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More than one decade ago, an intellectual movement was launched  
in Hungary entitled ‘Reinventing Central Europe’, initiated by a renowned 
sociologist Elemér Hankiss. His name is not well-known out of the country, 
due to the lack of English-language publications of him, but his intellectual 
role is indisputable in the post-socialist Hungarian public discourse, 
as an acclaimed public writer and as the ex-director of the Hungarian 
broadcasting company. Elemér Hankiss’s initiative attempted to find  
the common narrative of Central Europe in the years of EU accession, 
based on the thought that the societies of little states between the Russian 
and German-language world will consist one socio-cultural area despite  
of the EU accession and despite the economic convergence. ‘Narrative’ 
means in this case an easily and globally ‘readable’ story which places 
Central Europe among the great regions of the globalised world, and which 
has strong local spiritual roots, with its own contribution to the great socio-
cultural dilemmas.1

1  N. Thorpe, ‘Eastern Europe Since 1989: Defending Power’, The World Today, Vol. 65,  
no. 11 (2009), pp. 30–31.
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Let’s scrutinize a bit the expressions in the title, like ‘imaginary 
geography’ and ‘global cultural consumerism’. This latter means – 
following the thoughts of the renowned experts of the globalisation – that  
by the dawn of the 21st century, global market strategies have been evolved, 
which triggered global socio-cultural counter-responses. Global market 
strategies do not mean necessarily that the whole global market of the 
cultural products had been homogenised. Many experts stress that counter-
responses against homogenisation tendencies make the world culturally 
fragmented and divided; others point to the hybridization of globalised 
and local consumer attitudes. Regardless of these theories, nobody denies 
that a global cultural consumerism does exist.2

The other expression in the title which needs explanation is 
‘imaginary geography’. Imaginary geography includes all the intentional or 
accidental activities which form the image of a region, from the leaflets 
of the tour operators to the news which spread throughout on the world 
about this region. To some extents, the geo-branding of a region can be 
conceptualized as an intentional policy, as a tool of ‘country image’, helping 
the promotion of tourism destination, appealing investors or improving 
the diplomatic position of a country.3

Twelve years have passed since this intellectual action mentioned 
above, and the need of finding a common Central European narrative might 
be stronger than before. Some very concrete historical events strengthened 
the distinctiveness of Central Europe from its surrounding areas; and some 
very concrete events force Central Europe to form and represent its own 
narrative actively on the scenes of global consumerism.

The great ‘historical event’ putting Central Europe on the global 
map was the migration crisis in 2015, but it was not the first sign that 
Central Europe needs own regional narrative. Already the 2008-2009 
financial crisis indicated that the great narrative of the post-socialist elites –  
the convergence and catching-up with the West within a tolerable timeframe 
– had been collapsed. The crisis made it clear that Central Europe remains 
lagging behind the West (from a pure economic point of view).

2  G. Ritzer, ‘Rethinking Globalization: Glocalization/Grobalization and Something/Noth-
ing’, Sociological Theory, Vol. 21, no. 3 (2003), pp. 193–209.
3  H. Siegrist, ‘Comparative History of Cultures and Societies. From Cross-Societal Anal-
ysis to the Study of Intercultural Interdependencies’, Comparative Education, Vol. 42,  
no. 3 (2006), pp. 377–404.
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The migration crisis was just a next event, which elucidated to 
the fact that Central European societies does not fit into the great ‘Nort’–
‘South’ division, which is the typical explanatory panel of the global crises. 
According to this public and academic discourse, there is a highly developed 
North – the First World, with dominant or hegemonic powers, being in  
a donor-position – and an underdeveloped South – the Third World, with 
fragile states. According to the pure statistics, Central and Eastern Europe 
belongs to the North, i.e. to the First World: they are EU-, NATO and 
OECD-members, donor states, with a high Human Development Index. 
Yet, Central and Eastern European societies do not feel themselves such 
actors which should or could react to the global crises: this region does 
not have any diplomatic tradition out of Europe, having never belonged to 
the ‘colonial’ states. Moreover, the century-long idea of ‘catching up with 
the West’ has made these societies a bit narrow-minded, focusing just on 
this great convergence challenge, and suffering from the failed attempts in 
this field. As a result, Central European societies have produced their own 
frustrations, being far from the feeling that they are communities which 
are to help others. An interesting fact about this phenomenon is that the 
happiness index of South America (which is officially less developed than 
Central Europe) is higher than that of Central and Eastern Europe.4

As a result, CEE region tends to be reluctant to participate in  
the global conflicts and cooperation. In turn, CEE remains invisible from 
a global point of view, as a blank patch on the map. It sparks off such 
misfortune situations like the election of the UN Secretary General. when 
the UN decided not to elect a Central European SG, despite the existing 
rotating system. UN members – the representatives of the world’s sovereign 
states – could not ‘read’, understand the motivations and habits of Central 
Europe, at least in political terms.5

