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SECURITIZATION OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC: COMPARATIVE CASES OF 

HUNGARY AND THE EU 

ABSTRACT 

World history witnessed several diseases and pandemics which heavily impacted the 

socio-economic conditions and economic and political structure. The last pandemic was 

the Covid-19 pandemic which broke out in Wuhan, China, in December 2019. The rapid 

spread of the pandemic across the continents caused state leaders, ministers, and 

international organizations to describe the pandemic as a security threat and to adopt 

measures to slow the pace of this pandemic down. This study focuses on the pandemic 

management in Hungary and the European Union. It aims to answer whether Hungary, 

the least democratic state in the EU, differentiated from the EU in the face of the Covid-

19 policy in the first phase of the pandemic (March-June 2020). For this analysis, the 

securitization theory developed by Copenhagen School was employed. The primary 

components of this theory were investigated in the statements delivered by the 

securitizing actors. The analysis revealed that the pandemic was securitized in both cases 

and framed as a threat to human health and the economy, and similar emergency measures 

were adopted. However, Hungary moved in the direction of authoritarianism, and the 

securitizing statements were repleted with military terms, while the EU securitized the 

pandemic more liberally and democratically.  

 

Keywords: Hungary, the European Union, Covid-19 pandemic, Securitization, 

Copenhagen School 
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COVİD-19 PANDEMİSİNİN GÜVENLİKLEŞTİRİLMESİ: MACARİSTAN VE 

AVRUPA BİRLİĞİ VAKALARININ KARŞILAŞTIRMASI 

ÖZET 

Dünya tarihi, sosyo-ekonomik koşulları, ekonomik ve politik yapıyı büyük ölçüde 

etkileyen birçok hastalık ve salgına tanıklık etmiştir. Son pandemi, Aralık 2019'da Çin'in 

Wuhan kentinde ortaya çıkan Covid-19 pandemisidir. Pandeminin kıtalar arasında hızla 

yayılması, devlet liderlerinin, bakanların ve uluslararası kuruluşların pandemiyi bir 

güvenlik sorunu veya tehdidi olarak tanımlamasına neden olmuştur ve ülkeleri salgının 

hızını azaltmak için önlemler almaya itmiştir. Bu çalışma, Macaristan ve Avrupa 

Birliği'ndeki pandemi yönetiminin ilk safhasına (Mart-Haziran 2020) odaklanmakta olup 

AB'nin en az demokratik üyesi olan Macaristan'ın bu dönemde Covid-19 pandemisi ile 

mücadelesinin AB'den farklılaşıp farklılaşmadığını yanıtlamayı amaçlamaktadır. Bu 

analizin yürütülmesi için, Kopenhag Okulu tarafından geliştirilen güvenlikleştirme teorisi 

kullanılmış ve bu teorinin temel bileşenleri, güvenlikleştirici aktörler tarafından verilen 

açıklamalarda incelenmiştir. Yapılan analiz pandeminin her iki vakada da 

güvenlikleştirildiğini ortaya koymuş olup, pandeminin insan sağlığı ve ekonomi için bir 

tehdit olarak çerçevelendiğini ve pandemiye karşı benzer önlemlerinin alındığını ortaya 

koymuştur. Ancak Macaristan’da otoriterlik derinleşirken ve askeri terimlerle dolu 

güvenlikleştirici açıklamalar yapılırken, AB pandemiyi daha liberal ve demokratik bir 

şekilde güvenlikleştirmiştir. 

 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Macaristan, Avrupa Birliği, Covid-19 pandemisi, Güvenlikleştirme, 

Kopenhag Okulu 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Various epidemics, diseases, and pandemics have struck the world throughout humanity's 

history, such as the bubonic plague in the 14th century, smallpox and the Spanish Flu in 

the 1920s, and HIV/AIDS, which started in the mid-1900s (BBC Future 2020). In the 21st 

century, various diseases, such as the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in 

2002-3, Swine Flu in 2009-10, the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome 2015, and Covid-

19 since 2020 have severely impacted the international society (Piret and Boivin 2021, 

2).  

The Covid-19 pandemic, which erupted in December 2019 in Wuhan (China), has been 

the latest pandemic that hit the world. Initially, the World Health Organization (WHO) 

did not decide on the severity of this new disease in the first meeting on January 22.  

However, as the virus spread worldwide, the number of cases and death toll skyrocketed. 

For this reason, the WHO declared this virus as a global pandemic on 11 March 2020 

(World Health Organization 2020). Even though the disease originated in China, within 

a very short time, it spread elsewhere in the world, and the European continent became 

the center of this pandemic (Feuer et al. 2020).  

All these unprecedented developments necessitated emergency responses of 

governments, and these responses were reflected in the leaders’ discourses. The outbreak 

and the spread of the disease were framed as “a war, a fight against an invisible enemy or 

an attack which has to be eliminated rapidly.” (Vankovska 2020, 73). There are several 

examples of these securitizing utterances. For example, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu stated that “We are at war. Our enemy is the virus, and the virus is invisible.” 

(TV7 Israel News 2020); US President Donald Trump labeled the disease and ongoing 

situation as an “enemy” and a “war” (REV 2020). The UN Secretary-General Antonio 

Guterres remarked that “Covid-19 will require a response like none before- a “war-time” 

plan in times of human crisis.” (Guterres 2020). In this vein, French President Emmanuel 

Macron also described the virus as an “invisible and elusive enemy” (Rose and Lough 

2020), while German Chancellor Angela Merkel maintained that the virus is the biggest 

challenge that Germany has faced since the World War II (Merkel 2020). In addition to 
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these examples, Boris Johnson (Johnson 2020), Italian Foreign Secretary Luigi Di Maio 

(Orlandi and Armstrong 2020), and several other leaders made similar remarks. The 

description of the pandemic as such clearly demonstrated that the pandemic was 

securitized by leaders and the governing elites throughout the world. The adaptation of 

measures to control and slow down the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic have been 

implemented according to these discourses. Those measures are but not limited to the 

declaration of bans on social activities, transition to online education, or the suspension 

of educational activities in some parts of the world, closure of borders, and the 

introduction of economic packages. In some countries, governments went further by 

deploying their armies on streets to inspect whether their citizens comply with the enacted 

measures or not, like in France (Akgül-Açıkmeşe 2020, 10; France 24 2020). In other 

words, the famous saying “extraordinary times call for extraordinary measures” became 

the reality of the world as the virus spread. 

The use of a language loaded with military terms and the urgency of the pandemic ended 

up with authoritarianism in some countries. The governing elites around the world took 

advantage of this crisis to subvert the democratic norms and values, bypass the 

parliaments or silence the opposition figures (Lawless 2021; Hapal 2021; Grančayová 

2021). All these abovementioned characteristics could be explained with the assumptions 

and the methodology of the securitization theory. The description of this virus as a threat 

and danger and the justification of precautions and measures which are difficult to adopt 

under normal settings could be explained as the securitization process. Additionally, this 

theory is critical of the notion of “the more security is better” since it can bring authorities 

onto the stage, as occurred in the case of Covid-19 (Buzan et al. 1998, 29; Wæver 2003, 

12). Hence, securitization theory can shed light on the different dimensions of pandemic 

management worldwide. 

Among all other countries, Hungary has also been a country that utilized Covid-19 in 

order to implement some extraordinary measures; in other words, the pandemic was 

securitized. In line with the authoritarian tendencies that characterized the last decade of 

the country, Hungary securitized the issue and benefited from the pandemic to suppress 

the opposition figures, enact laws and regulations which challenged the democratic norms 

and civil liberties, or favor Fidesz-loyalist. As will be mentioned in the following pages, 
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Hungary was a country that was criticized by international agencies, international 

organizations, and the European Union from 2010 onwards. All these criticisms led to a 

decrease in the democracy score prepared by the agencies. For instance, Freedom House 

labeled Hungary as a “hybrid regime,” and Hungary became the first country that is not 

“fully democratic” in the EU (Gehrke 2020b). The erosion of democracy as a result of the 

changes in the media structure, judiciary, and checks and balances has attracted criticism 

from the European Union several times (European Parliament 2013; 2015; 2022). This 

deviation of Hungary from the EU in terms of democratic norms and values in the 2010s 

had an impact on the pandemic policies and securitization. 

The second case, the EU, is related to Hungary’s exclusive position in the EU as a state 

which poses several challenges and problems to the EU norms, values, and structures in 

the last decade. The EU, which advocates liberal values, became one of the primary critics 

of the consolidation of power in the hands of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán and the 

democratic backsliding. In this vein, this thesis aims to answer the question, “Does 

Hungary deviate from the EU in terms of management of the Covid-19 pandemic?”. This 

thesis will point out whether the Covid-19 pandemic is securitized in these cases, if 

securitization occurred, how this was framed, and whether it was successful. However, 

there is another aspect of this study. This comparison of securitization of Covid-19 in 

Hungary and the European Union allows to answer to what extent these securitizations 

were similar or different. 

In terms of time scope, this thesis concentrates on the securitization of Covid-19 in the 

first months of the pandemic, in other words, from March 2020 to June 2020.  The reasons 

for selecting this timespan are twofold: (I) the difficulty of analyzing the pandemic, which 

lasted more than two years and which still continues with severe repercussions, and (II) 

the decreasing number of cases and death tolls which led to easing and abrogation of 

various enacted measures. The second reason implies that the Covid-19 pandemic, 

starting from July 2020 to September 2020, lost its power, and the number of cases was 

low compared to the period between March and June 2020. However, these numbers 

began to increase in September 2020 (European Commission 2020b, 1). It means that the 

pandemic was prioritized between March and June; however, it partially occupied the 
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agenda with other issues in the summer months, and then it became at the top of the 

agenda, starting from autumn onwards.  

This study benefits from the securitization theory developed by the Copenhagen School, 

as the above-mentioned examples indicated that the framing of the pandemic in an 

extraordinary manner and the prioritization of this issue over several others demonstrates 

how securitization theory can be helpful in analyzing this pandemic process. Also, this 

theory is helpful to study different aspects of security, ranging from the environment to 

global health issues, since it bases its core on the speech act and aims to widen and 

broaden security. In the framework of this theory, this thesis aims to understand whether 

and how the Covid-19 pandemic was framed as a security threat in Hungary and in the 

EU, and these two cases differentiated from each other.  

Accordingly, the following chapter is devoted to the securitization theory's development, 

intellectual core, and main characteristics. Besides the theory, the current literature on the 

securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic will be reviewed to understand to what extent 

this theory can explain this process and how this theory could be utilized to explain the 

security aspects of the pandemic. The last section of this chapter elaborates on the case 

selection, limitations, and methodology. 

The second chapter is about the first case study at hand, Hungary, and intends to 

understand whether the Covid-19 pandemic was securitized in Hungary. The political 

picture when the Covid-19 pandemic arrived in Hungary will be analyzed, and the 

chronology of the pandemic will be provided to understand the political context better 

since the country was rebuked due to its non-democratic policies, as mentioned above. 

Following that, the statements made by Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán will be 

investigated through the lens of the securitization theory to identify the referent objects, 

facilitating conditions, and emergency measures. After that, public surveys, opinion polls, 

and projections will be analyzed to determine whether the securitization has been 

successful. 

The third chapter intends to focus on the Covid-19 pandemic in the European Union 

context. Similar to the Hungarian case, the political context and the chronology of the 
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European response will be explained to understand the situation better and to pinpoint 

and justify the securitizing actor amongst the EU’s institutional bodies. In this chapter, 

the European Council (EUCO) was acknowledged as the securitizing actor, and the reason 

for the selection of this governing body will be justified in detail in the relevant chapter. 

The texts published on the Council’s website are the main sources of this chapter, and 

this chapter will analyze whether the primary criteria of the securitization theory were 

met or not. 

In brief, this thesis will analyze how the Covid-19 pandemic was described in these two 

cases by employing the securitization theory. In light of this analysis, whether the 

Hungarian case differed from the EU’s position in pandemic management will be 

enlightened, and the securitization theory will be tested in two cases. 
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2. SECURITIZATION THEORY 

This thesis compares the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic in Hungary and the 

European Union. For this reason, this chapter explains the theoretical framework of 

securitization developed by the Copenhagen School. In this chapter, firstly, the origins 

and the development of the Copenhagen School, then the speech act theory, on which the 

securitization is based, will be covered. In the third section, the main pillars of this theory 

will be analyzed, and the last part will focus on the case selection, as well as the 

methodology of the study and the limitations of this thesis. 

2.1 The Emergence of The Securitization Theory 

The last few decades of Security Studies turned into a contested and debatable arena. The 

main reason is the challenge posed by critical study studies to the established security 

thinking. During the Cold War period, with the influence of the bipolar world order and 

the realist theory, security was analyzed through state-centric lenses (Bilgin 2005, 18). 

However, the period following the 1970s witnessed a debate over units and levels of 

analysis, and this state-centric analysis was brought under heavy criticism on the ground 

that it could not suffice to solve emerging problems (Collective 2006; Buzan and Hansen 

2009; Wæver 2003). 

In the last years of the Cold War, the debate emerged between two camps regarding the 

nature of security: the traditionalists and the wideners. The former group maintained the 

state-centric and military-dominated understanding of security, while the “wideners” 

argued that security should include other subjects apart from the military and the state 

(Wæver 2003, 8). According to proponents of wideners, these traditional security 

understanding had a myopic understanding and were not able to analyze nascent security 

issues such as the outbreak of ethnic conflicts, environmental problems, and immigration 

(Buzan and Hansen 2009, 187). Hence, the wideners supported the idea that security 

should both “widen” and “deepen.” The widening means the addition of new threats to 

the agenda, such as environmental, political, economic, and societal. The deepening, on 

the other hand, implies that security should include different units threatened by varied 
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factors other than the state, such as individuals, society, and the environment (Huysmans 

1998b, 227). Additionally, this debate was not only between the traditionalists and the 

wideners but also among the wideners. The question of “to what extent security should 

widen and deepen” was addressed by the wideners differently, and this debate led to 

emergence of new schools and theories, and Copenhagen school was one of these outputs 

favoring widening in the Security Studies (Buzan and Hansen 2009, 188). 

Copenhagen School emerged while the debate between wideners and the traditionalist 

continued. The members of the school were supportive of widening and aimed to expand 

security beyond the military-dominated understanding. However, the CS understood the 

traditionalists’ concern about the fact that “everything becomes security” within the fully-

fledged widening-deepening conceptualization of security (Wæver 2012, 53). 

Traditionalists feared that the widening and deepening of security could cause Security 

Studies to lose their coherence and make it harder to solve these problems (Walt 1991, 

213). As an answer to this concern, the Copenhagen School asserted itself as the third 

way, or in other words, the CS stands as a middle way. This means that a clear line should 

be drawn between what is security and non-security and political (Buzan et al. 1998, 4–

5). To distinguish security from non-security, the school developed the “securitization 

theory.” 

The Copenhagen School became one of the most debated and studied theories in Security 

Studies (Peoples and Vaughan-Williams 2020, 114). There are two examples of the 

popularity of the CS: the application of the school to Western and non-Western cases 

(Buzan and Hansen 2009, 212) and the use of the framework provided by the school to 

analyze several issues, including the environmental concerns, epidemics like HIV/AIDS, 

cyber security, minorities and religion, economy, energy and terrorism (Salter 2010, 1–2; 

Balzacq et al. 2016, 14). This wide range of issues indicates how helpful this theory is in 

analyzing the security problems emerging in the world. 

The foundations of the Copenhagen School were laid with the establishment of the 

Copenhagen Peace Research Institute (COPRI) at Copenhagen University in 1985 and 

with the publication of “European Security-Problems of Research on Non-Military 

Aspects” in 1987. The members, initially, were referred to as the “European Security” 
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research group (Wæver 2003, 7), and the “Copenhagen School” was adopted by the 

members after McSweeney, a critic of the ideas produced by these members, named them 

as such (Mcsweeney 1996). The school has two primary characteristics: the Europeanness 

of the CS and the limited number of people as members. The Europeanness of the school 

comes from its roots in the European security agenda (Huysmans 1998a, 483). The 

school’s name before adopting the Copenhagen School exemplifies the European nature 

of the school. The second nature is related to the members of the school. After its 

emergence, two scholars emerged as prominent figures in this school: Barry Buzan and 

Ole Wæver (Akgül-Açıkmeşe 2011, 57). According to Huysmans (1998a, 479), the low 

number of members in the Copenhagen school is one of the reasons for coherence and 

continuity. Also, this theory has been applied by several scholars on different referent 

objects and also criticized for its basic tenets, which makes and keeps this theory popular 

(Buzan and Hansen 2009, 215). 1 

The school consisted of three fundamental frameworks: securitization, security sectors, 

and the regional security complex theory.  These three theories were not a product of a 

collective effort; on the contrary, they were developed individually. Securitization was 

initially devised by Ole Wæver (Wæver 1995), while the other two were developed by 

Barry Buzan, who introduced sectors and regional security complex theory firstly in his 

book People, States, and Fear (1983) and then revised in his article (Buzan 1991). 

However, the primary reference for all these theories is the book written collectively: 

Security: A New Framework (1998) (Wæver 2003, 8). Despite the fact that the school has 

developed the abovementioned three frameworks, securitization has become the most 

eminent one, and Wæver  (2003, 7) asserted that securitization is the meta-theory defining 

the Copenhagen School most distinctly and determining its future paths. Nevertheless, 

the school developed other two in their subsequent works. The sectoral analysis was 

introduced by Buzan (1991) exemplified the pro-widening nature of the school. There are 

five sectors: military, political, economic, societal, and environmental. Buzan et al. (1998, 

 
1 For some studies that are critical of the securitization theory: Hansen, Lene, “Little Marmaid’s Silent 

Security Dilemma and the Absence of Gender in the Copenhagen School”, Millennium: Journal of 

International Relations, 29(2), 2000, p. 285-306., Williams, Michael C., “Words, Images, Enemies: 

Securitization and International Politics”, International Studies Quarterly, 47, 2003, p. 511-531., Balzacq, 

Thierry, “The Three Faces of Securitization: Political Agency, Audience and Context”, European Journal 

of International Politics, 11(2), 2005: 171-201. 
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7–8) asserted that the fundamental aim of the sectoral analysis is to abate complexity. 

Regional security complex theory, on the other hand, posits that regional analysis matters 

for security studies and provides a guideline to study security problems related to each 

other at a regional level (Wæver 2003, 8). This theory, afterward, was elucidated by 

Buzan and Wæver (2003). However, securitization became the most eminent among these 

three. 

The securitization theory claims that “security is about survival” (Buzan et al. 1998, 21), 

and security is a speech act or a social construction (Taureck 2006, 2). In this context, 

securitization is an issue framed as an existential threat to the survival of a referent object 

and requires emergency measures excessing the normal boundaries of the political ways 

(Buzan et al. 1998, 23–24). Hence, securitization is equivalent to extreme politicization 

or, in other words, the securitized issue is placed above politics and requires a special and 

extraordinary procedure of handling. The securitized issue requires breaking the ordinary 

setting and calls for emergency actions. (Buzan et al. 1998, 23). However, the utterance 

of the word “security” does not suffice for securitization to occur. The school maintains 

that securitization is intersubjective, which means that the audience should accept the 

securitizing move, the framing of something as an existential threat to the survival of the 

referent object. The audience determines whether securitization is successful or not, not 

the securitizing actor (Buzan et al. 1998, 31). Thanks to this intersubjectivity, 

securitization theory extends security beyond the state-centered traditionalist 

understanding and prevents everything from becoming a matter of security. Hansen 

(2000, 288) argued that the success of the Copenhagen School is related to this solution, 

which is based on intersubjectivity. 

