairs to negatively frame and discredit opponents (Barr 
et al., 2015). To achieve these objectives, the paper proceeds to analyse 
a sample containing the government’s digital diplomacy activities on 
what was then Twitter. The self-collected sample identifi ed the most 
followed and active Hungarian government offi cials on the platform and 
retrieved all their English-language posts for the period between 2021 
and 2022. The retrieved-and-then-published data was then analysed 
by a semi-automatic content analysis to identify the frequency and 
content of EU-related criticism. The content analysis was performed 
on ATLAS.ti, which fi rst detected EU-related posts and then identifi ed, 
classifi ed, and interpreted the content of critical messages. Preceded 
by a brief overview on the theoretical and Hungarian contexts, these 
methodological aspects are further elaborated in the research design 
section, followed by a presentation and discussion of the results.
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Negative Soft Power 
and Its Implications on Digital Diplomacy

The interpretation and practice of soft power, akin to other core 
principles of international relations, have undergone signifi cant changes 
over the past decade. Traditionally, the concept was seen as a positive 
aspect of international interactions, which enabled states to pursue their 
interests without the use of coercive force. Accordingly, soft power was 
defi ned as the ability to infl uence others and achieve foreign policy 
objectives through attraction and persuasion rather than by force or 
compensation (Nye, 1990). Building on this interpretation, three basic 
aspects have been identifi ed for possessing effective soft power. First, 
countries should develop and identify valuable national resources that 
can be attractive elsewhere. These resources can range from political 
values through to culture, technology, and many other attributes 
(Kacziba, 2020). Secondly, governments need skilful public diplomacy to 
translate these assets into soft power. Public diplomacy, in its online and 
offl ine forms, thus mobilises potential national assets and attracts foreign 
audiences by drawing attention to these national resources and shaping 
the international agenda about the country’s image (Nye, 2008b). Thirdly, 
public diplomacy can only shape the preferences of others with credibility. 
Without a credible domestic and international stance, governmental 
agendas lack legitimacy and moral authority, and public diplomacy fails 
to attract and persuade, reducing soft power to little more than ineffective 
narrative projection (Nye, 2008a).

This ideal notion of soft power concentrates on the positive aspects 
of self-promotion. It goes that the exploitation of national assets, skilful 
public diplomacy, and credibility could itself generate meaningful 
impacts. However, the multipolar shift and the proliferation of populist-
style foreign policies since the beginning of the 21st century have opened 
up another potential; that the effectiveness of soft power could also 
be enhanced by undermining the attractiveness of competitors. The 
literature refers to these tendencies as “negative soft power”, a concept that 
includes not only the projection of a nation’s positive attributes, but also 
tactics designed to reduce the attractiveness of other international actors. 
According to Callahan (2015), negative soft power is a deliberate policy 
of negative portrayals of foreign countries in order to mobilise a domestic 
audience. In that sense, negative soft power systematically condemns 
external forces and identifi es them as the cause of national distress. For 
Callahan (2015, p. 217), this negative “exclusion of otherness” has become 
particularly common in states where domestic identity cohesion and 
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regime legitimacy are based on nationalism and chauvinism. In such cases, 
domestic political communication consolidates its perceived legitimacy 
by adopting analogous international rhetoric. These negative strategies 
seek to achieve their goals by discrediting and demonising international 
rivals while romanticising and overemphasising the talents of national 
leaders, the superiority of self-history and culture, and the performance 
of domestic socioeconomic indicators. 

Although this paper accepts Callahan’s concept, it argues that negative 
soft power serves not only domestic but also international purposes. As 
Zappone (2023, p. 8) notes, soft- power strategies of countries such as 
China or Russia have proved popular among “the world’s poorest and 
least developed countries”. If that is the case, then the overall framework 
of soft power should be responsible for that popularity, including positive 
attributes such as national qualities or culture, and negative aspects such 
as confrontational attitudes towards others. Nonetheless, the so-called 
“blame game”, a key element of negative soft power, is attractive not only 
in the context of developing countries. It also fi nds fertile ground among 
those segments of foreign societies that are attracted to populist or illiberal 
political explanations. In this context, a confrontational stance is a sign of 
strength and an attraction of power, which shows that the confrontational 
state is capable of resisting competitors, thus gaining status among those 
who sympathise with the ideological traits of such behaviour (Kiseleva, 
2015). Countries that use negative soft power are of course aware that this 
critical attitude is counterproductive and signifi cantly harms their overall 
image. Nevertheless, they do not seek to win the “minds and hearts” of 
their critics, as was recommended by Nye (2008b, p. 29), but rather aim to 
persuade those foreigners who may be attracted to their confrontational 
narratives.