But Central Europe has remained a not-so-well-known region 
from the point of view of the global cultural memory, being overshadowed 

4  J. Helliwell, R. Layard, J. Sachs (ed.), World Happiness Report 2017, New York 2017,  
pp. 85.
5  D. Clark, ‘New secretary-general heralds a shift of power at the UN’, Financial Times,  
11 October 2016, at https://www.ft.com/content/efd5e44a-508e-39cc-b5aa-42be8223f334, 
10 November 2017: Unlike Latin America, Africa and Asia – other regions that have suc-
cessfully pressed their claims in the past – the countries of eastern Europe failed to show  
the determination and unity of purpose required to win.
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by Western European nations, whose cultural influence has became 
global. This Western European cultural dominance rooted partly in  
the colonisation’s centuries, which made Spanish, English or French languages 
being globally present, and which established a Europe-centered cultural 
memory on the whole world. This ‘Westernisation’ of cultural remembrance 
could be regarded as a great opportunity for Central and Eastern Europe 
– it could serve as a platform where the semi-peripheral national cultures  
of Europe could also place themselves. But it poses a great challenge as well: 
the predominant, well-routinized Western cultural patterns can outshine 
any kind of attempt coming from the Eastern hinterland.

Let be here two examples. First, we shall take a look at the world 
of Shakespeare: which countries, cities, regions had been depicted in the 
dramas of the worldwide-renowned genius of the literature? These are 
England, Italy, French, Spain, the Mediterranean as a whole; practically 
with no mention of the Eastern part of the continent. The only exception is 
Bohemia, where the play The Winter’s Tale is set, but as a somewhat fictive 
land: this landlocked area is portrayed in Shakespeare’s world as a country 
with seaside.6

As a second example, we shall take a look at the map, where to travel 
James Bond during his missions across Europe. It might sound curious to 
refer to James Bond movies in such an investigation, but these maps about 
Bond’s filmed missions do exist, and can offer us some conclusions about 
the mental map of today’s global consumers. The travelling destinations  
of James Bond can be categorized into two types: one is the Western 
European and Mediterranean cities, being exotic and luxurious, and  
the other is the Russian or Russian-like (Caucasian) cities, the dangerous 
ones. Being nor luxurious, exotic, or dangerous, Mr. Bond avoided Central 
Europe. The sole exception is Czech Republic, again, where the 007 agent 
spent some days, in Karlove Vary.7

But the ancillary, dependent situation of the Central European area 
can be depicted with its overall representation in the cinema industry.  
Or rather, it is more precise to speak about the lack or ‘de-presentation’ (lack 

6  R.J. Mayhew, ‘Was William Shakespeare an Eighteenth-Century Geographer? Con-
structing Histories of Geographical Knowledge’, Transactions of the Institute of British Ge-
ographers, Vol. 23, no. 1 (1998), pp. 21–37. 
7  S. Reijnders, ‘On the trail of 007: Media pilgrimages into the world of James Bond’, Area, 
Vol. 42, no. 3 (2010), pp. 369–377.
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of representation) of this region, since a great variety of movies are made in 
these countries, without mentioning the real locations in the films.8

Budapest is a good example of how Hollywood utilizes Central 
Europe. From the perspective of the 20th century, when Hungary was cut off 
from the West with the Iron Curtain, it would be a great relief and pleasure 
to see how the moguls of the 21st century film industry have raised their 
interests towards the streets and facades of Budapest. They begun to choose 
this city for the scenes of their films: a kind of sensation was when Madonna, 
Robert Redford, Brad Pitt, Angelina Jolie had worked in the city. Slowly, 
people of Budapest have accommodated to the new phenomenon, and it is 
already not a ‘breaking news’ if somebody meets Ashton Kutcher or Mila 
Kunis in a Budapest-located Starbucks. So, what can spoil our happiness 
about it? That their chose is influenced primarily by the cheapness and 
easy availability of the public spaces; they are not interested in presenting 
and re-producing the authentic atmosphere of the city, it is used rather  
as a scenery. Hardly any blockbuster can be mentioned where Budapest 
plays Budapest. In Madonna’s film, it serves as the 19th century Buenos 
Aires; Robert Redford and Brad Pitt evoked here the air of East Berlin 
during the Cold War. And when Tom Hanks went to the building  
of the Hungarian National Museum, the building played the role of the 
Harvard University.9