2.2 Speech Act: The Core of The Securitization 

The security understanding of the CS is based on a constructive ontology whose origins 

are directly linked to J. L. Austin, to whom the members of the school refer in their 

writings. J. L. Austin’s famous book “How to Do Things with Words” (1962), which 

reflects the author’s ideas on the speech act, is frequently cited by the members of the 

school as an inspirational study for securitization. For example, Buzan et al. (1998, 26) 
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directly made reference to this book, and Wæver (2004a, 12) cited Austin as a source of 

inspiration for the development of this theory.  

J. L. Austin, in his book, criticized the prior linguistic studies on the ground that they just 

paid attention to “constative utterances” and neglected “performatives.” Constative 

utterances are either true or false and are inevitably descriptive, while performative 

utterances “perform an action” or create a novel reality (Stritzel 2007, 361). The sentence 

“I name this ship Queen Elizabeth” exemplifies a performative sentence since it creates 

a new reality and remains outside the true-false dichotomy (Akgül-Açıkmeşe 2011, 60).  

Austin, in addition to his distinction between constative and performatives, classified 

speech acts under three categories: (I) locutionary, (II) illocutionary, and (III) 

perlocutionary (Balzacq 2005, 175). The locutionary act is the simplest one among these 

three, and it means a statement with a given meaning and reference. The illocutionary act 

adds performative action to the meaningful statement. “To urge, advise or order someone 

to do something” can be given as an example of this act (Taureck 2006, 4–5). The 

perlocutionary act is a meaningful statement with force engendering an impact or evoking 

feelings, actions, and beliefs in the target audience. The best example of this type of 

speech act is “to convince/persuade someone to do something” (Balzacq 2011, 5). In 

Austin’s speech act theory, the “felicity conditions” constitute another central pillar. 

According to Austin, if these conditions are fulfilled, even if the act is not true, the act 

takes place properly (Stritzel 2007, 361). Austin enumerated six felicity conditions: (I) 

the act should match with the accepted procedure, (II) the person and the conditions 

should be appropriate for the given procedure, (III) the procedure should be executed by 

all members correctly, and (IV) completely, (V) sincerity in the utterance, and (VI) the 

action of the person performing the speech act should be in line with the utterance (Austin 

1962, 14–15). 

Austin's speech act theory inspired the “security as a speech act” understanding of the 

Copenhagen school to a great extent; however, it was not only Austin’s theory that shaped 

the securitization theory. The critics of Austin’s speech act theory significantly impacted 

the school. Jacques Derrida was one of these critics who influenced the intellectual 

development of the theory, and Wæver (2004a, 12) mentioned him, like Austin, as an 
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influential figure in the securitization theory. Derrida shared the same opinion with Austin 

that utterances have the ability to generate a new reality and praised performatives for 

their novel essence. However, he criticized Austin for placing “speeches” above the 

“texts” (Akgül-Açıkmeşe 2011, 60). In that vein, Derrida maintained that the context was 

regarded as a fixed given in Austin's theory. However, the context is in flux and can 

change in every transmission. Thus, according to Derrida, the experience cannot be the 

main point in judging speech acts (Taureck 2006, 6), and he claimed that “there is nothing 

outside the text.” (Derrida 1972; 1977). In other words, the meaning is not contextual and 

should be looked at within the text, not beyond. The meaning and its performative power 

are irrelevant to the context (Stritzel 2007, 361). “There is nothing outside the text” 

approach was embraced by the Copenhagen School. Wæver (2004b, 17) posits that 

context is a suspicious concept since the classical notion of sender and receiver model of 

communication was meant by this term, and the proper context is necessitated to reach 

the real meaning. 

Judith Butler reinforced the post-structural criticism directed by Derrida towards Austin’s 

theory. Butler, like Derrida, thought that speech acts own their power to produce a reality, 

or in his word, speech acts own a “productive power.” (Butler 1996; 1997). The 

importance in Butler’s understanding is that the speech act generates authority and 

engenders change that is not derived from the antecedent context (Stritzel 2007, 361–62). 

In other words, the speech act itself creates the context authorizing the actors, not the 

initial conditions. Similar to the espousal of the “there is nothing outside the text” 

approach, the Copenhagen School embraced Butler’s ideas. Buzan et al. (Buzan et al. 

1998, 46–47) acknowledged that speech acts have the potential to break the mundane 

conditions by generating a new context that had not existed. This view, afterward, was 

re-emphasized by Wæver (2000, 286). 

In a nutshell, the Copenhagen school was intellectually influenced by Austin’s speech act 

theory; however, the criticism directed towards Austin impacted the Copenhagen School's 

development. By applying this constructivist ontology based on linguistic studies, the 

school went beyond the military-dominant security understanding. As Balzacq et al. 

(Balzacq, Léonard, and Ruzicka 2016, 496) stated, securitization theory intellectually 
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benefited from constructivism, sociology, and other fields to form its novel security 

understanding. 

2.3 Securitization Theory: Actors, Objects, Audience  

As mentioned above, securitization theory aims to widen and deepen the security 

understanding by going beyond the traditional understanding of security. However, the 

school did not want security to embrace everything ranging from global matters to 

individual subjects. 

In this vein, the members of the school avoid making an ideal definition regarding the use 

of the “security” concept and focus on the “powers of the concept” (Wæver 2003, 9). The 

members claimed that “security is about survival,” which is derived from traditional 

security understanding (Buzan et al. 1998, 21). However, contrary to the traditional 

stance, the school claims that security is not an objective condition but an outcome of the 

social process (Williams 2003, 513). This process is known as “securitization,” which is 

when an issue is framed as an existential threat to a specified referent object. In the 

securitization process, there are no universal criteria to determine the nature of existential 

threat since it changes according to referent objects and the sectors (1998, 21–22). The 

referent object is the object whose survival is threatened and has “a legitimate claim to 

survival” (Buzan et al. 1998, 36). However, this process did not end with this framing.  

According to the securitization theory, the process is intersubjective (Buzan et al. 1998, 

25). It means that there is a need for acceptance by the audience. If the audience does not 

accept the statement which frames something as an existential threat, it is named a 

“securitizing move.” However, if the audience approves this “move,” securitization 

occurs (Buzan et al. 1998, 25). The audience’s approval makes securitization successful, 

not the actor who performed the speech act. 

Securitization is extreme politicization, and it means that this issue has to be treated 

differently. Theoretically, issues can fall on the spectrum consisting of three realms: 

nonpoliticized, politicized, and securitized. In the nonpoliticized sphere, the issue is not 

a part of the public debate, and the state does not concentrate on it. The issue is considered 
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a public policy and necessitates policies and resources in the politicized realm. However, 

if an issue is securitized, it means that there is a need for urgent measures which are 

beyond normal politics (Buzan et al. 1998, 23–24). The securitized issue has more 

importance than the other issues; in other words, this issue is prioritized. Buzan et al. 

(1998, 24) posit that the actor, who initiated the securitization process, implies that “if we 

do not tackle this problem, everything else will be irrelevant.” For this reason, the 

Copenhagen school’s security understanding is security as a “self-referential practice” 

(Buzan et al. 1998, 24) because it does not matter whether the threat exists or not; what 

matters is the framing of an issue as a threat. As Wæver (1995, 55) stated:  

With the help of language theory, we can regard "security" as a speech act. In this usage, security 

is not of interest as a sign that refers to something more real; the utterance itself is the act. By 

saying it, something is done (as in betting, giving a promise, naming a ship). By uttering "security," 

a state-representative moves a particular development into a specific area, and thereby claims a 

special right to use whatever means are necessary to block it. (Emphasis in original) 

The securitized issue, as indicated, was carried above the political functioning, and it 

requires an urgent solution. Hence, the actors can break the rules, which are not easy to 

override. For this reason, the Copenhagen School challenges the assumptions of 

traditional security studies. Firstly, according to traditional security studies, security and 

insecurity are the two polars. However, the school thinks differently about “security” and 

“insecurity.” As Wæver (1995, 52) stated, both concepts suffer from “security 

problematique,” meaning that if there is no security problem, concern for security 

becomes meaningless. Additionally, security and insecurity are not binary. Security is the 

existence of defense in the face of threat, while insecurity means the nonexistence of 

defense against the threat (Wæver 2003, 12–13). Secondly, the school opposed the 

traditionalist notion that “the more security is better” (Wæver 2003, 12). From the 

viewpoint of securitization, this statement is not true. The school sees security as a 

negative and a failure to manage the threat within the boundaries of normal politics. 

Hence, Buzan et al. (1998, 29) argue that the issue should be resolved according to 

political procedures without being prioritized because securitization of an issue enables 

power holders to suppress the opposition and to gain more power by handling the issue 

with less democratic means and more restriction. 
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2.3.1. The actors and the conditions in securitization theory 

Securitization bases its security understanding on the speech act; however, there are three 

main components that determine whether securitization is successful or not: (I) the 

articulation of the existential threat(s), (II) emergency action, and (III) the acceptance by 

the audience (Buzan et al. 1998, 26). In addition to these three components, the 

securitization theory distinguishes three types of actors: referent object(s), securitizing 

actor(s), and functional actors. Buzan et al. (1998, 32) claimed that securitization studies 

have an objective to grasp “who securitizes (securitizing actor), on what issues (existential 

threats), for whom (referent objects), why, with what results, and not least, under what 

conditions (Buzan et al. 1998, 32). This section aims to elaborate on these concepts and 

understand their role in securitization.  

2.3.2 Securitizing actor, referent object, and functional actors 

The Copenhagen School claims that there are three actors involved in the securitization 

process: (I) Securitizing Actors, (II) Referent objects, and (III) Functional Actors. Among 

these three, the school emphasized the first two extensively. 

Referent objects, as mentioned, are the things under existential threat and which have a 

demand for survival. In other words, it is the object which needs to survive by emergency 

measures (Buzan et al. 1998, 36). In the framework of the securitization theory, 

securitizing actors can turn anything into a referent object; however, the facilitating 

conditions put a limit on this by making some attempts unsuccessful. Hence, the size of 

the referent object matters in the securitization process. 

Buzan et al. (1998, 36–37) maintain that objects on the spectrum range from individual 

matters to global issues such as environmental problems and the fears of nuclear war. 

However, the middle-scale objects (states and nations as examples) are the most 

successful ones as referent objects. The high rate of success for the middle-scale objects 

derives from the self-reinforcing competition with other collectivities, which strengthens 

the feeling of “we” (usness) on which the middle-scale objects base themselves.  
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The success of these objects makes securitization open to criticism from the traditionalists 

regarding the central position of the state in Security Studies. The school acknowledges 

that the state is the primary security actor in the field of Security Studies, which is state-

dominated due to the particular position of states entrusted with security duties. 

Nevertheless, the framework provided by securitization enables security studies to move 

beyond the state-centric approach by including other sectors like environment and 

economic-related problems (Buzan et al. 1998, 37).  

The primacy of the middle-scaled referent objects does not mean that the others were 

eliminated entirely from the process. In the environmental sector and the economic sector, 

there are macro-scaled referent objects. For example, the environment, the future of 

humankind in the former, and free trade and the liberal world economy in the economic 

sectors are an example of major referent objects (Buzan et al. 1998, 38–39). Due to the 

change in the objects, the school posits that referent objects should find legitimacy with 

regards to claim to survival, and the way to understand what the referent objects are is 

through the analysis of the security discourses. Furthermore, societies have a different 

understanding regarding what should survive, and some societies are likely to label a 

specific animal species as a referent object while others claim survival for their film 

industry (Wæver 2003, 11). It makes the analysis of security discourses important for 

specifying the object existentially threatened. 

Securitizing actors are the ones who perform the speech act. In this group, the political 

leaders, governments, pressure groups, and governments are the common actors due to 

their special position, and these actors do not become referent objects in the process. They 

occasionally claim survival for themselves (Buzan et al. 1998, 40). The “actor” label is 

contentious since a group of people can be reduced to a subgroup or a specific individual. 

However, the Copenhagen school claims that a reduction to a subgroup or a person is not 

practical because a collectivity seen as a social reality is more helpful to comprehend 

social life. 

The identification of the securitizing actor is not as easy as specifying the referent objects 

because of the level of analysis problem. The speech acts rarely defines securitizing 

actors, and it makes the selection of securitizing actors arbitrary. The same securitization 
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process can be ascribed to different units, for instance, a state or a specific bureaucrat. 

Hence, the school suggests paying attention to the organizational logic behind the act 

(Buzan et al. 1998, 40–41). The securitizing actor has another role in the securitization: 

to convince the audience to approve the beyond-politics procedures. For this reason, the 

securitizing process is imbalanced towards the enunciator. 

The last actor specified in the securitization theory is the functional actor, which is not 

the actor calling for action in the face of an existential threat or the object which is 

threatened. However, functional actors impact the decisions taken in the realm of security. 

A company that contaminates the water can be a functional actor in the environmental 

sector (Buzan et al. 1998, 36). 

2.3.3 Audience: intersubjective nature of the securitization 

Securitization is an intersubjective process, and its intersubjectivity comes from another 

central pillar of the process: the acceptance of the existential threat and the procedures 

beyond the normal functioning of the politics by the audience. As stated, if there is no or 

not enough audience consent, the act remains as a “securitizing move,” which means that 

successful securitization is decided by the audience.  (Buzan et al. 1998, 31).  

Leonard and Kaunert (2011, 59) remarked that there are not any criteria to specify the 

audience in the securitization process. Hansen (2000, 289) claimed that the relevant 

audience does not have to be the entire population, and the population can alter according 

to the political regime. The same idea was re-stated by Wæver (2003, 11–12), who 

maintained that the audience should not be confused with the whole population because 

the audience changes in each system and in each issue (2003, 11–12).  

In democratic systems, the securitizing actors should present the issue to the public to 

receive their consent. However, Buzan et al. (1998, 25) argue that approval by the 

audience is not always obtained through free and fair discussions since coercion can play 

a role under some circumstances. Additionally, in some cases, the actor does not present 

the issue with security rhetoric or does not present it at all. (Buzan et al. 1998, 28).  
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The consent to the existential threat provides legitimacy to the securitizing actor to break 

the rules which are taken into consideration normally. The threat should be discussed and 

acquire sufficient resonance to legitimize the emergency measures, which are typically 

impossible to take (Buzan et al. 1998, 25).  

The “audience” attracted several criticisms from various scholars on the securitization 

theory, and it is claimed that it is the most under-theorized part of the theory (Balzacq et 

al. 2016, 6). For example, Balzacq (2005, 184–85) asserted that there are two types of 

audience approval: formal and moral. The former refers to the approval from the relevant 

institutions such as Parliament, Cabinet, or a Council, and moral approval means the 

approval from the public. Roe (2008, 633) examined the British decision to invade Iraq 

in the framework of this two-layered audience structure and concluded that formal 

approval matters more than the moral one since the former is necessary to proceed with 

the emergency measures. Another critic directed to the securitization theory is the passive 

nature of the audience. As Baysal (2022, 115) argues, there is always a resistance to 

power, which means opposing voices can emerge as a result of the securitization in two 

ways, either peaceful or violent. If the rival voices turn out to be in violent way, it is called 

counter-securitization (Baysal 2020, 11). 

2.3.4 Existential threats 

The existential threat is the threat that was directed towards the survival of a referent 

object hence the nature of the existential threat can be grasped according to the referent 

objects at hand and the sectors. In other words, there are no criteria to determine the 

existential threat (Buzan et al. 1998, 21). Another issue regarding the existential threat is 

that it is not crucial whether these threats really exist or not; what matters is the 

presentation of an issue as a threat (Buzan et al. 1998, 24). 

The Copenhagen School enumerated five different sectors which are compatible with its 

stance on the “widening of the security studies,” and the differentiation of the referent 

objects in each sector changed the existential threat. In the military sector, the referent 

object is generally the state, while the other entities can become. Hence, the menace to 

national security is an existential threat. In the political sector, sovereignty or ideology is 
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the main referent object, and the threats directed towards the recognition and the authority 

of the state can be considered existential threats. In the economic sectors, the market and 

firms emerge as referent objects. However, the nature of the economic system is the 

primary determinant; hence the liberal system is based on the emergence and death of 

firms. The societal sector has collective identities as a referent object, and the influx of 

refugees or the nascent rival identities can be perceived as a threat. In the last sector 

presented by the Copenhagen School, the environmental sector, global warming, or the 

depletion of nonrenewable energy sources can be seen as existential threats to the future 

of the climate or endangered species (Buzan et al. 1998, 22–23). Additionally, Lausten 

and Wæver (2000, 719) added another new sector: the religion sector, whose referent 

object is “faith,” which determines the existential threat. These examples from different 

sectors indicate the divergences among the referent objects and the changing nature of 

the threat in line with them.  

2.3.5 Facilitating conditions 

Securitization is a process that starts with the presentation of an issue as a menace to the 

survival of the specified object. However, the school posits that there are some factors 

increasing the possibility of successful securitization. These factors were derived from 

the felicity conditions by Austin and named “facilitating conditions.” These conditions 

indicate that Austin’s influence over the school is not limited to the only speech act but 

can be found in the other elements  (Peoples and Vaughan-Williams 2020, 118). 

However, as Wæver (2003, 14) maintained, these conditions cannot supplant the 

intersubjective process because their introduction of them can move theory close to 

objectivism. 

The school posits that these conditions can be classified under two distinct categories: (I) 

internal conditions, linguistic-grammatical factors, and (II) external conditions, 

contextual and social factors. The internal conditions are related to “the procedures of the 

speech act,” as Austin mentioned in his felicity conditions. The external conditions, on 

the other hand, are associated with the position in which the act is performed (Buzan et 

al. 1998, 32). 
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In this context, the most notable condition for the internal conditions is to pursue the 

grammar of security by determining “the existential threat, point of no return, and a 

possible way out” (Buzan et al. 1998, 33). In addition to these elements, the framing of 

the necessary objects in the related sectors can increase the likelihood of successful 

securitization. In the external factors, there are two different conditions. The first one is 

related to the position of securitizer, which should have authority for the securitizing 

move to get acceptance. The second factor is linked to the nature of existential threats. 

The threat perception of some objects or situations is more threatening than others, such 

as tanks crossing the border or contaminated water (Buzan et al. 1998, 33). This factor 

should be seen as a convention which means that the threat perception of the tanks 

crossing the border is not the same as the leaflets due to the different historical records, 

which can be associated with psychical harm (Wæver 2003, 15). 

In a nutshell, the Copenhagen School enumerated two conditions that are likely to 

increase the success rate of securitization. Even though these conditions do not suffice 

alone to make securitization happen, their presence eases the occurrence of securitization 

and the acceptance by the audience. 

2.3.6 Methodology of the securitization theory 

The securitization, methodologically, bases itself on textual analysis, which is 

intellectually rooted in the studies by Austin, Derrida, and Butler, as mentioned above. 

Buzan et al. (1998, 24) argue that the meaning of “security” is not related to people’s 

thoughts and ideas but to the way of the actors’ implicit use. For this reason, the textual 

analysis provides the methodological tools to understand the meaning. 

The Copenhagen School embraced the “there is nothing outside the text” approach 

developed by Derrida. Wæver (2002, 26–27) states that the securitization approach uses 

public texts and does not aim to understand intentions, ideas, or beliefs. What matters for 

the securitization theory is the codes used by the actors. It means that there is nothing 

beyond the text and the context in which the act performed or the intentions of the actors 

are not studied by the school. In this sense, the Copenhagen School’s methodology bears 

similarity to Derrida. However, there is another aspect that differentiates the school’s 
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methodology from Derrida’s approach. According to Copenhagen School, text can be 

either written or utterance, and this is not compatible with Derrida’s approach (Akgül-

Açıkmeşe 2011, 65). 