In general, international criticism tends to be common, as all 
governments need to voice their concerns or express their real or perceived 
grievances. Negative soft power differs from these critical expressions in 
its systematic nature. While standard governmental criticism of other 
international actors still leaves room for alternative voices, even towards 
adversaries, negative soft power tends to project a unitary narrative with 
the key objective of undermining the reputation of an opponent(s). As 
such a unitary agenda requires complete control over the foreign policy 
discourse, negative soft power is primarily identifi ed within autocratic 
regimes such as China, Russia, or Iran (Barr et al., 2015; Callahan, 2015; 
Yablokov, 2015). In their foreign policy, these states tend to follow realist 
logic, perceiving the international environment as hostile, putting national 
interests fi rst, seeking to maximise power, and framing confl icts as zero-
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sum games (Giurlando, 2021). This realist stance is also refl ected in their 
soft power agenda, which typically combines positive self-promotion 
with harsh criticism of competitors. Although their strategies vary, they 
regularly seek to discredit their critics, reopen historical grievances, 
present themselves as “truth seekers” by promoting conspiracy theories, 
and portray their nation as a civilised victim in the face of aggressive 
barbarism (Callahan, 2015; Yablokov, 2015). These narratives often use 
populist tactics and are typically underpinned by an oversimplifi ed, 
dramatised communication style that sets a negative tone and politicises 
foreign policy narratives (Schmuck, Hameleers, 2020).

As its positive counterpart, negative soft power also uses public 
diplomacy to disseminate its messages. Among the various means 
available, this paper will focus on digital diplomacy, which, with its 
purpose of projecting government narratives to foreign entities, provides 
ideal tools and mediums for implementing negative soft power strategies 
(Surowiec, Miles, 2021).

Digital diplomacy refers to activities that use online and digital 
platforms for the conduct of diplomatic tasks to achieve foreign policy 
objectives (Gilboa, 2016; Manor, 2018). It involves the diplomatic use of 
various digital tools by diplomatic representatives to communicate with 
each other and the public (Erpul, 2023). Its primary goal is to support 
foreign policy objectives by promoting a national image and disseminating 
information about a country’s capabilities and its government’s views 
(Mazumdar, 2021). While digital diplomacy is essentially designed to 
focus on self-promotion, and its normative interpretation seeks to attract 
international audiences by promoting positive national qualities, it also 
provides avenues for systemic criticism, disinformation campaigns, and 
so-called “fake news” (Bjola, Pamment, 2019). Social media is particularly 
useful for such strategies. It allows for real-time engagement with a large, 
foreign audience, but currently has limited capabilities and insuffi cient 
legal means to combat the implementation of negative soft power.

To conceptualise the link between soft power and digital diplomacy, 
this study adopts Gosling’s (2021) argument that effective digital 
diplomacy can maximise soft power and can thus serve as an analytical 
tool to reveal its main orientations. In other words, digital diplomacy can 
identify whether a government opts for the traditional understanding 
of soft- power strategy whereby it focuses only on self-promotion, or 
adopts a negative approach by systematically criticising competitors 
(Callahan, 2015; Nye, 2008a). The digital diplomacy of government 
offi cials refl ects these opposite directions; rare critical expressions 
could indicate the use of traditional soft power, moderate criticism may 
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suggest spillover effects of domestic political communication, while 
systemic use of condemnation implies negative soft power to portray 
others unfavourably.

The Hungarian Context

Soft power strategies are relatively recent policy alternatives in 
Hungary. The country began to apply public diplomacy in the 1990s in a 
rather uncoordinated and insuffi cient manner. These efforts attempted to 
address multiple sectoral needs and areas (e.g., cultural diplomacy, nation 
branding, and diaspora diplomacy), but they were neither institutionalised 
nor strategised (Simon-Nagy, 2013). The fi rst centralising tendencies 
began to emerge in 2014, when Fidesz’s repeated electoral victory allowed 
the structural reform of international communication. These tendencies 
could be observed at the level of the central government and the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade (MFAT). At the central level, centralisation 
refl ected the government’s intention to unify and supervise both national 
and international communications by establishing specialised units 
within the Prime Minister’s Offi ce (Győri, 2023). At the ministerial level, 
centralisation efforts were associated with organisational adjustments in 
2014, when the restructured MFAT began prioritising politico-economic 
factors related to the new doctrines of Eastern and Southern Openings 
(Tarrósy, Vörös, 2014).