This unfortunate, ‘unnoticed’ situation of Central Europe is more 
than ever highlighted in the case of Croatia, where Dubrovnik serves as 
the scene of the Game of Thrones. Thanks to its play in the fantasy series he 
city enjoyed – or rather encountered – a great influx of tourists. So from 
this point of view, some positive commercial and economic effect can be 
calculated in the short run, but more stable and fortunate tendency would 
be the exploration of the real Dubrovnik. It is worth mentioning that locals 
are also unsatisfied with the new popularity of their homeland, and not 
just because of the unbearable density of tourists, but because of ‘cultural 
investors’ failing to take proper care over it. This negligence was already 
experienced during the shooting of Game of Thrones, when the producers 
intended to use a temple as a fictional scene. After harsh reaction from  

8  P. Szczepanik, ‘Transnational Crews and Postsocialist Precarity: Globalizing Screen  
Media Labor in Prague’, in: M. Curtin, K. Sanson (ed.), Precarious Creativity. Global Me-
dia, Local Labor, Berkeley 2016, pp 88–103.
9  J. Palotai, ‘Várostérkép-. Új Budapest kortárs filmen’, Filmvilág, no. 12 (2011), pp. 40–41.
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the side of locals, the movie makers gave up with this idea. 
A similar story began to be written in the island of Vis, where  

the Mamma Mia 2 will take place. This case is very interesting from another 
point of view: the island will be served as a fictional Greek island: because 
according to the script, the film is played in Greece.10 But the logical question 
can be brought up here: if the filmmakers are happy to have found a shiny, 
gorgeous Croatian island for their film, why they are reluctant to place the 
film to a shiny, gorgeous Croatian island? An answer might be found in 
the Big Data analysis of ‘Croatia’ and ‘Greece’ on the internet. According to 
Google data, the word of ‘Greek’ is written much more in the whole world, 
than the world ‘Croatia’ – with the exception of Central Europe, where 
Croatia outshines Greece. So, Greece is globally more-known, Greece is 
more popular: and hosts of cinemas from Chile to South Korea will be able 
to take a liking to a film placed there. Placing a film in Croatia can pose  
a slight risk – at least according to the film industry – that non-Europeans 
cannot imagine the atmosphere of the scenes with an empathy.

Figure 1. Map – Frequency of Croatia and Greece in the online world. (Blue: countries 
where Croatia is mentioned more frequently than Greece. Red: Countries where Greece 

is mentioned more frequently than Croatia.) Source: Google Trends.

10  S. Filming, ‘Filming of «Mamma Mia» Sequel to Start in Vis, Croatia’, Balkan Insight, 
7 September 2017, at http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/mamma-mia-shoots-on-
croatian-island-of-vis-09-07-2017, 10 November 2017.
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Beside the danger of invisibility, another risk is posed for Central Europe in 
the various forms of Dracula-tourism.11 This term was coined some decades 
ago when it became obvious that the main touristic feature of Romania 
is Dracula’s story. The various forms of adaptations based on the novel  
of Bram Stoker are well-known on the whole world; and despite all  
the efforts of the official Romanian tourism policy makers, tourist events 
inspired by Dracula outshines all the other attractions. Eventually the 
Romanian official bodies accepted the situation and accustomated to it; but 
the whole phenomenon has brought up the danger of transforming Central 
Europe into a horror-style Disneyland.

Indeed, not just Romania is tackled by the Dracula-tourism.  
In Slovakia, one of the most prestigious touristic export product is Elisabeth 
Báthory, the ‘bloody countess’, who lived in the 17th century in today’s 
territory of Slovakia and was accused of bathing in the blood of young 
ladies. Báthory’s mysterious legend has inspired many film makers, writers 
and poets to recall the image of the bloody countess, even these days.12  
As a peculiar result, the CNN Travel section’s sole article about Slovakia 
reveals the story of Báthory.13

It is worth mentioning that the Dracula-tourism is an overall Central 
European phenomenon. And not just due to the not-so-well-known-fact 
that Slovaks and Czechs played a main role in the original Dracula novel 
(placed them into Transylvania), but due to the similar position of the little 
nations of the region: they lack a ‘great narrative’ which could outshine 
the archaistic and tabloid stories about vampires and other beings. So we 
have arrived to the question: what kind of narrative could be ‘the story  
of Central Europe’, being readable enough to understand by non-Europeans, 
and being authentic much more than Dracula?

11  D. Light, ‘Dracula tourism in Romania. Cultural identity and the state’, Annals of Tour-
ism Research, Vol. 34, no. 3 (2007), pp. 746–765.
12  E.g. in Argentina, the anti-Peron resistance recalled the image of the ‘bloody countess’, 
as a parallel between the feudal Hungary and Peron’s Argentina. See: more in: N.L. Molin-
aro, ‘Resistance, Gender, and the Mediation of History in Pizarnik’s «La condesa sangrien-
ta» and Ortiz’s «Urraca»’, Letras Femeninas, Vol. 19, no. 1–2 (1993), pp. 45–54
13  J. Malathronas, ‘«Blood Countess» in Slovakia: Tourists on the trail of Elizabeth Bathory’, 
CNN, 30 October 2014, at http://edition.cnn.com/travel/article/blood-countess-slovakia/
index.html, 10 November 2017.
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According to us, such a narrative has to be inspired primarily by 
one key expression, which is the phenomenon of personal union in Central 
Europe. Personal unions constitute a landmark of Central European history, 
reflecting to the co-existence of little nations, with its all positive cultural 
results. It embodies a typical Central European phenomenon: the alliance 
of nations on the level of the heads of states, ending up in a peaceful break-
up.