It should be noted that different methods and techniques have been used in securitization 

theory. Even though discourse analysis is the most used, there is a growing interest in 

other methodologies such as process-tracing, ethnographic research, or context analysis 

(Balzacq 2010, 39–50). As Balzcaq (2016, 26) stated, discourse analysis, the most 

preferred method, pay attention to how securitization occurs. The process-tracing, which 

has the most advocates, understands why some securitization attempts become successful 

while others fail. For instance, Sjöstedt (2010) analyzed the securitization of HIV/AIDS 

in the USA by investigating a long timespan through process tracing. This study indicates 

how and why HIV was identified as a security issue by the Clinton administration despite 

the low number of cases in the USA (Sjöstedt 2010, 150–51). 

2.4 Securitization and Covid-19: The Literature Review 

Global health issues have always attracted the attention of securitization scholars, and 

different health problems were framed as security problems. For example, HIV/AIDS and 

Avian Flu were securitized by leaders in other countries (Balzacq et al. 2016, 512–14), 

and literature on the securitization-global health nexus grew as new diseases emerged.   

The question of “whether health issues should be securitized” became a central issue for 

the nexus of the securitization-health issue. Elbe (2006), in his study, attempted to answer 

this question in the framework of HIV/AIDS, and he enumerated the risks and benefits of 

securitizing HIV/AIDS. For instance, the securitization of HIV can raise awareness and 

funds by attracting attention to the issue at hand (2006, 131), while it can also reduce the 

role played by non-state actors, and the activation of “threat-defense logic,” which 

prioritizes the state organs, not the civilians (2006, 129–30). The same question was tried 

to get answered by Youde (2008) by analyzing another health issue, the Avian Flu. In his 

study, he states that “the world is right to be vigilant against avian flu, but its vigilance is 

completely out of line with the realities of the disease.” (2008, 164). As this quotation 

implies, he does not favor the securitization of a global health issue for three reasons: 
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inappropriate responses, which bring the army and branches of the military to the stage, 

and prioritizing short-term gains over long-term ones (2008, 159–61), diverting attention 

from other issues and diseases to only one specific health problem which is accompanied 

by enormous funding and time at the expense of other diseases and issue (2008, 162), and 

the widening of the gap between developed countries and the others, since 

developing/less-developed countries are marginalized and blamed for spreading the 

disease since they did not take necessary measures due to the economic or social problems  

(2008, 163). 

Besides this question, the domestic context was analyzed to understand the success of 

securitization. Curley and Herrington (2011) investigated the securitization of avian flu 

in Indonesia and Vietnam and concluded that the socio-economic, political, and 

administrative structure impacts this process. For instance, the centralized one-party 

system in Vietnam eased the securitization and the audience approval (2011, 154), while 

the de-centralized institutional structure in Indonesia aggravated the securitization 

process (2011, 159). On the other hand, this impacts the audience's approval since the 

local people in Indonesia value provincial elites, who are also a primary channel for 

communication, and their acceptance of the rhetoric uttered by the ruling elites. However, 

the centralized structure of Vietnam helped the governing elites easily access their 

message to the local people (2011, 163). Additionally, the analysis of these two cases also 

reveals a deficiency in the theory, which is “Westphalian-minded” (2011, 164). Like these 

mentioned studies, the securitization of global health produced a significant number of 

studies, and the Covid-19 pandemic became another global health issue analyzed through 

this theoretical framework. 

As stated, the use of war rhetoric and the adaptation of emergency and extraordinary 

measures opened a way for analyzing the Covid-19 pandemic through the securitization 

theory. For instance, French Prime Minister Emmanuel Macron stated, "We are at war, 

certainly in healthcare, we are not fighting an army, nor we are fighting another nation. 

The enemy here is invisible, elusive; it progresses. It thus requires a call to arms. We are 

at war." (Momtaz 2020). Other leaders and ministers uttered similar discourses, and 

extraordinary measures followed them (Akgül-Açıkmeşe 2020, 11). For example, Israeli 

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu labeled the pandemic conditions as a war, and the 
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Israeli government benefited from its intelligence service, Shabak, to monitor their 

citizens (Amit et al. 2020, 1167), or Hungary under Orbán, a case that will be analyzed 

in this thesis, enacted a bill which allows himself to bypass parliament, which will be 

examined in detail in the following chapter (Hegedus 2020, 1). 

This use of war metaphors and carriage of the pandemic above politics attracted scholarly 

attention and produced a growing literature on the securitization of the Covid-19 

pandemic. Different studies and analyses have been conducted on different Covid-19 

pandemic management measures to curb the spread of the pandemic in the framework of 

securitization theory. The studies in the existing literature on the securitization of Covid-

19 fall mainly into three interlinked areas: (I) geographical and country-wise analyses, 

and (II) theoretical analyses which criticize or praise the theory with examples from 

different cases, and (III) authoritarianism followed by the securitization in some 

countries. In terms of geographical analysis, countries in two continents were heavily 

investigated: European countries and Asian countries. With the assistance of these 

countries, the literature assessed the securitization process and its impact on the political 

settings in the related countries. In this vein, comparative analyses have been conducted 

to grasp the differences and similarities among countries during their “fight against 

Covid-19”. 

As mentioned above, different state policies regarding the Covid-19 pandemic have been 

investigated. Russia, the US and Slovakia (Lukacovic 2020), Sweden (Larsson 2021), the 

Philippines (Hapal 2021), the UK, Australia and New Zealand (Kirk and McDonald 

2021), Hungary (Molnár et al. 2020), Turkey and Egypt (Grančayová 2021), and Balkans 

(Vankovska 2020) are the prominent ones among these cases studies. In these studies, the 

authors either directly pay attention to securitization processes in the country they study 

or rebuke the securitization theory by indicating its deficiencies. For example, Kirk and 

McDonald (2021) analyzed three different countries, the UK, Australia, and New 

Zealand, and concluded that the securitization theory suffers from two deficiencies. 

Firstly, the securitization process in the UK was driven by the audience, not the elites or 

the actors in a powerful position, and secondly, under some circumstances, there can be 

an adaptation of emergency measures without uttering a securitizing discourse as 

happened in New Zealand during the pandemic. Prime Minister did not securitize the 
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pandemic as envisaged by the Copenhagen School, but emergency measures were 

adopted like the closure of the country and lockdowns. Hence, the authors stated that there 

is a need for more “nuanced and contextual analysis” to understand securitization (2021, 

9). On the other hand, another study was conducted by Lukacovic (2020) in three different 

countries: Slovakia, Russia, and the US. She aimed to understand the way the leaders 

framed the pandemic and how other groups reacted to this framing. The author claimed 

that the Covid-19 pandemic was securitized in three countries; however, the author posits 

that the expansion of the means of communication and the rising dominance of social 

media has opened room for different actors to challenge securitization by the leaders in 

the privileged positions (2020, 5). For example, in Slovakia, other political actors and 

elites challenged the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic, while the grassroots 

organizations challenged this in the US. Hence, The difference among the responses to 

the securitization of the pandemic varies according to the countries' pre-existing contexts 

and political circumstances (2020, 11), as Kirk and McDonald stated. Another context-

based analysis was studied on the role of the audience in Indonesia. Chairil (2020) aimed 

to understand why the Indonesian public accepted the securitization of the Covid-19 

pandemic partially, and he concluded that the dominance of military and national security 

organs in the face of the pandemic, the lack of transparency, and the negligence of human 

security aspect of the pandemic led the Indonesians to accept the securitizing move 

partially (2020, 143–44). The article indicates the role of public trust, the importance of 

non-state security in the securitization of the Covid-19, and the audience's acceptance of 

the securitizing moves. 

Together with these comparative analyses, there were studies on a specific country that 

opposed the premises of the theory. Larsson (2021), in his research on Sweden, claimed 

that Sweden did not fail in the securitization of Covid-19 but demonstrated how 

securitization ought to be in a democratic context. The political elites followed the rules 

which have been determined democratically, and it was “rule-following,” not the “rule-

breaking” (as stated by the Copenhagen School) pursued by the Swedish authorities. 

Hence, the author asserts that Sweden is an example of how to respond to security issues 

in democratic political settings (2021, 21). Thus, Larsson criticizes the Copenhagen 
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school by looking from a more democratic angle and challenging its “emergency 

measures,” which carry an issue above the political realm. 

In addition to the abovementioned studies with critical lenses, there is another group of 

studies focusing on the nexus between securitization and authoritarian tendencies. In this 

group of studies, there are both comparative analyses and single-case analyses. For 

instance, Grančayová (2021) concentrated on the question of “how autocratic regimes 

utilized the Covid-19 pandemic for their own good” and compared Turkey and Egypt 

during the pandemic in the framework of selective securitization and securitization 

dilemma. Grančayová (2021, 79–84) claimed that the leaders in these two states 

prioritized their fragile economies and tourism sectors, which are an enormous revenue 

resource for their economies. Additionally, the leaders in both countries pursued two 

same strategies to sustain their own survival: the use of a discursive hegemony regarding 

“who securitizes what and to what extent” and the consolidation of anti-Covid measures 

on the one hand (2021, 84). The author claims that these leaders utilized Covid-19 to 

extend their own ruling. Besides this study which concentrates on the extension of the 

authoritarian regimes, there have been other studies emphasizing populist governments. 

Hapal (2021) analyzed the securitization-populism nexus in the framework of 

securitization of Covid-19 in the Philippines. Hapal (2021, 225) securitized the pandemic 

on the ground that the nation was at war against an unseen enemy; however, this 

securitization brought another issue: the disciplining of “non-obedient people” (or 

pasaway in Filipino). The president of the Philippines, Duterte, used the Covid-19 

pandemic and the emergency to discipline and punish the pasaways who did not obey the 

rules. With the help of this securitization, Duterte reinforced the policing capacity of the 

regime and turned it into a more authoritarian regime (2021, 229). In other words, the 

Philippines government under Duterte utilized Covid-19 to “protect angels from demons” 

who challenge the rules or are perceived as “others” (2021, 239). As indicated by these 

studies, these abovementioned securitizations entrusted leaders with the power to take 

advantage of the threat, which is Covid-19 in these cases, and to silence the opposing 

parts (Buzan et al. 1998, 29). 

In sum, there is growing literature on the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic, as it 

happened in previous global health issues like avian flu or HIV/AIDS. The literature 
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generally falls into two distinct areas: the studies critical of the securitization theory and 

the securitization-authoritarian nexus. This study aims to contribute to the literature 

empirically by analyzing the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic in Hungary and the 

EU. Additionally, the authoritarian tendencies of the democratic backsliding in Hungary 

under Viktor Orbán will contribute to this group of literature. In the literature, the Covid-

19 pandemic was studied in the context of Hungary; however, it was either the analysis 

of the metaphors in the framework of securitization (Molnár et al. 2020) or the populism 

and the illiberal nature of the pandemic management (Norbert et al. 2021; Bene and Boda 

2021). However, the former study on Hungary utilized content analysis as a 

methodological tool and aimed to calculate how many times Orbán used concepts such 

as “fear, war, threat, etc.”. On the other hand, the other studies describe the events that 

occurred during the pandemic by referring to Hungary's political climate. In this study, 

through a methodology of speech act, the statements of Viktor Orbán, who became the 

main powerholder in Hungarian politics, will be investigated whether the Covid-19 

pandemic has been securitized or not. Additionally, the Hungarian approach to the Covid-

19 pandemic will be compared to the European Union’s approach, of which Hungary is 

a member. The comparison of the EU and Hungary aims to understand whether Hungary 

differed from the EU in terms of pandemic management or not.  

2.5 Case Selection, Methodology, and Limitations 

This thesis focuses on the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic in Hungary and the 

European Union during the first months of the pandemic (March-June 2020), and it shows 

that there are two cases in this study: (I) Hungary and (II) the EU.  

There is a primary reason for selecting Hungary as a case: its distinct position in the EU 

due to the rising authoritarianism in the 2010s. As stated in the first chapter and as will 

be analyzed in detail in the following chapter, Hungary, after Fidesz under Viktor Orbán 

came in power in 2010, started to get away from democratic norms and ideals and turned 

into an example of an illiberal democracy (Kornai 2015; Plattner 2019; Krekó and Enyedi 

2018). This transition to semi-democracy makes Hungary the most problematic country, 

which challenges the EU norms and values. The change in the political outlook of 

Hungary placed Prime Minister Viktor Orbán at the top of Hungarian politics and the 
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country in a distinct position within the European Union which advocates democratic and 

liberal values. The international agencies and organizations directed harsh criticisms 

toward Hungary. Freedom House identified as a “semi-democracy,” and the country 

became the first “not-fully-democracy” in the EU (Gehrke 2020a). However, it was not 

only limited to the Freedom House. Other international organizations, like OSCE, or 

agencies, like Varieties of Democracy, rebuked Hungary due to the erosion of the 

democratic institutions, media structure, and judiciary system. As will be mentioned, the 

two elections following the 2010 elections, 2014 and 2018, were criticized due to their 

“free but not fair” natures since the media coverage of the opposition parties was low 

compared to the Fidesz officials and Viktor Orbán (Buzogány 2017; Walker and Boffey 

2018). However, the criticisms were not only limited to these organizations and 

institutions. 

These anti-democratic policies and the democratic backsliding which dominated the last 

decade attracted the attention of the EU, of which Hungary has been a member since 

2004. The EP, for instance, criticized the subversion of democracy in favor of Fidesz and 

the erosion of the checks and balances such as the Constitutional Court, the media, and 

the electoral process (European Parliament 2013). The refugee crisis that erupted in 2015 

is another example of this aberration from the EU. Viktor Orbán, a critic of the 

immigration policies pursued by the EU, made statements about “bringing back the death 

penalty” (Traynor 2015). These remarks, which contradict the EU values, attracted the 

attention of the EP, which asked the EC to evaluate the situation in Hungary. Additionally, 

it was stated that Article 7 of the TEU can be initiated if these statements continue, which 

occurred in 2018 (European Parliament 2015). 

However, the best example of Hungary’s aberration from the European Union occurred 

in 2018 with the initiation of Article 7 of the Treaty of the European Union against 

Hungary by the European Parliament due to concerns about the judiciary independence, 

free media, and civil society (Baume and Bayer 2021). Article 7 of the Treaty of the 

European Union was introduced in 2000 to prevent breaches of the EU values and law 

with an aim to hold the accused countries accountable (Hervey and Livingstone 2016). 

Article 7.1 enables the European Council to warn the country. However, if the violations 

continue, Article 7.2 permits the EUCO to impose sanctions and suspend the voting right. 
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This process can be initiated with a proposal by a third of the EU members, the EP, or the 

EC. The EUCO can posit that there is a risk of a “breach of EU values” after getting 

consent from the EP (EUR-Lex 2012).  

In addition to democratic backsliding, there is a factor that facilitates the case study on 

Hungary: the data availability, which means that the statements and remarks delivered by 

the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán is available in English on the website titled 

About Hungary (https://abouthungary.hu/). The official statements made during the 

Parliamentary sessions and the interviews on the radio programs can be accessed via this 

website. These statements are necessary to evaluate the pandemic in the framework of the 

securitization theory since the theory benefits from textual analysis. This website provides 

researchers with official sources to assess the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The second case, as mentioned above, is the European Union. The brief analysis of 

Hungary’s deviation from the EU norms and values necessitates the analysis of these 

norms. Article 2 of the Treaty of the European Union states that (Official Journal of the 

European Union 2012): 

The Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, 

the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to 

minorities. These values are common to the Member States in a society in which pluralism, non-

discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality between women and men prevail. 

(Emphasis added) 

Article 2 demonstrates that the EU espouses liberal norms and values. As stated above, 

Hungary challenged these norms and values from 2010 onwards. In this vein, this thesis 

aims to understand whether this deviation in Hungary continued during the pandemic and 

whether this aberration impacted the pandemic politics in Hungary. This thesis will focus 

on the statements and declarations made by the European Council to understand the 

securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic in the EU in order to answer this question.  

The reason for analyzing the speeches, statements, and declarations by the EUCO is 

related to the EU’s institutional structures. The European Commission is the 

representative of the common EU interests and the body which initiates the law-making 

process, while the European Council consists of the heads of the states (or governments) 
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and determines the priorities and primary direction of the EU’s policy. On the other hand, 

the Council of the European Union is the main representative of the EU states, in which 

the relevant ministers meets (“Types of Institutions and Bodies” n.d.) For this reason, the 

European Council is the main body that guides the EU policies. Hence, this analysis will 

primarily focus on the speeches and statements delivered by the President of the European 

Council, Charles Michel, and the official declarations by this institutional body. However, 

there was a factor that characterized the EU’s pandemic policies. On March 10, 2020, the 

EUCO asked the EC to coordinate all measures (European Council 2020b). For this 

reason, the EC planned and coordinated Covid-19 policies in the EU. In this sense, the 

chapter on the EU will focus on the statements by Charles Michel, the declarations made 

by the Council of the EU, and the statement made by Ursula von der Leyen.  

In terms of methodology, textual analysis is the central tool to grasp the process. As 

mentioned, this study benefits from the securitization theory developed by the 

Copenhagen School as a theoretical framework, which has textual analysis as a significant 

methodological instrument. In this study, as envisaged by the members of the 

Copenhagen School, the methodology of speech act analysis will be conducted. 

Additionally, as Wæver (2002, 26–27) remarked that public texts should be used. This 

study benefits from the texts of statements and remarks published on the relevant 

websites, About Hungary, and the official website of the related EU bodies. 

In terms of limitations, this research suffers from two specific interrelated limitations. 

Firstly, this study concentrates on the statements that have been translated into English 

and published on the About Hungary website. However, besides the statements, social 

media posts, especially Facebook posts, were frequently used by Viktor Orbán during the 

pandemic (Norbert et al. 2021, 274). The statements and Facebook posts that have not 

been translated from Hungarian fall outside the scope of this study. The second 

shortcoming comes from the emphasis on the statements uttered by the Prime Minister 

and the negligence of the other actors like the Minister of Health or the actors performing 

at the societal level. However, as stated, Hungary in the post-2010s is characterized by a 

system with the charismatic Prime Minister at the top of the system, and Viktor Orbán is 

the main powerholder in Hungarian politics. Additionally, Viktor Orbán emerged as a 

key figure in this process, and he became the main determinator of the management 
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policies (Bene and Boda 2021, 97). That’s why the emphasis on the statements made by 

Orbán can explain a greater extent of the securitization process in Hungary. 
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3. SECURITIZATION OF COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN 

HUNGARY 

The Covid-19 pandemic, which spread from the People’s Republic of China to other 

countries, was handled differently in various countries. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, the pandemic was securitized by different countries under different contexts, and 

various measures were introduced by the political leaders in these states. This chapter is 

wholly devoted to the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic in Hungary, and the whole 

process will be analyzed in the framework of securitization theory developed by the 

Copenhagen School. The chapter will process as follows: Firstly, the political outlook of 

Hungary will be mentioned to understand the atmosphere in which the securitization of 

Covid-19 occurred. Significantly, the emphasis will be placed on the last decade of 

Hungarian politics since the governing party, Fidesz, came into power in 2010. After the 

political outlook, the Covid-19 pandemic in Hungary will be mentioned, and the number 

of infected people and the death toll will be provided. Thirdly, the security statements of 

Viktor Orbán will be demonstrated through a methodology of speech act to understand 

the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic through the theoretical framework provided 

by the Copenhagen School. In this vein, the securitizing acts, the emergency measures, 

and the role of the audience will be identified. 

3.1 Hungary: The Political Outlook  

It is crucial to understand the political outlook of Hungary to grasp the management of 

the Covid-19 pandemic, and its authoritarianism in the last decade. Hungary, following 

its independence from the Soviet bloc, replaced its communist system with a liberal 

democratic model and turned into a democratic country with a market economy and a 

representative government elected with free and fair elections for the first time in history. 