These centralisation tendencies tried to unify Hungary’s international 
image by producing and distributing content, supporting the conventional 
and digital diplomacy of various government agencies, and monitoring 
the messages disseminated by government offi cials. However, these 
attempts were complicated by increasing fragmentation due to the 
emergence of new government actors. Similar to other international cases, 
the digitalisation of government departments increased the number of 
offi cials able to infl uence soft power, as several ministries and government 
agencies, as well as PR fi rms and social media specialists, began to directly 
or indirectly infl uence the country’s external image (Manor, 2016). 
Despite centralisation efforts and accompanying coordination between 
different government agencies, this led to a duplication of responsibilities 
and diffi culties in harmonising the narratives presented to international 
audiences (Kacziba, 2023a).

Another factor that hindered harmonisation was the politisation of 
certain soft power instruments. While assets such as culture, history, 
or cuisine remained largely apolitical, the various iterations of Orbán 
governments used their projected political values as soft power assets. 
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In general, these values included strong centralised governance, the 
protection of national sovereignty, statist economic policies, support 
for the middle class, the romanticisation of historical traditions, the 
preservation of Christian values, and the rejection of multiculturalism 
(Rajcsányi 2018: 130). The representation of these values has been 
manifested abroad through controversial issues such as disputes over 
migration, LMBTQ rights, vaccination policies, the Russian-Ukrainian 
war, and the role of the EU. These themes mirrored the slogans of 
domestic populism and used tools for international dissemination that 
had already been tested at the national level (Visnovitz, Jenne, 2021). 
Accordingly, the political assets of Hungarian soft power were promoted 
through opinion articles, television interviews, online advertisements, 
international billboard campaigns, government-funded think tanks, 
contracted political advocacy, and social media strategies. The latter 
was particularly capitalised by digital diplomacy, which, as in other 
spheres, became responsible for the online dissemination of government 
messages (Manor, 2019). Although the government initially lagged 
behind the opposition in terms of digital international outreach, by 2019 
it had begun to devote signifi cant resources to its international online 
visibility (Ayan Musil, Yardımcı-Geyikçi, 2024). The new social media 
strategy included standard digital diplomacy actors such as diplomats, 
ambassadors, and embassies, but also the launch of English-language 
social media accounts for senior state offi cials, social media infl uencers, 
government-funded think tanks or press outlets. These different entities 
began to infl uence Hungary’s soft power agenda with mixed content – 
on the one hand, they produced a political discourse defi ned by central 
decision-makers, on the other hand, they shared functional messages 
related to the professional priorities of sectoral policies (Kacziba, 2023a). 
The following pages examine which has been more dominant in relation 
to the EU.

Research Design and Methodology

This study argues that digital diplomacy can serve as an analytical tool 
to identify key soft power orientations. Due to the growing importance 
of the platform in digital diplomacy, the study examines a Twitter sample 
of English-language communications from 40 Hungarian government 
offi cials between 1st January 2021, and 31st December 2022. In general, the 
methodology is designed to identify how Hungary’s soft power portrays 
the EU in its digital diplomacy. The paper attempts to address this general 
objective along the following research questions:
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Q1: What is the extent of EU-related criticism in Hungarian digital 
diplomacy conducted on Twitter?

Q2: How are the critical arguments distributed among selected users?
Q3: What are the main critical themes and narratives?
Q4: Do the fi ndings prove or disprove the use of negative soft power 

strategies?
To address these questions, the study fi rst utilised a dataset collected 

by the author. The dataset includes N = 24,380 Twitter posts from 40 
Hungarian government offi cials for 2021 and 2022. The selection of 
Twitter accounts was based on two criteria. First, the selected accounts had 
to represent government employees who held offi cial positions in 2021 
and/or 2022 or serve as offi cial profi les of government entities. Second, 
the project adopted a ranking system1 to determine the most active and 
followed Twitter accounts of these government accounts, ultimately 
fi ltering and including only the top 40 profi les in the analysis. To comply 
with Twitter’s legal requirements, the dataset has been anonymised, 
replacing profi le names with government positions or roles. The data 
retrieval process was performed using Twitter API tools and included all 
the English-language posts from the selected accounts. In addition to the 
text of the posts, the dataset includes the time, the type, and the number 
of retweets and likes for each post. After being structured and annotated, 
the dataset was openly published in Mendeley Data (Kacziba, 2023b).