Let’s see which unions we speak about. The originally Lithuanian 
Jagellonian dynasty became Poland’s ruling house in the 14th century, but 
it also gave Czech and Hungarian kings in later centuries. Among other 
things, the Polish-Lithuanian personal-union of the Jagellas (when the two 
states were merged only by the common king) laid the foundation for the 
later Lublin Union, which was an even more powerful level for the Polish-
Lithuanian state union. The common form of government has inspired 
scientific life, too: scholars at the University of Kraków had dealt with  
the principle of equality of nations.14

Gaining post-modern message just from the remembrance  
of the sole personal-union of Jagellos is not a simple thing since  
the Jagellos’ age was more than half a millennium ago and because, 
ultimately, a Poland-centered Central European conception is appealing 
for many Hungarians but can not be acceptable by e.g. Lithuanians.15  
But if we make a step away from the ethno-centric points of views, it seems 
to be true, that such personal unions and state alliances had practically 
developed a loose network, primarily in the semi-peripherical regions  
of Europe during the Middle Ages and the Early Modern Period. It did 
not mean the dominance of one party and thus it opened space for mutual 
cultural interactions, even if only on the level of elites.

It is also interesting to scrutinize why such a network had become 
the feature of the semi-peripheries of Europe. When personal unions had 
been formed by Europe’s strong core areas, it immediately implied their fatal 
dominance and a dominant-subordinate relationship. In this way, Scotland 
became ‘subjugated’ by England: the end of the Scottish independence 

14  H.E. Barnes, ‘The Problem of the New and Small National-States in Central and South-
ern Europe: A Summary Survey’, The Journal of International Relations, Vol. 10, no. 1 
(1919), pp. 99–123.
15  J.S. Lopatto, ‘Lithuania: Its Desires and Claims’, The Journal of Race Development, Vol. 8, 
no. 2 (1917), pp. 188–196.
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begun with personal dynastic relations with England. And in Iberia, Castile 
melted Aragon (and Catalonia) through such steps as well, creating Spain, 
and terminating its former independent neighbours.16

In the historical semi-peripheries – in Central and Eastern Europe 
or in Scandinavia – the situation was a slightly different. There was a fragile 
equilibrium of state forces that did not have a clearly dominant party. Poland 
has been able to defend itself in the east and west for centuries, but it has 
not been able to act as a colonialist against others in a clear and persistent 
conquest. (But the same can be said about King Matthias of Hungary, 
about the Czech rulers or about Sweden). Actual personal union and state 
alliance, therefore, did not constitute the first step of a fatal conquest, but 
the channels of cultural interaction that led this semi-periphery from  
the Carpathians to Scandinavia. Hungarian kings and a Transylvanian prince 
also sat on the throne of the Poles, who, alongside the Lithuanians, also made 
a similar union with Sweden in history. And the Swedes lived together with  
the Danes and Norwegians within the Kalmar Union. Obviously, it would be 
unfounded to attribute exaggerated importance to such individual unions 
and federations, or to over-emphasize the role of Poles, Hungarians or 
Swedes for the history of the region. But as a phenomenon, such historical 
unions represent a unique layer of our heritage that can be re-discovered in 
the era of European integration and can still inspire the cultural openness 
of Central European national identities. So from the point of view  
of the intention, how to build a global narrative of the region, maybe 
personal unions give us the answer.

The narrative of unions of kings could be readable and 
understandable by non-Europeans as well. The great European cultural 
acquis of renaissance, Christianism, reformation or classicism have been 
also readable through rulers entitled ‘rex’ or ‘dux’, through Medicis,  
or through the Papas – they make Western European culture visible and 
readable. Dynasties like Jagełło, Corvin, Luxembourg, or Vasa can make 
Central Europe globally appealing – in contrast to the Game of Thrones,  
it is a real story with real persons, whose traces and cultural legacies can be 
discovered in today’s Central Europe.

16  N. Davies, ‘How States Die’, New England Review, Vol. 32, no. 4 (2011–2012), pp. 68–77. 
With reference to the Castilian and English personal unions, Davies put the question: 
Liquidation is a concept well understood in company law; and there is no good reason why 
it should not be applied by analogy to the particular circumstances in which a state entity  
or ‘political company’ is deliberately suppressed.
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