The Hungarian transition was characterized by two phenomena: non-violence and elite-

driven process (Bozóki and Simon 2012, 208).  

After its independence, Hungary became a county that enacted several reforms and made 

a transition to a liberal form of governance. The electoral and constitutional structure of 
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the country was determined in the National Round Table Talks, which had three pillars: 

the Hungarian Communist Party (Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, MSZMP), the 

Opposition Round Table (named EKA, which includes nine organizations), and the 

relatively ineffective pillar Third Side consisted of seven different organizations. As a 

result of the table talks, which were held in the summer of 1989, the constitution based 

on socialism was adjusted to democracy, and the Republic was declared on 23 October 

1989 (Bozóki and Simon 2012, 209). The country adopted a parliamentary system, which 

has the prime minister as the head of the executive, and there was a system of check and 

balance.  

This desire to make a transition to democratic governance was accompanied by another 

idea: the return to Europe, which means to seek membership into the European-led 

organizations, namely the European Council, the European Community (the European 

Union today), and NATO. Hungary joined these three organizations in the following 

period. Hungary became a member of the European Council in 1991 (Bozóki and Simon 

2012, 212). In 1999, the country joined NATO, and this membership was approved by 

the majority of the Hungarians. In 2004, Hungary officially joined the European Union, 

for which the country revised its economic, political, and legal structure for about twelve 

years (von Klimó 2017, 78). 

Hungarian politics, after the 1990s onwards, were characterized by different political 

parties, including leftist MSZP, centrist MDF, and conservative Fidesz. These parties lost 

their seats in the elections, which can be seen as a sign of a functioning democracy or a 

consolidated democracy (Bozóki and Simon 2012, 226). As indicated in the table above, 

the Hungarian Prime Ministers changed regularly, and different prime ministers emerged 

from different parties, and Hungary was considered as a “success story” for this variety 

of cabinets and prime ministers (Rupnik 2012, 132) (Table 3.1). However, after the 2010 

election, which brought Fidesz-KDNP in power, Hungarian democracy started to 

backslide under Prime Minister Viktor Orbán.  
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Year Prime Minister Parties 

1990-1993 József Antall MDF-FKGP-KDNP 

1993-1994 Péter Boross MDF-KDNP 

1994-1998 Gyula Horn MSZP-SZDSZ 

1998-2002 Viktor Orbán Fidesz-FKGP-MDF 

2002-2004 Péter Medgyessy MSZP-SZDSZ 

2004-2009 Ference Gyurcsány MSZP-SZDSZ, 

2009-2010 Gordon Bajnai MSZP 

2010-2014 Viktor Orbán Fidezs-KDNP 

2014-2018 Viktor Orbán Fidezs-KDNP 

2018-… Viktor Orbán Fidezs-KDNP 

Table 3.1: The Prime Ministers of Hungary after gaining independence in 1990 

Source: (Meyer-Sahling and Toth 2021, 100) 

The emergence and the transformation of Fidesz are important to understand the current 

political outlook of the country. Fidesz (the Alliance of Young Democrats or Fiatal 

Demokraták Szövetsége in Hungarian), when it was first established in 1988, embraced 

liberal ideas, and its audience was educated young Hungarians, and in the first half of the 

1990s, received around 7 percent of the votes (von Klimó 2017, 46). However, there were 

different parties advocating liberal values like free market and democracy, and this 

plethora of parties in the same political camp led Fidesz to receive a low percentage of 

the votes. On the contrary, there were a few political parties on the right side of the 

spectrum. In the mid-1990, under the leadership of Viktor Orbán, the party altered its 

political outlook and the audience by espousing an ideology based on nationalism and 

conservatism or altering its side of the spectrum by moving towards the right (Batory 

2016, 4). In the 1998 elections, Fidesz emerged as the party with the most voters. 

However, in the following two elections, Fidesz lost the elections to SZMP. In the 2002 

elections, Fidesz lost by a small percentage, and in the 2006 elections, despite receiving 

more votes than the SZMP, Fidesz had fewer seats in the parliament, and these two defeats 

brought more radicalization (Rupnik 2012, 135). 

The 2010 Parliamentary election was the turning point for Hungarian democracy. Fidesz, 

under the leadership of Viktor Orbán, formed an alliance with KDNP 
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(Kereszténydemokrata Néppárt in Hungarian or Christian Democratic People’s Party) 

(Meyer-Sahling and Toth 2021, 99). This alliance won the elections by receiving 52.7 

percent of the votes, and this share of votes enabled this coalition government to enjoy 

68 percent of the seats in the Hungarian parliament, thanks to the electoral system, which 

favors large parties to ensure government stability (Öniş and Kutlay 2019, 236). However, 

KDNP does not have a prominent role other than being the ally of Fidesz (Bene and Boda 

2021, 87). This victory provided Fidesz with another opportunity: to amend the 

constitution. According to the Hungarian constitution, two-thirds of the seats suffice to 

revise the constitution (Krekó and Enyedi 2018, 41–42).  

Fidesz, by taking advantage of this opportunity, revised the Hungarian constitution, and 

it gave the party in power political leverage over other political and societal actors and 

caused damage to Hungarian democracy. There were significant changes in the 

Hungarian constitution, the whole check-and-balance system was damaged, and most of 

the institutions were transformed in a way that favored Fidesz. All of these political moves 

brought the country close to autocracy (Pappas 2019, 79).  This constitution, which is 

named “Fundamental Law,” was not a product of different groups and political parties; 

on the contrary, it was not open to public discussions and written by the party in power, 

Fidesz, and it came into effect in 2012 which transformed the Hungarian politics utterly 

(Rupnik 2012, 133). There is one characteristic of Fundamental Law that is worth noting 

due to its relationship with pandemic management: the inclusion of different special legal 

orders and “state of danger” was one of them. According to Fundamental Law, a state of 

danger can be declared in case of natural or man-made disasters to alleviate their impact. 

Accordingly, the Government can enact new measures or suspend some laws (Szente and 

Fruzsina 2020, 157). However, it has a time constraint, and the parliament has to approve 

all measures beyond 15 days (Hegedus 2020, 1). 

Following the Constitutional amendments, the second target of the Government was the 

Constitutional Court. Fidesz, by taking advantage of its majority, changed the structure 

of the court. For instance, the number of judges appointed by the party in power was 

increased to seven, or the court’s authority over budgetary and fiscal matters was either 

weakened or entirely abrogated. All these actions and policies moved the Constitutional 

Court out of the political life in Hungary and abated its crucial role in check and balances, 
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which is necessary for democracy (Bánkuti et al. 2012, 139–40). Besides the 

constitutional court, the mass media was brought under control with the restructured 

Media Authority, which has a Fidesz-royalist in charge and established Media Council, 

whose five members were appointed by Fidesz for nine years in 2010 (Polyák 2019, 284). 

In addition, the Fidesz found its own media structure, which rewards the Fidesz-loyal 

newspaper while punishing the others. For instance, the person in charge of the 

newspaper, Figyelő, works as a government consultant and benefits from the state funds 

more than other newspapers. Besides the privileges provided to loyal media organs, the 

Government expends on campaigns to attack “the enemies of Hungary” like George 

Soros, the EU, or the influx of refugees (Krekó and Enyedi 2018, 47). This political 

change impacted the economic outlook. Companies that are closely allied to Fidesz 

started to prevail in the economy, which led to an increase in corruption in Hungary 

(Krekó and Enyedi 2018, 44; Kornai 2015, 38). These examples, which are few among 

many, indicate how the democratic system and institutions were subverted. 

The migration issue and the way the Orbán government handles it exemplify the main 

characteristics of the Orbán government. Furthermore, Viktor Orbán used migration to 

demonstrate the seriousness of the pandemic through analogies during the pandemic. 

Hence, this issue is worth noting. The refugees coming from the Middle East to the 

European borders occupied the agenda after the influx of refugees started in 2015, and 

the issue was framed as a security issue. The Government presented itself as a “protector” 

or a “guardian” of Hungarian society and values (von Klimó 2017, 202). The 

embracement of xenophobic and hostile stance toward the refugees by Orbán became the 

main characteristic of Hungary in that period. The Government propagandized the 

economic loss and the harm to Hungarian law and order due to the influx of refugees 

(Ágh 2016, 7). The Hungarian public embraced this hostile and anti-immigrant stance. 

For instance, as of 2017, 6 out of 10 Hungarians perceived migration as a threat 

(Simonovits 2020, 171).  

The democratic backsliding process placed Orbán at the top of the Hungarian political 

system (Kornai 2015, 35). The offices were full of servants loyal to Fidesz and Orbán, 

ranging from presidency to minor offices. The economy started to get dominated by the 

companies owned by the friends of Orbán, like the media outlets. In other words, Hungary 
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turned into a “post-Communist Mafia State,” in the words of the previous Minister of 

Education (von Klimó 2017, 201). It should be noted that not only the policies are the 

reason for democratic backsliding. Even though they form the major parts of this process, 

Viktor Orbán explicitly declared his support for illiberal democracy by giving examples 

from Turkey, Russia, and Singapore, and he claimed that the system they formulate is an 

“illiberal state, or non-liberal state” (Plattner 2019, 9). 

Fidesz under Orbán won the next two elections (2014 and 2018). In 2014, Fidesz, allied 

with KDNP, won 44.9 percent of the votes. In the 2018 election, with the assistance of 

the refugee crises mentioned above, this vote share rose to 49.3 percent (Politico Research 

2020). However, these elections were not “free and fair.” The 2014 election was criticized 

by Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe for its “free but not fair” nature 

(Buzogány 2017, 1312–13). The OSCE report (2014, 2–3) states that most of the media 

had an association with Fidesz, which created an imbalance in the campaigning process. 

The 2018 election was also rebuked by OSCE for the same reason and maintained that 

the media coverage was biased in favor of the ruling coalition and the use of state funds 

in a way that provided an advantage for the Fidesz-KDNP coalition (Walker and Boffey 

2018).  

Together with the elections, other non-democratic policies were criticized by different 

organizations and the EU. For example, the European Parliament criticized Hungarian 

constitutional changes on the ground of encroachment on fundamental rights (Buzogány 

2017, 1316), and in 2020 the EU rebuked the “democratic standards” of Hungary due to 

its judiciary system, civil society, and media under the control of the government 

(European Commission 2020a). As mentioned in the previous chapter, the best example 

of Hungary’s aberration from the European Union is the initiation of Article 7 of the 

Treaty of the European Union against Hungary by the European Parliament in 2018 due 

to previously mentioned policies, amendments, and regulations (Baume and Bayer 2021). 

The annual reports published by the research teams touched upon the democratic erosion 

in Hungary, such as Varieties of Democracy (Figure 3.1) and NGOs like Freedom House 

(Figure 3.2), in parallel with these criticisms by the international organizations. For 

example, according to the dataset which pays attention to Civil Liberties and the Liberal 
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democracy score of the Countries, Hungary started to backslide democratically after 

2009; however, the process began to accelerate following Fidesz’s landslide victory. 

Figure 3.1: Civil Liberties Score and Liberal Democracy Score of Hungary (1989-2020)     

Source: (“Varieties of Democracy: Variable Graph” 2021)  

Figure 3.2: Democracy Score of Hungary (2014-2021) 

Source: (Végh 2021; “Hungary: Freedom in the World 2021 Country Report | Freedom House” 2021) 

The index prepared by Freedom House also clearly demonstrates this trend. Even though 

this chart does not provide any information on the democracy in Hungary before Fidesz 

came into power, the downward trend in the second period of the 2010s is blatant. 
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However, what is striking is that Freedom House identified Hungary as “partly free” 

(Gehrke 2020b), and Hungary became the only EU member that is not a democracy.2 

In short, Hungary, after Fidesz came in power in 2010, started to experience democratic 

erosion by subverting democratic institutions and the check-and-balance structure. 

Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán was placed at the top of the system, and the 

appointments of the top officials, the economic structure, and the media are directly linked 

to the desires of the Prime Minister, which makes Orbán the central figure in the political 

landscape. 

3.2 Covid-19 in Hungary: The Timeline 

After the eruption of the Covid-19 pandemic in China, Hungary reacted by forming a 

group named “Operational Group” on January 31 to monitor the virus's situation, 

coordinate the precautions, and public information. Hence, the Operational Group 

informed the Hungarian public via televised meetings after its formation (Bene and Boda 

2021, 90–91). On February 3, the 28-point action plan was introduced to manage the 

necessary precautions against the pandemic (About Hungary 2020a). It should be added 

that in the first two months of 2020, Prime Minister Orbán emphasized migration, not the 

coronavirus. For example, in his statement on February 28, Orbán stated that migration 

from Africa and the Middle East is the real menace while the Covid-19 pandemic receives 

most of the global attention (About Hungary 2020b). 

However, the detection of the first cases occurred in March 2020, a month later than the 

introduction of the action plan. Two Iranian students studying in Hungary were tested 

positive for coronavirus on March 4. After detecting the first two cases, Viktor Orbán 

became the leading actor in the pandemic management by leaving negligent behavior that 

he previously had (Norbert et al. 2021, 274–75). He stated, "Hungary has all the 

personnel, facilities, and regulations in place to handle the situation” (Kovacs 2020a). 

 
2 For this report: Hungary, Freedom in the World 2019: 

https://freedomhouse.org/country/hungary/freedom-world/2019.   

https://freedomhouse.org/country/hungary/freedom-world/2019
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Following the appearance of the virus in Hungary, the number of cases began to increase, 

as indicated in the graph below (Figure 3.3). The first death from coronavirus occurred 

on March 15 (Norbert et al. 2021, 273), and the transmission accelerated after April 2020 

(Bene and Boda 2021, 93). 

 
Figure 3.3: The Cumulative Number of Cases and the Death Toll in Hungary (March-May) 

Source: (“Hungary: WHO Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Dashboard With Vaccination Data” 2021) 

To slow down the transmission and curb the impacts of the pandemic, after the detection 

of the coronavirus cases, the Government introduced several measures in the fields of 

economy, politics, and civil rights. For example, on March 11, the Government declared 

a “state of emergency” with reference to Fundamental Law (Hegedus 2020, 1), and on 

March 21, all schools and kindergartens were closed to slow down the spread of the virus 

(Norbert et al. 2021, 274). All these measures will be analyzed in detail in the section 

which pays attention to “emergency measures.”  

3.3 Covid-19 and Security Speech-Acts by Orbán 

This chapter aims to understand the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic in Hungary 

in the framework of the securitization theory developed by the Copenhagen School. In 
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this sense, these statements (March-June) delivered by Viktor Orbán will be investigated 

to find the major components of the securitization process. The securitizing remarks, the 

emergency measures, and the acceptance by the audience will be determined as envisaged 

by the Copenhagen School. The questions like whether the Covid-19 pandemic was 

framed as an existential threat, whether extraordinary measures were taken in the face of 

the pandemic and whether the target audience accepted the securitizing framing would be 

answered. In addition to these major components of the securitization theory, the referent 

objects, the facilitating conditions, and the idea of the “point of no return” will be searched 

in the statements by Viktor Orbán. 

3.3.1 Securitizing utterances, referent objects, and facilitating conditions 

The first statement on the coronavirus outbreak was delivered by Orbán on March 5, 

2020, after detecting the first cases in the country. This statement was made after the 

Prime Minister met with the Operational Group, which was formed in January 2020 to 

take necessary precautions against the Covid-19 pandemic. This statement directly 

framed the coronavirus as a danger and determined the primary guidelines about the 

themes which appeared in the following addresses by Orbán. In this statement, Orbán 

(2020d) stated that: 

Today the Group again confirmed that two dangers are inherent in the coronavirus: one to public 

health and the other economic in nature. This is a virus that can clearly cause harm to both 

human life and the economy at the same time. This Group, the members of which – or the key 

members of which – I will introduce to you in a moment, is dedicated to the protection of human 

lives; so it does not deal with economic issues. This is the correct order of priorities: first of all we 

need to deal with issues centring on human life; that is the first thing, and then the financial 

professionals will concern themselves with measuring the economic impact, which is work for a 

later phase. Effective prevention requires effort on the part of everyone. So I would like to 

ask everyone observing us not to consider this preventive work solely as an authority or 

government task, because effective preventive demands effort from everyone. (Emphasis 

added) 

In this statement, as highlighted, Viktor Orbán identified two distinct referent objects: the 

Hungarian people and the economy. However, he put the priority on the former one and 

framed the Covid-19 pandemic as a “danger,” something from which people should 

protect themselves and something from which the economy should be protected.  In the 

following quotations from Viktor Orbán, there will be direct references to these two 

objects. Additionally, these two referent objects shaped the emergency measures taken 
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against the virus. Also, his request to work collectively to slow down the transmission of 

the pandemic will be used frequently to show “how enormous the threat is.” 

In the same statement, even though there were no measures were taken against the Covid-

19 pandemic, Viktor Orbán (2020d) remarked that: 

This situation requires the Government to provide the necessary resources for preventive 

measures. There will be no shortcoming on that front, and I can promise the professionals and 

the public that there will be no financial barrier or obstacle to the battle against the virus in 

Hungary. I would like to ask the political parties for restraint, as people’s protection is not a 

political issue, and certainly not a party-political issue. And most importantly, I would like to ask 

people for their cooperation. I ask the citizens of Hungary to be cooperative and understanding if 

they find that combating the virus comes with inconveniences – that it involves inconvenience. 

Now the rules we need to put into effect are dictated by common sense. Before the virus 

appeared in Hungary, during the prevention phase we had already taken a number of necessary 

measures; and if necessary, we will be taking more and more decisions every day as a result of 

the Operational Group’s discussions. (Emphasis added) 

The focus on the “inconveniences” and Orbán’s implication that “the more to come in the 

future” indicates that the Government can adopt new measures in the face of this threat. 

As stated in the last sentences, the implication that there can be a change in the lifestyles 

that were otherwise not sensible matches the pillars of the securitization process. The 

introduction of measures and the likelihood of novel precautions to slow down the spread 

of the virus is the “emergency measures,” a component of securitization. Additionally, 

there is another prominent feature of Orbán’s style exemplified in this statement: the use 

of military terms and themes. As seen from the quotation above, “front,” “battle against,” 

and “combating” were used to emphasize that the situation could turn into a more severe 

form. This statement carries the seeds of securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic with its 

references such as “danger to Hungarian people” and “battle against the virus.” 

On March 11, the Hungarian Government declared a state of emergency to curb the spread 

of the Covid-19 pandemic and its impact, as mentioned above. On March 13, Prime 

Minister Viktor Orbán answered questions on a radio program named “Good Morning 

Hungary,” and in this interview, he remarked that (2020c): 

In Hungary a special legal order has a different meaning from that in most European countries. 

Here it is a special situation regulated in the Constitution when normal constitutional principles 

and rules are effectively suspended or bypassed, and it is possible to implement measures which 

the gravity of the emergency demands, and which depart from the procedures which are 

usual in a democracy. It thus allows for the implementation of swift and immediate measures. 
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This is perhaps unprecedented in our history. I don’t remember anything of the kind here in 

Hungary, and I’ve been a Member of Parliament for thirty years. But neither is it something which 

is often seen in other places around the world. I don’t want to be a doom monger, but should the 

need arise, we could go as far as to place plants and factories under state control, and production 

facilities could be put at the service of the state. So this is somewhere between peacetime 

democracy and a state of war. (Emphasis added) 

In this quotation, the emphasis on the “unprecedented” situation in Hungarian history 

exemplifies the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic. The extraordinary nature of the 

pandemic and the necessity to adopt measures that have never been taken before pointing 

to the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic. As stated by the members of the 

Copenhagen School, the mundane political process was subverted to deal with the 

securitized issue, which is the Covid-19 pandemic in this case. The depiction of the 

situation as “somewhere between peacetime democracy and a state of war” implies the 

urgent nature of this issue. In addition, the emphasis on the “swift and immediate 

measures” had an impact on the emergency measures.  