Table 1. Schematic Diagram of the Research Design

Data collection Content Analysis
Identifi cation and ranking of 

offi cial government accounts on 
Twitter

Identifi cation of EU-related 
content with “Named Entity 
Recognition” in ATLAS.ti

Data retrieval by Twitter 
Developer API

Identifi cation of posts containing 
explicit and implicit criticism

Data pre-processing and 
synthesis

Detection of main topics in 
ATLAS.ti by concept search 

function
Anonymisation Qualitative understanding of 

individual post contentFinalising and publishing the 
dataset

Source: the author’s own compilation based on research.

1  The research fi rst identifi ed government offi cials who posted in English. A total 
of 67 were identifi ed, from which the 40 most infl uential were fi ltered. The ranking 
process was conducted using Twitter’s API v2 “User Lookup” tool, which provides 
detailed metrics on follower count and post frequency.
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The identifi cation of EU-related content and criticism was completed 
through a four-step, semi-automated qualitative content analysis in 
ATLAS.ti (Table 1). First, the software’s named entity recognition tool 
was applied, which is designed to identify entities in a text. The research 
uncovered EU-related Twitter posts based on the detected entities by 
reviewing them, fi ltering out relevant keywords, and coding them. As 
a second step, the research had to identify those among the coded posts 
that contained explicit or implicit criticism against EU-related entities. 
When defi ning the contextual basis of critical arguments, the study used 
a modifi ed version of Toth’s (2020) framework, which distinguished 
between explicit and implicit populism in examining social media posts. 
Although this paper is not directly concerned with populism, the explicit 
and implicit nature of so-called “target the enemy” discourse was valuable 
for the author’s objectives. Thus, the classifi cation process labelled posts as 
explicit criticism if they directly condemned, blamed, or were accusatory 
in nature and tone towards EU-related entities or generally referred to 
them with expressions of clear criticism.2 In contrast, implicit criticism 
was expressed in an indirect tone or with irony. It either implied criticism 
of the EU through suggestive phrasing or by comparing Hungarian success 
stories with EU failures and mistakes.3 These steps identifi ed EU-related 
articles and revealed those which were explicitly or implicitly critical in 
nature. In the fi nal stages, the research sought to detect the main themes 
of criticism, understand their distribution, and uncover their contents. 
Thus, in the third phase, the most common themes were identifi ed using 
ATLAS.ti’s concept recognition tool. The function is designed to detect, 
rank and group the most frequent noun phrases, outlining the most 
common themes among EU-related posts. At the fi nal step, this automatic 
identifi cation process was followed by a manual interpretation method, 
providing a qualitative understanding of the posts’ content.

Results

Based on the methodology described above, the study identifi ed a total 
of 3702 EU-related posts, representing 15.2% of the total sample. In terms 
of annual distribution, 13.1% of 2021’s posts and 16.9% of 2022’s were 
related to the EU, while the number of total posts increased from 11351 

2  For example: GCC_01_HU: “Brussels supports migration but doesn’t protect families 
and children”.
3  For example: Secretary of State_02_HU: “We didn’t wait for Brussels and bought early 
on as many vaccines as possible. The strategy paid off: HU is ranked 2nd among the MSs, bc 
almost 55% of the population is #FullyVaccinated”.
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to 13029 over the two sample years. With respect to critical arguments, 
the research found 1106 critical posts, revealing that 29.9% of the EU-
related posts contained direct or indirect criticism. As shown in Figure 
1 on the following page, relations in 2021 tended to be less strained, as 
the total number of critical posts was 376, or about 25.2% of the total 
number of EU-related posts. In 2022, both the number and percentage 
of critical posts increased, the former to 730 and the latter to 33%. In 
general, explicit criticism was more widespread, representing 76.6% of 
critical posts in 2021 and 73.1% in 2022.

Figure 1. Distribution of EU-related Posts and Predefi ned Categories of 
Criticism

Source: the author’s own compilation based on research.