In the same radio program, Orbán continued to use war and military-related metaphors. 

Orbán (2020c) remarked that: 

The world’s biggest problem is that this is an unknown virus, we have very little knowledge 

about it, and there’s no vaccine, no cure, no antidote; this is why everyone is filled with worry and 

fear. We are facing an unknown enemy. (Emphasis added)  

Besides using war-related themes, this quotation includes statements that increase the 

urgency of the situation. The emphasis on the absence of any kind of treatment against 

Covid-19 and the depiction of the disease as an “unknown enemy” gives the message that 

the situation the country and the world face is extraordinary and has to be handled 

immediately. The necessity of novel measures was underlined in this statement more than 

once (2020c): 

But what can we do in a situation like this? If we have no cure for it, we must try to prevent its 

spread. We are developing the rules for this. In addition to this fortitude, this demands 

strength from public administration – or law enforcement services, to put it another way. 

(Emphasis added) 

The recurring stress over the absence of cures and antidotes appeared again, and the 

“hindrance of the spread of the virus” requires the amendment and introduction of new 
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laws, regulations, and measures. This is the point at which the emergency measures were 

rationalized  (Viktor Orbán 2020c): 

This means that the number of infections will increase, and after that it will take us quite a few 

months to return to where we started from. So, there’s no point in hoping or deluding ourselves 

into thinking that we can get over this thing within a week or two. It will last for many months, 

and so we must expect our lives to change. Over the next few months life won’t be the same, 

because measures must be enacted in order to contain the epidemic. (Emphasis added) 

As indicated above, “containing the epidemic” was the main objective, and the measures 

were introduced to realize this aim. There was a need for change in politics because there 

was something that should be dealt with urgently. The statements made by Orbán in this 

radio program are a great example of securitization. Especially the negative nature of the 

securitization process can be seen in the quotation above. Orbán’s remarks about the 

extraordinary and unexpected circumstances dictated by the Covid-19 pandemic and the 

need for handling this issue in a different way are great examples of securitization. The 

sense of “this is the only way out” was established, and the regulations to reduce face-to-

face interactions were rationalized. The understanding of “the only way out” falls into the 

scope of the internal facilitating conditions related to the securitizing action's linguistic 

aspect. 

In addition to the above-mentioned discursive practices exemplifying securitization, 

Viktor Orbán (2020c) made direct references to the previous “challenges” (or previously 

securitized issues) to demonstrate how serious the Covid-19 pandemic is that: 

There’s no doubt that we’re engaged in a war on two fronts: on one front there is migration, 

and on the other the coronavirus epidemic. (Emphasis added) 

This sentence made an analogy between migration and coronavirus. As mentioned, the 

Orbán government used the migration crisis as a political tool to expand its political base 

and depict itself as a guardian of Hungarian values. The Hungarian public supported the 

stance of Fidesz, and migration was perceived as a threat. For this reason, the utterance 

of an issue that is framed and accepted as a security issue and a new challenge in the same 

context underlined the severe and urgent nature of the pandemic. Hence, this can be 

perceived as a “facilitating condition,” which increases the likelihood of a successful 

securitization. 
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Orbán, three days after this above-mentioned radio program, made a statement in the 

Hungarian parliament, which focused on the “unprecedented situation in Hungarian 

history,” the change in daily life, and the normal functioning of politics. Similarly, Orbán 

(2020a) made analogies to previous crises: 

Not only is there no vaccine against the coronavirus epidemic; we do not have a global solution 

either. Therefore, every country is developing its own defence strategy. For us this situation is 

not an unfamiliar one. This was the case in earlier crises – whether the economic crisis, 

flooding or the immigration crisis. On those occasions we also had to develop our own 

national crisis management action plans. (Emphasis added) 

Firstly, he emphasized that there were no solutions to this virus, and it necessitates the 

adoption of new measures. Secondly, he claimed that this crisis has similarities with the 

previous crisis. Besides the 2015 migration crisis, the Danube flooding and the post-2008 

economic crisis were highlighted by Orbán. This statement, similar to previous cases, can 

be seen as a “facilitating condition” since former extraordinary and securitized issues 

necessitated different types of emergence measures. Through this resemblance, the 

coronavirus pandemic was easily upgraded above the ordinary functioning of politics, 

like the above-mentioned previous crises. 

In the remainder of the same statement, he shifted the attention to the economic 

consequences of the coronavirus pandemic, another referent object stated by Orbán. There 

are two parts in this statement that clearly has all the major components of securitization 

(Viktor Orbán 2020a). 

Now I would also like to say a few words about the economic consequences. The coronavirus 

epidemic is primarily a threat to human life, but clearly the global epidemic already also has 

grave economic consequences. The entire economy – I’m talking about the Hungarian 

economy now – will be in distress, but not all at once, not all at the same time. There are 

sectors in the economy – such as tourism, catering and services – where trouble has already 

arrived. (Emphasis Added) 

Orbán securitized the Covid-19 pandemic by citing two distinct referent objects, as he did 

before: Hungarian people and the economy, emphasizing the specific sectors that were 

affected the most. In the following of the same statement, Orbán (2020a)mentioned that 

a change in the budget is required: 

As the primary danger is to Hungarians’ jobs, in the coming weeks we will concentrate on 

protecting jobs. Hungary is facing a very serious wave of unemployment, and I ask every 
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employer and every worker to make personal efforts to preserve their jobs. The economic 

consequences of the coronavirus epidemic will also override fiscal and economic plans: the 

Government’s fiscal and economic plans. Budgets at every level will have to be redesigned. 

(Emphasis added) 

In the quotation above, Orbán cited the economy as one of the referent objects, and in the 

second part, the focus was shifted to another aspect of the Hungarian economy. His 

statement that the impact of the coronavirus on the economy and the obligation to revise 

and restructure the budgets exemplifies the “emergency measures” of securitization. This 

sentence demonstrates the degree of coronavirus’s influence (Viktor Orbán 2020b). 

The question was whether we should wait or take action; and we decided that instead of waiting, 

we would commit ourselves to the fight. We immediately saw that we wouldn’t be able to 

organise Hungary’s collective self-defence – and that even acting together, we wouldn’t be 

able to ward off this attack – if we followed the usual way of things, pursuing our normal 

lifestyle, maintaining our lives’ customary organising principles, within the boundaries of 

the normal rules of law. This is why we sought authorisation and declared a “state of danger”. A 

state of danger means that the Government has received both the authorisation and the means to 

organise Hungary’s self-defence, with the prospect of success. (Emphasis Added) 

This sentence clearly shows the urgency and extraordinariness of the coronavirus 

pandemic. The notion that “it was impossible to handle this situation under the normal 

conditions” directly indicates the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic. This statement 

evidently securitizes the pandemic and puts this issue at the top of the political agenda. 

Also, as Orbán did in his former statements, he used internal facilitating conditions, which 

is “the only possible way out” was established. 

All of the statements cited above were made in March 2020, and the following addresses 

by Orbán in April and May had similar contexts: the Hungarian citizens and economy as 

referent objects, the necessity of the reduction in social interactions, the importance of 

the swift decision-making, and the change in the lifestyles. However, there were also 

some differences amongst these statements: In April, a significant amount of the 

addresses was allocated to the announcement and the elucidation of the emergency 

measures, while the statements delivered in May mainly focused on the “going-back-to-

normal.” For this reason, it can be stated that Viktor Orbán, after the detection of the first 

cases in Hungary, directly securitized the coronavirus and called for emergency measures 

to handle the situation.  
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3.3.2 Emergency measures 

The adaptation of emergency measures in the face of an issue is another major component 

of the securitization process. As indicated above, Viktor Orbán securitized the 

coronavirus and enumerated two referent objects: the health of Hungarian citizens and 

the economy. Hence, he highlighted that there was a need for altering lifestyles and 

decision-making. All these statements clearly exemplify the securitization process. In the 

face of Covid-19, Hungary introduced a variety of emergency measures. These 

emergency measures fall into two categories compatible with the identified referent 

objects: (I) the measures about the spread of the virus to protect the health of the 

Hungarian citizens, and (II) the measures about the economy to protect the above-

mentioned sectors and jobs. 

The Government began to adopt measures in the face of coronavirus prior to the arrival 

of Covid-19. On January 31, the Operational Group was established (Molnár et al. 2020, 

1169), and on February 3, the “28 Point-Action Plan to Fight the Coronavirus” was 

published (About Hungary 2020a). However, after the identification of the first cases, 

more measures were begun to adopt. 

Viktor Orbán, in his statements and interviews, referred to an essential rule to protect 

Hungarian citizens: slowing down the spread of the virus or reducing social interactions. 

For this reason, the measures aiming to save human life are highly related to this principle. 

In this vein, Government took precautions targeting different sectors and institutions. On 

March 11, the Government declared a “state of emergency,” which included other 

measures. For instance, the number of participants for the indoor activities was limited to 

100 people, while the number was 500 for the outdoor activities. The was a travel ban on 

arrivals from South Korea, China, Iran, and Italy except for Hungarian citizens, and 

higher education was suspended (Kovacs 2020b). On March 16, the Government 

introduced new measures. All public activities except religious ceremonies, funerals, and 

civil marriages were banned, and primary and secondary education institutions were also 

closed and switched to online learning. From March 17 onwards, Hungary closed all its 
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borders (European Commission 2021).3 On 27 March, the Government declared a curfew 

for two weeks to prevent the further spread of the virus, which means that people can only 

leave their homes to meet their basic needs. (Bene and Boda 2021, 91). The declaration 

of curfew came along with other decisions that limited the open hours of the shops and 

pharmacies, and restaurants were only allowed for take-away (About Hungary 2020c). 

On April 9, the curfew was extended indefinitely, and Prime Minister Viktor Orbán 

announced that the mayors were granted the authority to impose new measures (Viktor 

Orbán 2020g). One of the measures taken to combat the virus was the decision “freeing 

up the 60 percent of the hospital beds,” which was taken in April (Bene and Boda 2021, 

92). 

At the end of April, the government gradually eased the restrictions, and Viktor Orbán 

stated that this process would be slow and compatible with the strict timetable. However, 

this process brought new measures (Viktor Orbán 2020h). For example, on April 27, 

wearing a mask in Budapest became mandatory (Kaszás 2020). On May 4, this rule was 

extended to the whole country while the restrictions for the region except Budapest and 

the nearby areas started to ease (“Coronavirus: New Phase of Protective Measures to 

Begin on Monday - Hungary Today” 2020), and the restrictions in Budapest and the Pest 

County eased on May 18 (Norbert et al. 2021, 272). 

The above-mentioned measures were aimed to reduce social interactions and prevent the 

coronavirus from spreading fast. However, they were not the only measures. As 

mentioned, Orbán identified two referent objects and the Hungarian economy was the 

second one. To abate the economic challenges posed by the pandemic, the Fidesz 

government introduced several financial packages. On March 18, Viktor Orbán 

announced that the obligations for principal and interest payments were suspended, and 

loans for short-term businesses were extended. There were some measures targeting 

specific sectors like tourism, catering, and entertainment. The contribution of employers 

 
3 At this point, it should be added that the Schengen Borders Code authorize states to introduce controls at 

the internal border temporarily in case of threats to domestic security or public policy. However, the 

introduction of the border control should be the last solution under exceptional circumstances (European 

Commission 2022a). Hungary notified the European Commission for border closure on March 17 (Maior 

and Camisão 2022, 32). For more: European Commission, “Temporary Reintroduction of Border Control”, 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/policies/schengen-borders-and-visa/schengen-area/temporary-

reintroduction-border-control_en. 
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was set to zero, while the contribution of employees was decreased to a minimum level 

(Viktor Orbán 2020e). On April 8, the Government announced another package for 

economic purposes, and approximately 20 percent of the Hungarian GDP was used for 

this package. The Government introduced compensation for employers who made a loss 

due to curfew and the short working hours and allocated 450 billion HUF for investment 

projects to create novel jobs. Besides these measures, the Government supported 

endangered sectors and businesses through subsidies and credits (Viktor Orbán 2020f). 

Besides these emergency measures directed at the protection of human life and the 

economy, there are measures in the political realm. As the passages from the statements 

of Viktor Orbán demonstrate, there was recurring stress over the need for swift and urgent 

decision-making. The declaration of the state of emergency on March 11, as regulated by 

the Fundamental Law, allows Government to enact decrees and laws. According to this, 

parliamentary approval is required for the decrees beyond 15 days. However, on March 

20, the Government introduced an act that permits the Government to govern by decrees 

for an unlimited time and without parliamentary control (Hegedus 2020, 1). On March 

23, the opposition voted against the Coronavirus Act or the “Enabling Act” named by its 

critics. However, on March 30, the Act was approved by the parliament and the President 

(Norbert et al. 2021, 272). 

The adaptation of this Act suffers from several deficiencies and problems. Firstly, the 

government had a chance to extend the state of emergency’s duration thanks to its two-

thirds majority in the parliament, and the opposition was eager for this extension 

(Hegedus 2020, 1). Secondly, this act was unconstitutional. The Fundamental Law 

authorized parliamentary to determine the scope of the decrees, revise and extend its 

duration beyond 15 days. However, the Coronavirus Act gave authority to bypass the 

Parliament by excluding it from checking the scope, frameworks, and duration of the 

decrees, and the extension of all decrees promulgated after March 11 was against the 

Fundamental Law (Szente and Fruzsina 2020, 161–62). 

The act brought undemocratic policies to Hungarian politics and worsened the democratic 

picture of the country. The already-damaged democracy was undermined with this Act 

and the decrees enacted following its enaction. The by-elections and referendums were 
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postponed until the state of emergency ended, which means the electoral process was 

subverted by the Act (Végh 2021). In addition to the subversion of the electoral process, 

corruption and nepotism intensified. The details of the China-financed railway between 

Belgrade and Budapest, which would be constructed by a close friend of Viktor Orbán, 

Lorinc Meszaros, were classified for ten years (Káncz 2020).  

Viktor Orbán used this Act as a tool to enact decrees and laws which had nothing to do 

with the Covid-19 pandemic. For example, on March 31, a bill that prohibited change of 

gender was passed in the parliament, and the definition of “sex” was altered with 

reference to “sex at birth”  (Holroyd 2020). Even though the definition of “sex” and 

“gender recognition” was not related to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Government pursued 

its own agenda by taking advantage of the situation. However, it was not the only case. 

Fidesz enacted laws and decrees, causing damage to the opposition parties. For instance, 

the Government cut the state funding for the political parties in halves to find a resource 

for the coronavirus fund. At first glance, this situation seemed to exert equal influence 

over the parties; however, Fidesz, due to the structure of the system, has several different 

revenues, while the opposition parties are mostly contingent on the state funds 

(Beauchamp 2020). Besides that, the Government made amendments other than this to 

harm the opposition parties. The Government promulgated a decree allowing them to 

label some areas or cities as a “special economic zone.” In this vein, the taxes paid by the 

companies in these zones will be collected by local county administrators, not by the 

municipalities, which causes economic loss for the municipalities (Szente and Fruzsina 

2020, 164). For instance, Göd, a city near Budapest, was labeled as a special economic 

zone due to investment by Samsung in the city, and the taxes paid by Samsung will be 

transferred to the Fidesz-led county administration, not to the opposition-led municipality 

as a result of the decree (Kreko 2020).  

There were some other decrees and changes in the laws which seemed to have a 

relationship with the Coronavirus; however, they were used to punish the opposition. The 

Government changed the Criminal Law to sentence the ones spreading “fake news” about 

the pandemic for up to five years (Szente and Fruzsina 2020, 161). However, this law was 

utilized to silence opposition figures. For instance, a member of the Momentum Party, 

which is critical of the policies of Fidesz and Viktor Orbán, was arrested for his criticism 
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of the government policy of “freeing up 60 percent of the hospital beds”. Besides that, a 

citizen who was critical of the lockdown policies was detained (Sandford 2020). All of 

these examples above indicate that the authority was used to expand its power and 

undermined liberal democratic values like freedom of statement and LGBTQ+ rights. The 

weakening of civil rights was reflected in the annual report published by the Freedom 

House. According to this report, Hungary’s position between democracies and 

authoritarian regimes was strengthened with a score falling from 3.96 to 3.71 (Végh 

2021). Even though this Act was revoked on June 16, its impact on democracy remained 

(Norbert et al. 2021, 273). 

In conclusion, Viktor Orbán securitized the Covid-19 pandemic and identified two 

referent objects: the Hungarian citizens and the Hungarian economy. In this vein, 

Government announced some emergency measures which roughly fall into three distinct 

categories: health-related, economy-related, and political. The former had an objective to 

reduce social interactions, and the economy-related measures aimed to prevent companies 

from going bankrupt or people from losing their jobs. The political measures are intended 

to make decisions swiftly. However, the political measures, especially the Coronavirus 

Act, deepened the democratic backsliding in Hungary. The authorization of the 

Government to enact decrees indefinitely and the absence of parliamentary checks moved 

Hungary close to authoritarian regimes. In addition, the Government under Viktor Orbán 

used this authority to silence opposition, undermine the liberal democratic values, and 

reward Fidesz loyalists. 

3.3.3 Audience: a successful securitization? 

The approval of the audience is the last pillar of the securitization process, as indicated in 

the first chapter. If the relevant audience does not accept the framing of an issue, the frame 

remains as a securitizing move, but if these moves are accepted, a successful 

securitization occurs (Buzan et al. 1998, 31). The analysis of the statements delivered by 

Viktor Orbán blatantly demonstrated that the Covid-19 pandemic was securitized, and 

extraordinary measures were taken to lessen its impact. However, whether the Hungarian 

public accepted these framing and the extraordinary measures is an important question. 

This study benefits from the public opinions, the rate of citizens complying with the 
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measures such as mask use and stay-at-home orders, and the rate of the leading figure 

during the pandemic, Viktor Orbán, to answer this question. It should be noted that the 

Fidesz-KDNP alliance won 49.3 percent of the votes in the 2018 elections and acquired 

133 seats in the Hungarian parliament (Politico Research 2020). It implies that the ruling 

party and the cabinet get tacit approval through elections. For this reason, it can be stated 

that there was approval for the decisions taken by Orbán. In this vein, it can be claimed 

that the securitization was successful in light of the 2018 elections. However, the 

indicators which will be provided below will shed more light on the audience's approval. 

In terms of public opinion polls, this study benefits from the results of different public 

opinions to ensure that public polls have overlapping and matching results. Hence, this 

study will pay attention to polls published by three different institutions: Nézőpont 

Research Institute, Századvég Foundation, and the Public Institute by Népszava. The 

reason for this choice of these three institutions is their ideological affiliations: the former 

one, Nézőpont Research Institute, is pro-government, and Publicus Institute is identified 

as leftist (Hungary Today 2022). Századvég Foundation is known as a conservative think 

tank founded in 1993 (About Hungary 2020d).4 In the public surveys published by these 

three, two primary criteria will be investigated to understand whether the Hungarian 

public approved the securitization of Covid-19: the approval rate of the Fidesz/KDNP 

and Viktor Orbán and the approval of the emergency measures taken to handle the Covid-

19 pandemic.  