Another important statistical feature concerns the distribution of 
criticism between actors. In this respect, Figure 2 below includes users 
who expressed criticism of the EU in 2021 and 2022. An important lesson 
from fi gure 2’s charts is that the distribution of criticism among users 
is rather low, with 93.03% of the total number of critical posts being 
concentrated among a mere fi ve users. It is important to note that all fi ve 
users are linked to the central government; two of them are secretaries of 
state, one is a government communication channel, and the remaining 
two are ministers. In contrast, users with a diplomatic background tended 
to show much lower criticality. Their combined critical rate reached 
just 5.6% of the total. As mentioned before, 2022 proved to be a more 
confrontative year. In this respect, a small number of central government 
users again dominated the growth of critical arguments, as their share of 
critical posts increased by 102.3% between 2021 and 2022, while the share 
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of diplomatic users only increased by 29.6% during the same period. As 
the results reveal that critical arguments are focused on a few actors, there 
is no signifi cant variance in implicit and explicit criticism across user 
types.

 

Figure 2. Distribution of Critical Posts Among Users
Source: the author’s own compilation based on research.

The main narratives of the EU-related posts were revealed through 
concept analysis and manual interpretation. The word clouds in Figure 
3 on the following page outline the main patterns of the fi ndings, 
summarising concept clusters in EU-related posts including both critical 
and non-critical posts. To briefl y refl ect on the non-critical posts, EU-
related content was frequently relational, containing functional narratives 
of diplomats. These posts often report on meetings with other diplomats, 
negotiations on either EU or bilateral issues, highlight support for certain 
policies, or describe cultural events and anniversaries. The frequent use 
of concepts such as “meeting”, “discussion”, “colleague”, “ambassador”, 
among other concepts, all refl ect these functional narratives and represent 
posts defi ned for public- diplomacy purposes. While these non-critical 
posts tend to be relational, informational messages are also prevalent, 
especially in areas that Hungary has favourably represented in the EU, 
such as the accelerated accession process of Western Balkan states. 
These informational posts also emphasised good relations with Visegrad 
countries, with particular prominence given to Polish-Hungarian 
relations. It is worth noting that the latter was one of the few non-critical 
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topics whose posting frequency had signifi cantly decreased by 2022; both 
the Visegrad group and Polish-Hungarian relations were less frequent in 
the second sample year.

 2021 2022

Figure 3. Main Concept Clusters in EU-related Posts
Source: the author’s own compilation based on research.

Despite changes in the Visegrad-related posts, non-critical themes 
generally tended to be similar across sample years. In sharp contrast, 
critical issues have signifi cantly changed. In 2021, the main critical 
narratives were related to migration, the pandemic, and the Hungarian 
child protection law (namely, the Act LXXIX of 2021). In the fi rst 
case, Hungarian digital diplomacy highlighted the European Union’s 
“misguided migration policies” and emphasised that Hungary’s approach 
was the right way to solve these challenges (Reményi et al., 2023). While 
the main narrative on migration has remained unchanged since 2015, the 
pandemic and the aforementioned child protection law were relatively 
new topics. In the case of COVID-19, criticism was mainly directed at 
the EU’s vaccine policy, highlighting that the restrictions on Chinese 
and Russian vaccines were based on “ideological differences” and thus 
hampered the ability of Member States to respond effectively to the health 
crisis. In the second part of the year, this attitude was complemented by 
the controversy over the coronavirus response fund, whereby Hungary 
questioned the legitimacy of withholding EU subsidies. These debates 
were strongly linked to Hungary’s child protection law, which was passed 
in the summer of 2021 and was perceived by the EU as discriminatory 
against sexual minorities (Szőke, 2022). Posts related to the issue include 
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one of the most vocal and explicit criticisms, where a few selected offi cials 
have frequently accused the EU and its offi cials of “gender propaganda”.

While these themes were still present in 2022, the main critical issues 
had shifted signifi cantly by the second sample year. The most important 
new topics were related to the Russian-Ukrainian war, with interrelated 
criticism focusing on economic struggles and war fi nancing. In the case 
of the Russian-Ukrainian war, the sample shows a general ambivalence, as 
Hungarian digital diplomacy essentially aimed to create a pro-Ukrainian 
image but criticised the EU for supporting the war efforts. The supportive 
narrative focused primarily on humanitarian aid and assistance to the 
refugees Hungary has hosted since February 2022, with posts occasionally 
referring to the protection of the territorial sovereignty of Ukraine and 
condemning the Russian aggression. Critical attitudes initially focused 
on protecting Hungarian minority rights in Ukraine, while later 
condemning President Zelensky for his vehement demand for military 
support, emphasising the sovereignty of Hungarian decision-making. It 
is important to note that the EU was again at the centre of the criticisms 
over the war, and while the narrative acknowledged Ukraine’s right to 
self-defense, it stated that the EU intervening would only deepen and 
prolong the confl ict. Accordingly, digital diplomatic messages portrayed 
Hungary as a pragmatic, pro-peace actor, while the EU’s central decision-
making bodies were depicted as being “pro-war forces”, representing 
great power rather than Member State interests. The worsening economic 
situation, infl ation, and energy price hikes were also attributed to the war. 
Within this narrative, “Brussels” miscalculated sanctions policies were 
blamed for the worsening economic conditions, emphasising that Fidesz’s 
alternative stance on the confl ict seeks to correct these mistakes in favour 
of the Hungarian people. As in the previous year, 2022 was also marked by 
debates about the withheld coronavirus recovery funds, which in this case 
were no longer related to the LGBTQ issue but rather to the war.

Discussion

This section interprets these fi ndings and addresses specifi c research 
questions individually. Starting with the content analysis, the fi rst 
research question (Q1) focused on identifying the extent of EU-related 
criticism. Results indicate that the majority of Hungary’s portrayal of the 
EU were non-critical, although the proportion of critical posts was still 
substantial at an average of 30% across the sample years. While critical 
posts remain in the minority, the high rate of explicit condemnation as 
regards critical posts is signifi cant. As these posts articulate sharp and 
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vocal criticism, they have a major impact on Hungary’s EU narrative and 
undoubtedly leave a stronger impression on online readers than neutral or 
relational posts do. In addition, the amplifying effects of explicit criticism 
are particularly important because most of these posts were published by 
central government fi gures, representing top-level opinions.

These patterns were revealed by the second research question (Q2), 
which sought to understand how critical posts are distributed among 
users. In this matter, results indicate that over 90% of the critical 
posts were published by fi ve central government users,4 while selected 
diplomatic actors posted mainly relational messages with neutral or 
positive sentiments. These patterns are associated with the Hungarian 
government’s institutional framework whereby duality exists between 
the international communications units in the Prime Minister’s Offi ce 
and the digital diplomacy activities of the MFAT. Due to this dichotomy, 
the MFAT publishes mainly relational and functional narratives, while 
the central government’s international communication exports domestic 
rhetorical panels, thus portraying the EU with the same narrative projected 
to the national electorate. On the one hand, this reinforces the idea that 
domestic political communication has signifi cant effects on external 
communication, driven by the “misguided belief that political marketing 
methods used internally – as during election campaigns – would work in 
the international environment” Ociepka (2013, p. 44). On the other hand, 
this position supports the literature’s view that the Hungarian government 
often uses double-talk, communicating different things to its foreign 
partners and its domestic constituency (Dúró, Várnagy, 2019; Kopper 
et al., 2023). According to the author’s fi ndings, this dichotomy is also 
present in digital diplomacy, as the central government’s fi erce criticism 
of the EU is rarely refl ected in the messages of diplomatic users.

This duality defi ned the EU-related narratives as revealed by the 
third research question (Q3). While non-critical arguments represented 
the standard content of digital diplomacy, i.e., reporting on events, 
meetings, and offi cial positions, the international communication of 
central government users refl ected the main directions of domestic 
communication (Merkovity et al., 2021). Critical arguments in the sample 
were articulated along the main lines of domestic communication, which 
portrayed the EU as an actor responsible for Hungary’s national distress. 
Ad hoc events were inserted into this general framework during the 

4  These users are displayed in Figure 2 and anonymised in the corresponding da-
taset as GCC_01_HU (a government communication channel), Minister_01_HU, 
Minister_02_HU (ministers), and Secretary of State_01_HU, Secretary of State_02_
HU (state secretaries).
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examined period. For example, in 2021, the EU’s ideological stance and 
slow bureaucratic procedures were blamed for pandemic hardships, while 
in 2022, “Brussels's”, “pro-war”, and “sanction policies” were pointed to 
by the Hungarian government (in its catchphrases and slogans) as being 
the primary sources of Hungary’s security and economic challenges. 
Importantly, these critical narratives corresponded to the central tenets 
of populist foreign policy as outlined by Plagemann and Destradi (2020). 
Posts often revolved around a charismatic leader, people-centeredness, 
national pride, conservative versus anti-elitism, anti-globalisation, and 
minority rights. The tone and phrasing of critical posts also aligned 
with populist attributes, with simplistic, confrontational messages and 
chameleonic policy orientations (Sevin, 2015).