Prior to the statements made by Viktor Orbán, the Hungarian public opinion did not place 

the Covid-19 pandemic at the top of the “concerned issues list.” According to a public 

poll published by Századvég Foundation on 6 March 2020, coronavirus was in third place, 

behind climate change and illegal migration, which get 87 percent and 63 percent, 

respectively. 56 percent of the respondents stated that they were concerned about Covid-

 
4 For some examples of the same identifications: “Hungary’s Government in reality control more than half 

of leading media”, András Bódis, Balkan Insight, https://balkaninsight.com/2021/01/14/hungarys-

government-in-reality-controls-more-than-half-of-leading-media/, “Pro-government research institute 

publishes scientifically unfounded study to justify media concentration”, Attila Bátorfy, Atlatszo, 

https://english.atlatszo.hu/2019/02/27/pro-government-research-institute-publishes-scientifically-

unfounded-study-to-justify-media-concentration/, “Orban regime shuts down conservative Századvég 

journal”, Christopher Adam, Hungarian Free Press, https://hungarianfreepress.com/2018/09/25/orban-

egime-shuts-down-conservative-szazadveg-journal/.  

https://balkaninsight.com/author/andras-bodis/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/01/14/hungarys-government-in-reality-controls-more-than-half-of-leading-media/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/01/14/hungarys-government-in-reality-controls-more-than-half-of-leading-media/
https://english.atlatszo.hu/szerzo/batorfyattila/
https://english.atlatszo.hu/2019/02/27/pro-government-research-institute-publishes-scientifically-unfounded-study-to-justify-media-concentration/
https://english.atlatszo.hu/2019/02/27/pro-government-research-institute-publishes-scientifically-unfounded-study-to-justify-media-concentration/
https://hungarianfreepress.com/2018/09/25/orban-egime-shuts-down-conservative-szazadveg-journal/
https://hungarianfreepress.com/2018/09/25/orban-egime-shuts-down-conservative-szazadveg-journal/
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19 (Molnár et al. 2020, 1177). However, after Orbán framed the coronavirus as a threat 

following the detection of the first cases, public opinion changed, and the percentage of 

concerned respondents increased to 74 percent on 14 March 2020 (Századvég 2020c). 

There were also public opinion data about the measures taken against Covid-19. The 

public opinion poll conducted by Nézőpont Research Institute on 18 March 2020 clearly 

demonstrated that the majority of the respondents approved the steps taken by the 

Government. Approximately 70 percent of the respondents found the government actions 

satisfactory. However, the percentage of the respondents agreeing with the measures was 

higher. For instance, 95 percent approved the travel ban on non-Hungarians from South 

Korea, Italy, China, and Iran, and 87 percent backed the prohibition of outdoor gatherings 

with more than 500 participants. When it comes to the state of emergency, which was 

declared on 11 March 2020, 85 percent of the respondents agreed with this measure 

(Nézőpont Intézet 2020a). All these results indicate that the measures adopted by the 

Orbán government were approved by the majority of the Hungarian population. 

Similar results can be found for the Coronavirus Act, enabling the Government to bypass 

the parliament and rule by decrees. Most of the respondents agreed with the extension of 

the state-of-emergency, and 68 percent stated that the political parties should support the 

bill, according to the public opinion poll conducted by Századvég Foundation on 26 

March 2020 (Századvég 2020b). The change in the penal code, which punishes the spread 

of fake news about Covid-19, was also approved by the Hungarian population. The public 

poll published by the Nézőpont Institute demonstrated that 72 percent approved the 

change in the Criminal Law (Nézőpont Intézet 2020b). 

As mentioned above, the curfew, which was initially declared for two weeks, was 

extended indefinitely on 9 April. There was a consensus on this decision, and 91 percent 

of the respondents agreed with the extension of the curfew (Századvég 2020a). This 

approval can be observed in the Hungarians' actions and daily routines. As the Nézőpont 

Institute's poll result on 20 April, 37 percent of respondents remarked that they did not 

leave home a day before the questionnaire was conducted, and 61 percent stated that they 

did not have a meeting longer than 15 minutes with anyone (Nézőpont Intézet 2020c). 

Besides these results, the projections made by the Institution of Health Metrics and 



52 

 

Evaluation (IHME) show to what extent the Hungarian citizens complied with the bans 

on social gatherings, and it has similar results.5 Following the declaration of the state of 

emergency on 11 March 2020, there was a considerable decrease in the social mobility. 

The declaration of the curfew on 27 March and its extension had an impact on this 

decrease (Figure 3.4). 

 
Figure 3.4: The Social Mobility in Hungary (February-June 2020)  

Source: (Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation 2022) 

As the chart above clearly demonstrates, the social mobility between March 2020 and 

June 2020 decreased due to the measures such as stay-at-home orders, ban on social 

gatherings, or curfew enacted by the Hungarian Government was both approved and 

abided by the Hungarian population. 

Another preventive measure was the use of masks, and Hungary introduced the mask rule 

for Budapest on 27 April and for the whole country on 4 May. The same projection by 

IHME clearly shows that the Hungarian population abides by the mask rule between 

February and May (Figure 3.5).6 There was an increase in mask use among the 

 
5 This projection was compiled by using the anonymous mobile phone data, and intents to indicate how 

human mobility changed following the measures on social gatherings. For more: 

https://www.healthdata.org/covid/faqs#social%20distancing. 
6 This projection intends to indicate the percentage of population who states that “they always wear mask 

in public”. This projection was compiled by using different sources: The Delphi Group at Carnegie Mellon 

University and University of Maryland COVID-19 Trends and Impact Surveys, in partnership with 

Facebook; Kaiser Family Foundation; YouGov COVID-19 Behaviour Tracker survey. For more: 

https://www.healthdata.org/covid/faqs#about%20the%20project. 
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Hungarians, and after mask use became compulsory for the whole population, 

approximately 65 percent of the population stated that they wore a mask in public areas 

in May 2020. 

 
Figure 3.5: Mask Use in Hungary (February-May 2020) 

Source: (Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation 2022) 

The Hungarian public also approved the abrogation of the state of emergency. The public 

poll by Nézőpont Institute on 18 July 2020 shows that 82 percent of the respondents 

agreed on the termination of the state-of-emergency and coronavirus-associated measures 

(Nézőpont Intézet 2020d). These public opinions and projections about mobility and 

mask use reflect that the Hungarian public opinion was in favor of government actions. 

This trend can be seen in the popularity of the Orbán Government. 

During the first phase of the Covid-19 pandemic, the trust in government was high, and 

it was evident in the public opinion polls. The public survey conducted by the Public 

Institute by Népszava in March 2020 demonstrated this phenomenon. According to the 

results, 76 percent of the respondents found the government policies in the face of the 

Covid-19 pandemic satisfactory. Furthermore, 58 percent maintained that they were 

confident that the government to take the necessary steps to curb the pandemic, while 23 

percent asserted that the government would handle the crisis somewhat (Dorosz et al. 

2020, 2). Even though this survey reflects the results at the beginning of the first phase in 
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March, the picture did not change in June, the end of the emergency period, and the 

measures. The survey revealed that 62 percent of the Hungarian population were satisfied 

with Viktor Orbán, which is 20 percent more than the satisfaction with Fidesz, Orbán’s 

party (Nézőpont Intézet 2020e).  

In sum, the Hungarian public opinion and the actions indicated that the public welcomed 

the framing of Covid-19 as a threat and the emergency measures. In March, public 

opinion did not place the coronavirus issue at the top of the “concerned issues”; however, 

after the issue was framed as a security problem by Viktor Orbán and the pandemic 

became the main agenda of world politics, the public opinion began to express their 

concerns. The measures adopted by the Hungarian government, such as curfews, bans on 

public gatherings, or the Coronavirus Act, were approved by a large portion of the 

Hungarian public. Besides these public opinion polls, the projections about mask-use and 

social mobility demonstrate that the public opinion matches their actions. For all these 

reasons, it can be stated that the audience accepted the securitization of Covid-19 in the 

first months of the pandemic.  

3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter intended to understand how the coronavirus pandemic was handled in 

Hungary and used the securitization theory developed by the Copenhagen school. For this 

reason, this chapter analyzed the security speech-acts of Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 

Orbán, who was the leading figure in the pandemic management in Hungary. The initial 

months of the Covid-19 pandemic (March, April, and May) were analyzed, and three 

main components of the securitization were investigated: the framing of an issue as a 

threat, the adaptation of the emergency, and extraordinary measures, and the approval of 

the audience. 

The analysis showed that Viktor Orbán securitized the coronavirus pandemic by 

identifying two referent objects: the health of the Hungarian people and the economy. 

These two referent objects determined the emergency measures taken in the face of the 

coronavirus. The measures to protect Hungarian citizens had the objective of reducing 

face-to-face interactions and decelerating the spread of the virus. Hence, the government 
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enacted measures like curfew, mask mandates, or transition to online education. For the 

protection of the economy, the government announced economic packages and provided 

subsidies to the most damaged sectors, especially tourism. Hence, the first two significant 

tenets of securitization theory were met. 

The approval by the audience, which reflects the intersubjective nature of the 

securitization process, is the last criterion for a successful securitization. The public 

opinion polls and the projections regarding mask use and social mobility clearly showed 

that the Hungarian public approved both the securitizing utterances and the emergency 

measures. After framing Covid-19 as a danger, the Hungarian public became more 

concerned about the situation and the following precautions. Hence, it can be stated that 

the securitization of Covid-19 in Hungary was successful since all significant components 

of the theory are met (Table 3.2). All these steps indicate that the Covid-19 pandemic was 

initially addressed in the political sphere, but after its detection of the first cases, it was 

upgraded to the security sphere. 

Document Threat Referent 

Objects 

Emergency and 

Extraordinary 

Actions 

Audience 

Approval 

Success of 

Securitization 

The Statements 

delivered by 

Viktor Orbán in 

March, April, and 

May 2020 

Coronavirus The health 

of the 

Hungarian 

citizens 

Hungarian 

Economy 

Closure of borders 

Bans on social 

gatherings 

Economic 

Packages 

The use of a mask 

Coronavirus Act 

Change in the 

definition of 

sex/gender 

Cut in the state 

fund for political 

parties in halves 

The arrest of 

opposition figures 

 

Yes Successful 

Table 3.2: Discourse Analysis of Viktor Orbán 

Besides the significant parts, the facilitating conditions were met in the statements made 

by Orbán. The internal conditions related to linguistic-grammatical factors were fulfilled 

since Orbán mentioned “the point of no return” and “the possible way out” in his 

statements. Several times, his stress over the “change in the lifestyles” and “the necessity 
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to reduce gatherings” were mentioned. For the external factors, the position of the 

enunciator has importance. Viktor Orbán is the leading figure in Hungarian politics, and 

he consolidated his power after his party Fidesz came in power in 2010. In addition, the 

reference for the necessity of protecting human health indicates that the referent object 

matches the securitized issue, and all these factors may have increased the success rate of 

securitization. 

This successful securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic has two characteristics exclusive 

to Hungary: (I) military-related themes and (II) the anti-democratic nature of the 

emergency measures. The first one refers to the frequent use of the words, terms, and 

themes associated with military and wars by Orbán. As indicated above, Viktor Orbán 

used terms such as “enemy,” “fight,” “battle,” “front,” and “defense.” These words 

appeared in his statements recurrently and were associated with the virus and its spread. 

It can be added that their use enabled Viktor Orbán to visualize and materialize the danger 

caused by the virus.7 The second feature is related chiefly to the Coronavirus Act enacted 

on March 30 to handle the situation. The Hungarian democracy was damaged after 2010 

when the Fidesz-KDNP coalition came into power. As mentioned in this chapter, the 

amendment of the Constitution, the change in the structure of the Constitutional Court, 

and the tightening grip on the media led to democratic backsliding in Hungary. 

Additionally, the concentration of the power in the hands of the Prime Minister Viktor 

Orbán caused a political system characterized and dominated by people loyal to Orbán 

and Fidesz. The impaired Hungarian democracy was damaged more on the pretext of 

slowing down the Covid-19 pandemic. The declaration of the state of emergency on 

March 11 and the Coronavirus Act on March 30 entrusted Prime Minister Viktor Orbán 

and Fidesz with more power by bypassing the parliament. Even though this act was 

promulgated to reduce the adverse effects of the pandemic, the government utilized it to 

harm opposition parties, undermine LGBTQ+ rights, and classify the details of the 

contracts signed by Orbán-loyalists. All of these changes shifted Hungary to a more 

 
7 For the use of military terminology by Orbán: Anna Molnár, Lili Takács and Eva Jakusné Harnos, 

“Securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic by metaphoric discourse during the state of emergency in 

Hungary”, International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy, 40(9/10), 2020, p. 1167-1182. 
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authoritarian regime. Even though this Act was revoked on July 16, its impact on 

democracy became permanent. 

In sum, the country accepted the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic in Hungary, 

which is replete with the frequent use of military themes, as the public opinion polls and 

surveys indicate. Besides this acceptance, this securitization process moves the country 

closer to an authoritarian regime with the promulgation of the “Coronavirus Act.” As 

envisaged by Buzan et al. (1998, 29), the securitization of Covid-19 in Hungary provided 

power holder(s), notably Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, with a chance to deal with this 

issue in less democratic ways, punish and silence the opposition figures, and take 

advantage of the threat for advancing its own domestic agenda. Hence, it can be stated 

that the Covid-19 pandemic and the way Hungary handles this issue exemplifies the 

whole premises and concerns of the securitization theory developed by the Copenhagen 

School. 
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4. THE EUROPEAN UNION: COVID-19 AND 

SECURITIZATION 

This chapter intents to understand whether the European Union securitized the pandemic 

and what types of emergency measures were enacted by the Union. The statements 

delivered by the President of the EUCO and the EC and the declarations published by the 

Council of the EU will be analyzed to find whether the EU securitized the virus or not. 

This chapter proceeds as follows: firstly, the political context in the European continent 

when the Covid-19 pandemic arrived in the continent will be provided. Secondly, the 

chronological order of the pandemic in Europe will be given to understand how severe 

the pandemic was. In the following two sections, the speeches, statements, and 

declarations of the EUCO will be investigated in the framework of the Copenhagen 

School.  

4.1 The Political Context 

When the Covid-19 cases appeared in the European continent, the EU was suffering from 

several crises, namely the Euro-crisis, migration crisis, and Brexit (Dinan et al. 2017, 1–

2). The major incidents which the EU experienced in the 2010s can be summarized as 

follows: The Euro crisis started in 2008, the influx of refugees from the Syrian Civil War, 

and the decision of the UK to leave the Union in 2016. In addition to these incidents, there 

were other problems, such as the emergence of populist regimes and political parties, 

which are generally Euro-skeptic and far-right, in the EU member countries and the 

annexation of Crimea by resurgent Russia (Archick 2018).  

The first crisis was the Euro-crisis which erupted because of the Great Recession that 

started in the USA in 2008. This crisis spread throughout the European continent and 

posed major damage to European economies, which started to shrink and suffered from 

the high unemployment rates and budget deficits. The use of the common currency, the 

Euro, in the member countries created another problem: the decrease in the value of the 

Euro (Berend 2019, 9). However, the crisis hit each country differently, and its impact 

was not even. In this sense, a cleavage between “the North and the South” appeared. The 
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Northern countries, led by Germany, wanted the Southern countries, such as Greece, to 

adhere to fiscal measures and pursue austerity measures (D. H. Olsen and Rosen 2021, 

390–91). This cleavage, measures, and shrinking economies were one of the first 

challenges which dominated the first half of the decade. 

The second challenge which impacted the European Union was the migration issue and 

the influx of refugees, which started in late 2015. More than 1 million refugees from the 

countries impacted by wars, environmental problems, or social cleavages from the 

countries like Syria, Afghanistan, and Sub-Saharan Africa, arrived in the European 

Union. This flow of refugees perpetuated in the following period.8 The high number of 

refugees arriving in the EU, more than 1 million in 2015, created several tensions for the 

Union (Apap et al. 2019, 3). As envisaged by the Dublin Regulation, the migrants should 

apply for asylum status in the first country they arrived in to share the burden and hinder 

multiple applications by the same asylum seekers (Davis 2020, 266–67). However, the 

burden of the refugees arriving at the EU borders was not equally distributed. Three 

countries emerged as the main arrival spots: Hungary, Italy, and Greece, due to their 

geographical proximity (Park 2015). To alleviate the overburdening over these states, the 

EU intended members to host a number of asylum seekers with the introduction of the 

quota system. However, some countries were reluctant to pursue this scheme (Kanat and 

Aytaç 2018, 71). The high number of refugees and the uneven burden led states to adopt 

measures such as building walls along the border (Hungary) and introduction of strict 

border control (Portugal, France, Sweden, etc.,) which caused harm to the Schengen 

system (Berend 2019, 14).  

The influx of refugees led to the utterance of anti-migration discourses and the rise of the 

Euro-skeptic parties, which violate the rule of law and the liberal values the EU embraced. 

The erosion of democracy in Poland and Hungary perfectly exemplifies this trend, as 

explained in the previous chapter (Raube and Costa Reis 2021, 631). However, it does 

not mean that there are not any Euro-skeptic and far-right parties in other member states. 

These parties began to appear in other member states such as Germany, Denmark, Italy, 

 
8 For the numbers who reached the Europe: UN High Commissioner for Refugees “Mediterranean 

Situation” https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean. 
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and Spain. The League led by Matteo Salvini in Italy, the anti-immigrant and 

Islamophobic Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) in Germany, and the National Front 

(FN) under the leadership of Marine Le Pen in France are other examples (BBC News 

2018). Two crises were the leading reasons behind this trend: the Euro-crisis and the 

refugee crisis. As mentioned, the Euro-crisis led some members to austerity measures 

dictated by the debtor countries, and the refugee crisis caused some states to close their 

borders for the protection of their “territory and identity” (Archick 2018, 7). Besides its 

impact on democracy, the populism wave has another influence over the EU: the 

BREXIT, or the UK, which left the EU. The conservative Cameron government held a 

referendum to see whether the UK public wanted to stay in the EU or not, and 52 percent 

voted in favor of leaving the Union first time in the history of the EU. The damage to the 

UK caused by the EU, national autonomy, and the refugee crisis were presented as the 

main causes (Berend 2019; Arnorsson and Zoega 2018, 303). The exit of the UK from 

the EU was completed on 30 January 2020, after delineating the details of the trade and 

other issues (European Commission 2020d). 

In addition to these challenges, the EU witnessed the hybrid threats and the rise of Russia, 

which annexed the Crimean peninsula from Ukraine in 2014 (Dokos 2019, 2). The use of 

special forces named “little green men” in the annexation of Crimea and the terrorist 

attacks in the European cities pushed the EU to prepare plans against hybrid threats and 

unconventional warfare (European Commission 2020b, 2). In addition, the Russian 

actions posed a challenge to the peace and stability in Eastern Europe. The EU adopted 

several measures to counter the emerging hybrid threats directed at the EU by state or 

non-state actors. For instance, in 2016, the EU members agreed on the definition of hybrid 

warfare, and the European Commission formed a Security Union and stressed the 

necessity and importance of internal and external actions in the field of security 

(Bajarūnas 2020, 64; European Commission 2020b).  

All of these problems, challenges, and threats created tension points and led to a decline 

in the trust in the EU. As the Eurobarometer conducted in Autumn 2019 indicates that 

only 43 percent of the Europeans have trust in the European Union, and in parallel with 

this finding, 42 percent found the image of the EU “positive” (European Commission 

2019, 134–40). As demonstrated above, the share of “tend not to trust” started to outweigh 
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the share of “tend to trust” after the Euro crisis, which hit the continent in 2008 and 

zigzagged until 2019. It is clear that the crises impacted the EU citizens’ way of thinking 

about the EU (Figure 4.1). 

 
Figure 4.1: The Percentage of the Trust in the EU (2004-2019)  

Source: (European Commission 2019, 134) 

Together with the above-mentioned crisis, the leaders of the EU institutions were 

relatively new in their offices: Charles Michel was elected as the President of the 

European Council by the EU leaders on 2 July 2019 (European Council 2022a), and 

Ursula von der Leyen was elected as a Commission President on 16 July 2019 (European 

Parliament 2019b). Their tenures started on 1 December 2019, which means that the 

Covid-19 pandemic was an early challenge for both leaders (Lichtenstein 2021, 79). 