Based on these fi ndings, the fourth research question (Q4) can also 
be assessed, refl ecting on whether the Hungarian government’s Twitter 
diplomacy applied negative soft power when communicating narratives 
about the EU. It is argued that negative soft power can be identifi ed if anti-
EU rhetoric is systematically present in the sample, i.e., if the international 
communication of the Hungarian government is predominantly critical. 
Statistically speaking, the results of the semi-automated content analysis 
indicate that the offi cial narrative on the EU cannot be classifi ed as purely 
negative soft power, as non-critical posts still outnumbered critical ones. 
Therefore, the average Twitter consumer did not necessarily receive 
a negative Hungarian perspective on the EU, as some popular users might 
exhibit a neutral or even positive portrayal. Nevertheless, these results are 
nuanced by the distribution of critical posts across selected actors. In this 
regard, core users of central government identifi ed in Figure 2 were more 
likely to adopt negative soft power strategies. In their case, criticism could 
be considered systemic and even increasing, as the comparison between 
the two sample years demonstrated. The systematic use of criticism by 
these core users showed that the central communication apparatus of 
the government tended to portray the EU in a fundamentally negative 
image. Nonetheless, this tendency has been countered by the behaviour 
of other users, especially those associated with the MFAT, who used 
signifi cantly less-critical arguments and expressed either neutral or 
positive sentiments.

There are several reasons for this contradiction, one of which may 
be the ineffective coordination between government agencies, which 
would lead to an inconsistent narrative with central government users 
exporting populist communication of domestic politics and diplomats 
applying functional narratives of public diplomacy standards. The second 
possibility could be that the Hungarian government is aware of its small-
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state limitations and deliberately projects a double narrative, balancing 
populist elements with pragmatic diplomatic messages. Since centralising 
tendencies are highly effective in Hungary, the second explanation seems 
more plausible. In this respect, Hungary would share similarities with 
other examples where the replication of domestic populist practices in 
foreign policy is largely limited (Plagemann, Destradi, 2020; Verbeek, 
Zaslove, 2017). Consequently, Hungary differs from the classic “hard 
state” examples of negative soft power (Callahan, 2015). While powers 
such as Russia or China have great potential to apply negative soft power 
based on the models of domestic communication, Hungary’s systemic 
weakness restricts the pure export of national narratives. For this reason, 
Hungary’s EU-portrayal in digital diplomacy combined both critical and 
non-critical arguments and signalled mixed messages.

Conclusions

Although countries that joined the EU in 2004 had been critical 
over the past 20 years, the exploitation of “soft power Europe” was an 
important part of their public and later digital diplomacy agenda. These 
trends were particularly reinforced by the Russian-Ukrainian war in 2022, 
when bandwagoning behaviour reduced the external communication 
of negative views on the EU (Chew et al., 2023; Gotkowska, 2021). The 
Hungarian example is, therefore, exceptional, as the country continued 
to project harsh criticism on the EU. This paper, however, shows that 
even Hungary has not adopted a purely negative soft power strategy. 
Although central government users systematically portrayed the EU as 
a negative actor, blamed for expansionism, interfering with domestic 
affairs, and health and security challenges, the full spillover of domestic 
populism was counterbalanced by users of more diplomatic narratives. 
This indicates that the use of negative soft power by Hungary has been 
restricted and limited, producing a rather hybrid digital diplomacy where 
contradictory messages have been delivered to foreign audiences. While 
these fi ndings are certainly indicative, it is important to stress that they 
are based on a Twitter dataset only. The limitations of the research must 
therefore be acknowledged, as the analysis did not extend to other social 
media platforms, nor did it include offi cial appearances in the foreign 
press or international advocacy efforts, which could provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of soft power dynamics. Accordingly, 
future research should aim to explore these additional dimensions of 
soft power and examine the broader principles of politicisation and their 
implications for EU/Hungary relations.
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