In sum, when the Covid-19 pandemic arrived in the EU, the Union was “exhausted” by 

several crises ranging from economic ones to land seizure by Russia, from migratory 

movements to the first country leaving the Union. The economic, social, and political 

challenges led to a decline in the public trust among the EU members. In addition, two 
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governing bodies had new leaders whose tenures began in December 2019. All in all, the 

EU was fragile and suffering from several challenges at the same time. 

4.2 Covid-19 Pandemic in the EU: The Chronology 

The chronological order of the EU actions, the dates on which the first cases appeared in 

the members' states, and the measures are crucial for understanding the securitization 

process, as stated in the previous chapter on Hungary. In this section, the brief timeline 

of the actions taken by the member states and the EU bodies until March 2020 will be 

analyzed. 

Prior to the detection of the first case in the member states, the European Center for 

Disease Protection and Control (ECDC) published a “Threat Assessment Brief” on 9 

January 2020. According to this report, there was not any known human-to-human 

transmission, and for this reason, the risk associated with “novel coronavirus” for 

travelers was considered low. The detection of a possible case was also considered low, 

and the further spread in the European continent was considered low to very low.  

(European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2020d, 2). However, the risks were 

updated on 17 January 2020 with the Risk Assessment Brief by the ECDC. As stated in 

the report, the human-to-human transmission was still unknown. However, there was a 

likelihood of this type of transmission. In addition, the risk for the travelers who visited 

the “live animal market” was updated to “moderate,” while it remained low for the ones 

who did not visit these markets. The risk for the EU and its spread was considered low, 

with possible risks (European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2020a, 5). 

On 22 January 2020, the ECDC presented a “Risk Assessment Brief” on the EU Health 

Security Community, and there were major updates about the novel coronavirus. The 

report stated that the risk assessment was uncertain due to the many unknowns about the 

novel coronavirus. In addition to that, the risk level for travelers was upgraded to 

moderate, and the spread within the EU was considered very low with the application of 

necessary infection prevention and control mechanisms (IPC), while the risk was high 

without effective IPC mechanisms (European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 

2020c, 5–6). 
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When all these briefs and reports were published by the relevant EU institutions, the first 

cases were detected in the EU member state: France, on 24 January 2020. The detection 

of cases continued within the member states from 24 January onwards. Germany, on 28 

January 2020, and Finland, on 29 January 2020, announced their first Covid-19 cases 

(European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2020b, 1). As indicated above, the 

number of cases started to increase from March 2020 onwards (Figure 4.2). 

Figure 4.2: The Cumulative Number of Cases and Death Tolls in the European Union 

Source: (European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2022). 

As the virus was detected in the EU territory, different mechanisms were activated by the 

member states. On 28 January 2020, Croatia, the president of the Council of the European 

Union, activated the “information-sharing mode” as envisaged by the Integrated Political 

Crisis Response (IPCR)9 to improve a common sense of the situation among the members 

and the governing institutions (European Council 2022b). In addition to IPCR, France 

 
9 To learn more about the Integrated Political Crisis Response (IPCR): 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/ipcr-response-to-crises/ 
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activated Civil Protection Mechanism (CPM)10 on 31 January 2022 to bring EU citizens 

home from other countries (Akin Ocak and Erhan 2021, 8). However, the crisis in the EU 

started after the number of cases began to skyrocket from the end of January onwards. As 

stated by Maior and Camisão (2022, 31), the initial stage was a “national cacophony,” in 

which each member state pursued its own interests. 

In February, the Lombardy region in Italy became the most impacted region in Europe, 

and at the end of February, Italy requested to activate the CPM mechanism to receive 

additional protective equipment, notably masks. Even though the European Commission 

activated the mechanism, none of the member states responded to this call from Italy (De 

Pooter 2020), and the protective equipment was sent by Cuba, China, and Russia (Akin 

Ocak and Erhan 2021, 9). In addition, the EU members banned the trade of protective 

equipment. For example, some of the EU members either prohibited or limited the export 

of this type of equipment (Gostyńska-Jakubowska and Scazzieri 2020). France seizing 

the masks and other protective equipment sent from Sweden to Italy and Spain or Czechia 

imposing a ban on the export of the anti-virus gear perfectly exemplify this prohibition 

trend (Akin Ocak and Erhan 2021, 9; Nicolás 2020). In addition, some member countries 

started to close their border unilaterally to slow down the spread of the virus, such as the 

announcement by Slovakia, Malta, and Czechia for border closures (Schengen Visa Info 

2020). All these policies and incidents indicate that the “national cacophony” was the 

reality of the initial steps of the Coronavirus pandemic in the EU. 

It should be added that this “cacophonic” era did not mean that the EU institutions were 

doing nothing, but they were not the main actor in the face of the pandemic. However, 

there were some steps taken by the EU governing bodies, such as the allocation of 10 

million Euros for research programs on Covid-19, the shipment of protective equipment 

to China, or the allocation of 232 million Euros to worldwide endeavors to contain the 

pandemic (European Commission 2022b). The backstage role of the EU institutions was 

altered after the European Council, and the European Commission began to take the 

leading role from March 2020 onwards. As stated previously, on 2 March, the European 

 
10 CPM is the mechanism which enables a crisis-hit country to receive assistance from other members. To 

learn more about the Civil Protection Mechanism (CPM): https://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/civil-

protection/eu-civil-protection-mechanism_en 
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Commission established a “Corona Response Team,” which consisted of five 

Commissioners under the leadership of Ursula von der Leyen (Lichtenstein 2021, 80), 

and this team became the coordinator of the measures in the face of the pandemic. On the 

same day, the Croatian Presidency in the European Council upgraded the IPCR 

mechanism to “full mode” (European Council 2022b). These two steps taken by two EU 

bodies demonstrate that the EU institutions were aware of the “national-interest-

characterized” behaviors and began to act. Additionally, the European continent became 

the new epicenter of the Covid-19 pandemic on March 13, which demonstrates how 

severe the pandemic turned out to be (Feuer et al. 2020) and gives another stimulus for 

the EU bodies to act. 

In brief, the Covid-19 virus arrived in the EU territory at the end of January, and the first 

months were characterized by the national interests pursued by the member countries. 

However, starting from March 2020 onwards, the EU bodies started to act, and the EUCO 

was the securitizing actor due to its place in the EU structure. 

4.3 The Statements of the EUCO 

The Copenhagen School pays attention to three main points for analyzing securitization: 

the securitizing statement(s), the emergency measures, and the approval by the relevant 

audience. In this section, the statements delivered by the President of the European 

Council, Charles Michel, and the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, will be 

analyzed to understand whether the pandemic was framed as a security issue. In addition 

to these statements, the declarations published by the Council of the EU will be analyzed. 

Hence, as conducted in the previous chapter, the securitizing utterances, the emergency 

measures adopted following the securitizing actions, and the existence of the audience 

approval will be investigated respectively in the light of the Copenhagen School. 

4.3.1 Securitizing statements, referent objects, and facilitating conditions 

The President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, and the President of 

the European Council delivered several speeches which paid attention to the Covid-19 

pandemic and its repercussions. Additionally, the declaration published by the Council of 
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the EU will be examined. The speeches will be analyzed in the framework of the 

securitization theory. 

As previously mentioned, the EU bodies were not active when Covid-19 hit the continent, 

and the relevant bodies became active from March 2020 onwards.  In one of the first 

meetings of the European Council on March 10, 2020, the leading guideline was 

determined, and the necessity of emergency measures was stated by the President of the 

European Council, Charles Michel (European Council 2020b): 

I think we should therefore try to coordinate as much as possible and see how we can do more 

together, both as regards the disease and its wider economic consequences. (Emphasis added) 

This speech focus on the economic challenges posed by the Covid-19 pandemic. In the 

same speech, Michel enumerated four different objectives in managing the pandemic: 

limiting the spread of the virus, medical equipment provision, promoting research for 

vaccines and novel treatments, and abating the socio-economic consequences (European 

Council 2020b). This speech clearly posits a need for emergency measures, and the 

economy of the EU was challenged by the pandemic. The stress over “coordination as 

much as possible” exemplifies the emergency measures. 

On March 17, 2020, following the joint online meeting of the ECB President, the 

President of the European Council, the President of the Eurogroup, and the European 

Council, a joint declaration was published, and it was stated that (European Council 

2020c): 

We reaffirmed the need to work together and to do everything necessary to tackle the crisis 

and its consequences. The priority is the health of our citizens. (Emphasis added) 

As this sentence implies, the necessity of working together and the importance of public 

health was stressed. It means that the “health of the EU citizens” was one of the referent 

objects threatened by the Covid-19 pandemic. Additionally, the necessity of emergency 

and extraordinary measures was underscored.  
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Together with the European Council, the Council of the EU held meetings at a ministerial 

level. On March 23, 2020, the Ministers of Finance convened to discuss economic aspects 

of the pandemic (Council of the EU 2020b): 

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to a major economic shock that is already having a 

significant negative impact in the European Union. The consequences for our economies will 

depend both on the duration of the pandemic and on the measures being taken by national 

authorities and at European level. The severe economic downturn now expected this year 

requires a resolute, ambitious and coordinated policy response. We need to act decisively to 

ensure that the shock remains as short and as limited as possible and does not create 

permanent damage to our economies and therefore to the sustainability of public finances in the 

medium term (Emphasis added). 

In this speech, the Ministers of Finance associated the Covid-19 pandemic with the 

economic shock, which requires emergency measures, and the solution to the more 

economy-related severe problems: a persistent and coordinated policy response. 

Additionally, the stress over the desire to prevent these impacts from growing by acting 

decisively implies the “possible way out” to protect the European Economy.  

On March 26, 2020, in the joint statement published by the members of the EUCO, there 

were several securitizing utterances  (European Council 2020a, 1):  

The COVID-19 pandemic constitutes an unprecedented challenge for Europe and the whole 

world. It requires urgent, decisive, and comprehensive action at the EU, national, regional 

and local levels. We will do everything that is necessary to protect our citizens and overcome 

the crisis, while preserving our European values and way of life (Emphasis added).  

This quotation also demonstrates that the health of the EU citizens was referred to as an 

object which should be protected. The European values, which were mentioned before, 

indicate how the EU approaches pandemic policies and decisions. The remainder of the 

same declaration clearly indicates that there is a need for measures that cannot be taken 

under normal circumstances, which had been altered by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

(European Council 2020a, 6): 

The urgency is presently on fighting the Coronavirus pandemic and its immediate 

consequences. We should however start to prepare the measures necessary to get back to a 

normal functioning of our societies and economies and to sustainable growth, integrating inter 

alia the green transition and the digital transformation, and drawing all lessons from the crisis 

(Emphasis added). 
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On April 2, the Council of the EU published an official document. This document also 

demonstrates that the unprecedented nature of the crisis requires exceptional measures in 

line with the securitization theory (Council of the EU 2020a): 

The direct and indirect effects of the COVID-19 outbreak continue to increase in all Member 

States. The current situation is unprecedented and requires exceptional measures adapted to 

the situation to be applied in these circumstances. (Emphasis added) 

On April 15, President Charles Michel made another speech, and this speech had similar 

connotations. The speech blatantly indicates that the pandemic was a problem for the EU 

and EU citizens. (European Council 2020d). 

These exceptional restrictions are impacting life all over the world, but especially life in the 

European Union, and we are well aware that they are directly affecting every one of us on a 

personal level. It is our most basic individual freedoms which are directly affected by the 

decisions that have been taken. And of course we are facing a potentially extraordinary and 

extremely serious economic and social impact, which will continue to be felt over the next few 

months, and perhaps even for several years to come (Emphasis added). 

In this speech, Michel emphasized the internal market, which is a part of the European 

economy. As demonstrated by the previous quotations, the EU institutional body mainly 

highlighted the necessity of protecting the European economy (European Council 2020d). 

The internal market is a common good for the European Union. The internal market is the beating 

heart of economic development and therefore of the European Union’s capacity for social 

cohesion. The internal market has been damaged. It has been affected by the decisions that 

have been taken for legitimate reasons, for health reasons. The first priority is to repair the 

internal market and make sure that it can function properly (Emphasis added). 

In another meeting convened on April 16, 2020, the Ministers of Finance highlighted the 

importance of the emergency measures to keep the economy functioning, which was 

challenged by Covid-19 (Council of the EU 2020c): 

We will continue to closely monitor the evolution of the situation and to coordinate between 

European and national measures. Where necessary, we stand ready to take further actions, 

including legislative measures if appropriate, to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 (Emphasis 

added).  

In another online meeting between President Michel and the members of the EUCO on 

April 23, the emergency measures and the change in the lifestyles were stated by Charles 

Michel again (European Council 2020e): 
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This pandemic is putting our societies under serious strain. The well-being of each EU member 

state depends on the well-being of the whole of the EU. We are all in this together.  Fighting 

Corona and its consequences will take time but we have already made a lot of progress and 

taken bold action. 

On May 8, 2020, the President of the EUCO delivered a speech on the Covid-19 

pandemic, and this speech clearly shows how the pandemic was framed as a security 

issue. The notion of “the biggest crisis affecting the world the World War II” and the idea 

of “fighting” indicates securitization (European Council 2020f): 

Today many people are comparing the coronavirus crisis to a war. Others reject that metaphor. 

Never mind this debate: what matters is that we can all engage in fighting this adversity. And 

we all agree on one thing: this pandemic, the first for a century, is the biggest crisis to affect 

the whole planet since the Second World War  

In the remainder of the speech, the association of the ongoing crisis with the pandemic 

was underscored. Additionally, Michel focused on the sources which were allocated to 

the pandemic. Another feature of this speech is that the metaphors such as “battle” and 

“fight” were used (European Council 2020f). 

For the challenge we face is not just to get through the crisis. Pandemics, like economic crises, 

have a beginning, a middle and an end: we have started to fight this one and thrown 

considerable resources at it, and we will win the battle. There is no doubt about that (European 

Council 2020f). 

Five days later than the previous remarks (March 13, 2020), the President of the European 

Council made remarks, and the earlier emphasis on the unprecedented nature of the 

pandemic and the measures that were taken in the face of this crisis continued (European 

Council 2020g).  

This crisis is unprecedented, and it means that we need to take unprecedented decisions. And 

that is why I am convinced that a very strong cooperation between the democratic and 

legitimate European institutions will be vital in the next weeks and in the next months. 

The emphasis on the “cooperation between the democratic and legitimate European 

institutions” is another example of how the EU wanted to tackle this crisis. This speech 

clearly revealed two criteria of the securitization theory:  emergency measures which 

were implied by the attention to the “adaptation of the plans and strategies,” and the 

referent object, the European economy, with an emphasis on specific sectors like aviation 

and tourism (European Council 2020g): 
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More than ever, we need to take decisions, we also need to adapt our strategy in order to 

take into consideration the huge consequences of this crisis. But this is not enough. Beyond the 

next European budget, we have also taken this very strong commitment to work together to 

launch a recovery fund, to mobilise more means, more money to identify our priorities in the 

near future. 

Lastly, I should like to say that there is one other point which is extremely important. We are 

seeing initial, very severe, impacts on the economy, for instance in the tourism sector, in the 

air transport sector and in many other sectors. It is clear that in the days and weeks ahead 

we will need to work actively on the basis of the Commission’s proposals and 

recommendations. 

Another pillar of the Covid-19 policy in the EU was the European Commission, which 

represents the EU’s interests and worked in tandem with the European Council during 

this process. The last quotation exemplifies this cooperation between the EU bodies. The 

President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, made several remarks 

which are primarily parallel with the speeches, declarations, and statements delivered by 

the figures mentioned above and institutional bodies.  

For instance, on March 10, 2020, von der Leyen delivered a speech that framed the 

European economy as an object challenged by the pandemic (2020a). 

On the whole of Europe, I asked the Coronavirus Response Team this morning to look into further 

tools that the Commission can mobilise in order to address the overall impact the Coronavirus 

outbreak has on the economy, throughout Europe. Many sectors are already suffering. And 

we will need to look for ways to support them. For instance, and this is just one example, aviation. 

The Coronavirus outbreak has a major impact on the European and international aviation 

industry. We see that the situation is deteriorating on a daily basis. (Emphasis added) 

Three days later (March 13, 2020), she made a similar remark which concentrates on 

healthcare, the health of European individuals, and the economy. Her emphasis on making 

bold and extraordinary decisions matches the declarations made by the EUCO and 

Charles Michel (2020b): 

We all know that the virus is not only dangerous for our health, but it is also hitting our 

economies. It is a major shock for the global and for the European economy. We have to take 

decisive and bold action now, and this is on all different levels. This shock is temporary, but 

we must work together to ensure that it is as short and as limited as possible. And that it does not 

create permanent damage to our economies. (Emphasis added) 

This section aimed to understand the main referent objects of the EU bodies in the face 

of the Covid-19 pandemic. Even though the actors place emphasis on the human health 

and healthcare system, the primary referent object is the European economy. The 
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speeches and declarations clearly indicate that the pandemic was framed as a security 

problem that has to be handled in a way that is different from the normal settings. The 

emphasis on the adaptation of the measures shows the second pillar of the securitization 

theory: the emergency measures.  

4.3.2 Emergency measures 

In the previous section, the referent objects were found, and it was discovered that the 

European Council enumerated two referent objects: human life or health and the 

European economy. The EU bodies took various measures and enacted decisions to 

protect these two objects. However, as mentioned, the European bodies took some 

precautions against Covid-19; however, there was minor. The formation of the Corona 

Response Team on 2 March 2020 and the identification of the objectives by Charles 

Michel on 10 March 2020 accelerated the process of measures and decisions to tackle the 

ongoing crisis. Also, different bodies and figures emphasized the unprecedented and 

immediate nature of the situation. Hence, the ordinary functioning was subverted, and the 

issue was carried above normal politics. In terms of emergency measures, the European 

Commission played a crucial role due to its duties and the authority entrusted by the 

EUCO. 

The measures enacted by the European Commission can be categorized under two distinct 

categories: the ones associated with health and the ones associated with the economy. In 

terms of health measures, the EC began to work in January; however, there was an 

intensification after establishing the Corona Response Team. One of the mechanisms the 

EC employed was allocating financial aid to medical companies and projects. As 

mentioned, in January, the EU allocated 10 million euros from Horizon 2020 budget for 

researching Covid-19. On 6 March, the Commission allocated extra 37.5 million euros 

for 17 projects aiming to develop vaccines, diagnosis devices and tests, and novel 

treatments, and the number of projects increased to 18 on March 31 (European 

Commission 2020e). Another measure was taken on March 16 by donating 80 million 

euros to German medical company CureVac for vaccine development (European 

Commission 2020f).  
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The EC aimed to maintain enough personal protective equipment. The EC enacted an act 

in which the export of this type of equipment necessitates the approval by the member 

countries to provide doctors and field workers with enough equipment. The “RescEU 

Stock of Equipment” (notably ventilators, masks, and related supplies) was formed to 

assist the member states that needed them to counter the Covid-19 pandemic on March 

19. The Commission suspended the value-added tax and customs duties charged on this 

equipment on April 3 (European Commission 2022b). Together with the donations and 

equipment management, the Commission published guidelines regarding border 

management and mobility to slow down the spread of the virus.  The decision to close all 

external borders for 30 days, which von der Leyen announced on March 17, was one of 

the most significant steps to reduce mobility. The Commission proposed the border 

closure on March 16 with the EU members’ leaders meeting, and all states implemented 

it except Ireland (BBC News 2020). On the other hand, the Commission published 

guidelines and roadmaps to maintain the movement of capital, goods, services, and the 

people (March 16) and about passenger rights for the protection from delayed and 

canceled flights (March 18). On March 23, the Commission announced the “green lanes” 

in which the goods and services were carried (Lichtenstein 2021, 81). 

In April, May, and June 2020, the EC continued to enact new decisions and measures to 

protect the EU citizens and the flow of the necessary equipment. The publication of a 

guideline for “cross-border treatment” to lessen the burden on the hospitals in member 

states (April 3) and the allocation of 2.7 billion Euros for improving the EU healthcare 

facilities and equipment (April 14) can be given as examples. The decision to extend the 

EU border closure until May 15 was taken on April 8 and until 15 June on May 8 

(European Commission 2022b). In addition, the Commission continued to distribute 

masks to health workers on March 8 and decided to finance eight new projects for vaccine 

and treatment development (May 12) (Lichtenstein 2021, 81).  

In brief, slowing down the spread of the virus and the protect human life were the main 

objectives to protect human life and keep the healthcare system intact. Hence, the EC 

enacted several measures and decisions. The closure of the EU external borders, the 

announcements of guidelines to maintain the movement of goods, people, services, and 

capital, the donation of financial aid to support vaccine and treatment projects, and the 
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distribution of masks and other necessary equipment were the main policy tools in this 

framework. 

The second leg of the measures was related to the second referent object: the European 

economy. As shown above, different commissioners paid attention to the damage caused 

by the pandemic to the EU economy. Hence, the EC announced several aid packages and 

measures to protect the EU economy and the damaged sectors. The temporary change in 

the airport slots was made to lessen the impact on the aviation industry (March 10). 11 On 

the same day, the member states entrusted the Commission with authority to use 60 billion 

euros of unused cohesion funds to mitigate the pandemic's impact (European Commission 

2022b).  On March 13, the EC announced its plan Coronavirus Response Investment 

Initiative (CRII), worth of 37 billion Euro which aims to alleviate the financial burden on 

the member states, and the EUCO approved it on March 18 and approved by the European 

Parliament on March 26 (Council of the European Union 2020a). On March 19, the EC 

introduced the Temporary Framework for State Aid. This framework enabled member 

states to provide companies with grants, advantages in taxation, guarantees for loans, and 

subsidized loans for the companies. The Commission extended this framework several 

times: on April 3, May 8,  June 29, and October 13, respectively (Enache 2020). On March 

20, the EC proposed to put the general escape clause embedded in the Stability and 

Growth Pact in effect so that the member states can have higher public deficits and more 

control over their fiscal policies. This proposal was approved by the European Council 

on March 23 and entered into force on the same day (Lichtenstein 2021, 81). 

The European Union paid attention to the economic burden caused by the pandemic. 

Hence, the EC took a measure to mitigate the effects of unemployment. The Temporary 

Support Mitigating Unemployment Risks in Emergency (SURE), which aimed to allocate 

100 billion Euro for workers and companies, was introduced on April 2. After the 

approval by the European Council on May 19, this proposal came into force on May 24 

(Akin Ocak and Erhan 2021, 13). On April 2, an additional package was proposed, named 

Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative Plus (CRII+), and the EP approved it on 

 
11 For the background of the airport slot use: European Commission, “Commission proposes measures to 

ease impact of the COVID-19 outbreak on the aviation industry and the environment”, 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_431. 
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April 17 (EU Funding Overview n.d.). Additionally, the EC had an objective to keep 

small and medium-scale companies alive and provided 1 billion Euros for their 

protections on April 6 (European Commission 2022b). However, the economic measures 

were not limited to these measures. The Commission facilitated bank loans for EU 

citizens and companies on April 28 (Lichtenstein 2021, 81). 

The restoration of the EU economy and recovery from the pandemic-related economic 

crisis led to the preparation of the recovery packages. The joint initiative by Germany and 

France on March 18 to restore the EU economy became a catalyst for the EU institutions, 

and the European Council requested the European Commission to prepare a plan which 

mitigates the economic impact of the crisis and eases the recovery process (Maior and 

Camisão 2022, 69). The Commission prepared and proposed the “Next Generation EU” 

plan on May 27. The project aimed to enable the EC to borrow 75 billion euros from the 

financial markets and finance the programs. The payment of this borrowed money would 

happen between 2028 and 2058. The plan put forward three different mechanisms for 

recovery: (I) financial aid for the EU countries, (II) incentives for the private companies, 

and (III) investment in the health sector, necessary equipment, and foreign aid. To find 

the necessary resources immediately, the Commission made another proposal for 

amendment of the multiannual financial framework (MFF), which covered 2014-2020  

(European Commission 2020h). In addition, the MFF 2021-2027, which was prepared in 

2018, was subjected to revision to face the challenges posed by the pandemic (European 

Commission 2020i). The EU heads approved this plan of states on July 21, and the 

European Council and the European Parliament agreed on the package on November 10. 

The EUCO finalized the process of package adaptation on December 10 and accepted the 

MFF 2021-2027 on December 17. The key part of the Next Generation EU, the Recovery 

and Resilience Facility worth 560 billion Euro, was approved by both the EUCO and the 

European Parliament (European Commission n.d.).  

Another measure adopted by the EC was the donation of financial packages to 

neighboring states. For instance, on April 22, the Commission announced a financial 

package of 3 billion euros in total to ten neighboring states like Albania, Ukraine, Jordan, 

and Montenegro (European Commission 2020c). Another package was announced on 29 

April for the Western Balkans (European Commission 2020g). Similar measures were 



75 

 

reported in the following period: 50 million euros for Palestine, Chad, Yemen, Venezuela, 

and other countries (May 20) and the Central African Republic (June 18). These efforts 

and financing indicate the EU’s global perspective on the pandemic. 

In brief, the EU’s emergency measures were shaped by the identified referent objects: 

human health and the European Economy. The formation of stocks, allocation of money 

for developing novel treatments and vaccines, the relief plan for the overburden created 

by the increasing Covid-19 cases, and the closure of the EU external borders were related 

to human health measures. The Next Generation EU program for recovery from the 

Covid-19 pandemic, the introduction of the SURE program to lessen the rising 

unemployment rate, and various financial aid packages aimed at different sectors were 

economy-related measures. The EU addressed different aspects of economics, ranging 

from aviation to unemployment, and as listed, the European Commission prepared several 

blueprints and proposals under the authority entrusted by the European Council. The 

EUCO and the EP approved these measures to tackle this crisis, showing the audience's 

third pillar of the securitization theory. 

4.3.3 Audience: a successful securitization? 

As the Copenhagen school posits, the audience is the intersubjective tenet of the 

securitization theory, and audience approval for the security framing and emergency 

measures is necessary for securitization to succeed. The audience approval for the EU’s 

security framing and emergency measures is the key to understanding whether the 

securitization of Covid-19 by the European institutional bodies, notably the EUCO and 

the EC, which were investigated above, was accepted by the EU organizations and the 

citizens. The public opinion pools can be used for this purpose, as in the Hungarian case. 

According to the EU institutional structure, the EC prepares and proposes the laws and 

regulations. The EUCO and EP should agree on the proposal in order to become an EU 

law (European Commission n.d.). Since the EU citizens directly elect the European 

Parliament members, and the EUCO consists of the heads of state (or government) who 

are elected through elections in their countries, it shows the tacit approval by the European 
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citizens. The last EP election was held in 201912 before the pandemic erupted in the world, 

and the turnout rate was 50.66 percent (European Parliament 2019c). As mentioned in the 

emergency measures, most of the measures adopted by the European Commission were 

approved by both institutions. For example, the CRII and CRII+ were adopted by the EP 

on March 26 and April 17, or the Next Generation EU was approved by the EUCO and 

EP on November 10. Together with these significant economic packages, other measures 

were also approved.  The suspension of airport slots to help the aviation sector, for 

instance, was approved by the EUCO and EP on March 20 and 26, respectively (Council 

of the European Union 2020b; European Parliament 2020a). It shows the tacit approval 

by the European citizens for the enacted measures since the elected bodies agreed on 

them. Additionally, the President of the EC and the other Commissioners are approved 

by the EP, and the President is proposed by the European Council, which consists of 

democratically elected leaders. It implies that there is a tacit approval for the European 

Commission (European Union n.d.). Hence, as in the Hungarian case, it can be stated 

there is an audience approval which makes the securitization successful. 

When it comes to the approval of the EU citizens, public surveys can be utilized to assess 

the success of securitization. For this reason, the public surveys conducted in the member 

state can shed light on this information. However, there is one problem regarding the 

national-level public opinion polls: the exclusion of questions and surveys regarding the 

European Union, its role in the pandemic, and the measures adopted by the EU bodies. It 

can be easily seen in the Eurobarometer, which has been used since 1974 to monitor the 

EU citizens’ ideas and opinions about politics, economics, and the EU (European 

Parliament n.d.). The Eurobarometer conglomerated all survey results from the EU 

countries during the pandemic (European Parliament n.d.), and it openly indicates that 

most of the countries did not conduct surveys on the EU, or there is no consistently revised 

data regarding the EU measures and actions. For example, while there is a survey result 

that 32 percent of the Austrian citizens had trust in the European Parliament in the 

framework of the pandemic management, there is no similar data on this matter from 

 
12 According to results of 2019 EP elections, the allocations of the seats are: the Christian Democrats (182 

seats-24.23%), Socialists and Democrats (154 seats-20.51%), Renew Europe Group (108 seats-14.38%), 

Greens/EFA owned 74 seats 9.85%), Identity and Democracy gained (73-9.72%), European Conservatives 

and Reformist Group (62 seats-8.26%), European United Left-Nordic Green Left (41 seats-5.46%), and 

non-attached members (57 seats-7.59%) (European Parliament 2019a).   
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other member states (European Parliament 2020b). Another example, about Italy, showed 

that 69 percent of the Italian population expressed their support for their Next Generation 

EU program; however, there is no data about other members (European Parliament 

2020c). This missing data is an obstacle to understanding whether the European citizens 

accepted the EU’s securitizing act and emergency act. For this reason, the public surveys 

conducted in the member states cannot be beneficial for finding the answer. 

Together with this list of public opinion polls, the European Parliament conducted two 

public opinions, in April and June 2020, in order to monitor the EU citizens’ position on 

the role of the EU and their national government in the Covid-19 pandemic and their 

freedoms. According to this survey indicating the public opinion in April 2020, which 

was published in June, 74 percent of the EU citizens were more or less aware of the 

measures enacted by the EU in the face of the pandemic (Figure 4.3) (European 

Parliament 2020d, 24). This figure shows that most of the respondents were aware of the 

EU’s endeavor to tackle the ongoing crisis. 

 
Figure 4.3: Awareness about the EU actions and measures-April 2020 

Source:  (European Parliament 2020d, 24) 

Another data published in the same survey was about the “satisfaction with the EU 

measures,” which indicates that more than half of the respondents expressed their 

dissatisfaction with the measures, and 42 percent were satisfied with the adopted 

measures to some degree (Figure 4.4).  
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Figure 4.4: Satisfaction with the EU Measures-April 2020  

Source: (European Parliament 2020d, 27) 

Another data published in the same survey was about the “satisfaction with the EU 

measures,” which indicates that more than half of the respondents expressed their 

dissatisfaction with the measures, and 42 percent were satisfied with the adopted 

measures to some degree (Figure 4.4). It can be stated that the EU citizens’ perception of 

the EU actions was characterized by the “national cacophony” in that period. In the 

second public opinion survey, the picture changed. As indicated in the figures below 

(Figure 4.5 and Figure 4.6). In this public survey, 49 percent of the EU citizens expressed 

their satisfaction with the EU measures and policies. 
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Figure 4.5: Awareness about the EU actions and Measures-June 2020 

Source: (European Parliament 2020e, 10) 

 

 

Figure 4.6: Satisfaction with the EU Measures-June 2020 

Source:  (European Parliament 2020e, 13) 

There were differences between these two public opinion polls. The first one did not 

include six members of the EU: Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Cyprus, Malta, and 

Luxembourg (European Parliament 2020d, 82). Hence, the findings of the first survey did 

not represent the whole EU citizens. However, the second pool includes all of the member 

states. As the June 2020 survey demonstrates, the EU citizens' perception of the EU 

measures changed positively, and satisfaction with the enacted measures indicates. This 
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difference in the included countries can be traced to the sample size. The first survey’s 

sample size is 21,804 for the first and 24,798 for the second (European Parliament 2020e, 

77). 

In the light of information, it can be stated that the securitization of Covid-19 at the EU 

level was successful, and the audience (the relevant bodies and the public opinion) 

accepted the securitizing statements and the enacted measures. The EP and EUCO 

approved the EC-initiated policies, and public opinion changed as the EC get more active 

in the face of the pandemic. 

4.4. Hungary and the EU: The Comparison 

This thesis aims to understand whether Hungary, the least democratic state of the EU, 

differentiated from the European Union regarding pandemic management and the 

securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic. The first three months of the pandemic were 

studied, and it was concluded that the pandemic was securitized in two cases. However, 

the securitization of the pandemic was not identical. 

The previous chapter analyzed the securitization of the pandemic in Hungary and the 

statements delivered by Prime Minister Viktor Orbán. It was found out that the pandemic 

was framed as a security threat against two referent objects: the survival of the Hungarian 

citizens and the survival of the Hungarian economy. In terms of the emergency measures, 

the government enacted several measures ranging from border closure to bans on social 

life, from curfew to economic and financial aid to alleviate the burden on the pandemic-

hit sectors. Lastly, the Hungarian public accepted the securitizing utterances and the 

emergency measures as indicated by the public opinion polls, projections, and election 

results. 

In terms of the European Union, the initial response was slow. Until mid-March, the 

member states were alone, and the EU bodies were slow in taking necessary actions. 

However, the EU bodies started to act, and the EUCO authorized the EC to coordinate 

the measures. In line with this development, the speeches and statements delivered by the 

President of the EUCO, Charles Michel, and the President of the EC, Ursula von der 
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Leyen, and the declarations published by the Council of the EU were analyzed to 

determine the referent objects. Like the case of Hungary, there were two referent objects: 

the health of the European citizens and the European economy. However, the statements 

and declarations placed the emphasis mainly on the economy of the EU. In line with these 

referent objects, the EU bodies enacted measures such as the closure of the EU external 

borders, financial packages for developing novel treatments and vaccines, and the change 

in the budget or aid to non-member states. The audience accepted the securitizing 

statements and the emergency measures, which made the securitization successful. 

Even though the securitization of the pandemic in Hungary and the EU looks similar at 

first glance, there were significant differences. The pre-pandemic political context of 

Hungary had an impact on the securitization process. The democratic backsliding which 

followed the changes in the judiciary and media structure led to international criticisms 

of these amendments and a decline in the democracy scores of the country. This 

authoritarianism led by the Prime Minister Viktor Orbán had repercussions for the 

pandemic period: the militant language and the deepening of authoritarianism. 

The securitization of the pandemic in the EU, as demonstrated in this chapter, the use of 

the terms like “war,” “battle,” “front,” or “enemy” was low. However, in the case of 

Hungary, Viktor Orbán uttered these words in almost all of his speeches. The description 

of the pandemic as a war or battle, the virus as an invisible enemy, or the hospitals as the 

front where the war continues was a dominant discourse. On the other hand, the EU 

officials avoided these terms and described the situation as a “unprecedented challenge” 

or “crisis.”   

The second difference, which was more significant than the previous one, is the deepening 

authoritarianism in Hungary. The pandemic opened a space for Orbán to advance his non-

democratic agenda and suppress the voices critical of his government. In this vein, the 

Coronavirus Act was enacted on March 31, 2020, which allows the Prime Minister to 

bypass the parliament. This Act, which remained in effect for over two months, provided 

Viktor Orbán with a chance to punish the opposition parties and figures who were critical 

of the Orbán government and to make a change in several fields. For instance, the 

definition of “sex” was altered to “sex at birth,” the budget for the political parties was 
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cut in halves, and the status of Göd to direct the revenue created by the Samsung 

investment in this city to Fidesz-administered bodies. These and several other regulations 

enacted during this period had nothing to do with the pandemic. However, Orbán used 

this Act to advance his policies. All these undemocratic policies did not aim to tackle the 

Covid-19 pandemic but to tilt the political structure towards his party, Fidesz. As 

mentioned in the former chapter, Hungary experienced democratic backsliding in the last 

decade due to these policies, and the pandemic gives more room for changing the 

damaged structure.  

On the other hand, the second case indicates that the securitization of Covid-19 in the EU 

was not similar to the Hungarian case. The statements and declarations of the relevant 

bodies and figures clearly showed that there was a securitization. However, the 

securitizing actors do not use a language loaded with military terminology. On contrary, 

statements and declarations demonstrate that the democratic nature of the EU was 

emphasized in the speeches several times. The EU acted in line with its values, and the 

remarks delivered by Michel and von der Leyen reflect this. The avoidance of the militant 

language and the emphasis on the democratic tackling of the pandemic exemplify this 

value-driven securitization.  

This comparative analysis revealed that referent objects and emergency measures were 

identical, and the securitization was successful in both cases. However, the way the 

securitization occurred was different due to the embraced values and the political contexts 

when the pandemic erupted in these cases influenced the securitization processes. In other 

words, what the EU did was the reverse of what Hungary did regarding the securitization 

of the pandemic and managing the Covid-19 pandemic. Hungary deviated from the 

European Union regarding pandemic policies and securitization of the pandemic despite 

the overlapping referent objects and emergency measures. The non-democratic policies 

and the statements repleted with military terms are the best examples of this deviation. 

4.5. Conclusion 

This chapter intended to understand whether the EU securitized the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The security framing of the issue, the emergency measures, and the audience approval 
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was investigated with reference to the securitization theory. In this sense, the statements 

and declarations delivered by the European Council were examined. Additionally, the 

statement made by the President of the EC was analyzed due to the role played during the 

pandemic and the authority given by the EUCO. For this reason, the statements and 

declarations delivered by the EUCO, Charles Michel, and Ursula von der Leyen from 

March 2020 to July 2020 were studied. 

When the virus arrived on the European continent, the EU faced political, economic, and 

socioeconomic challenges. Furthermore, two Presidents of the EU’s governing bodies, 

the European Commission and the European Council, were new in their posts. Hence, the 

pandemic management started with a “national cacophony,” and until March 2020, the 

governing bodies of the EU had a passive role. In March 2020, the EUCO led by Charles 

Michel, the Council of the EU, and the President of the EC, von der Leyen, appeared as 

primary actors. Hence, these bodies and leaders were analyzed in this chapter.  

In the statements delivered by the members of the EUCO and two presidents of the EC 

and EUCO, there were two prominent main referent objects: human health and the 

European economy. These figures touched upon the necessity of the protection of these 

two objects and enacted different measures such as the closure of external borders, the 

introduction of several economical packages for other economy-related purposes, or the 

procurements of necessary health equipment as summarized below (Table 4.1). 
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Document Threat Referent 

Objects 

Emergency 

Actions 

Audience 

Approval 

Success of 

Securitization 

The statements 

delivered by 

Charles Michel & 

Ursula von der 

Leyen, 

The Declarations 

published by the 

Council of the EU 

Coronavirus Human 

Health 

 

The EU 

Economy 

Closure of 

borders 

 

RescEU 

Stockpile 

 

Economic 

Packages 

 

Public 

Procurements 

for Health 

Equipment 

 

Recovery Fund 

 

Introduction of 

General Escape 

Clause 

Yes Successful 

Table 4.1: Discourse Analysis of the EU Officials 

The facilitating conditions, it can be noted, were met. The figures who delivered the 

statements at hand had enough power and capacity. In addition, as shown in the 

quotations, “the point of no return” and “the possible way out” were stressed in the 

statements. The reference to the necessity of protecting human health means that the 

referent object was compatible with the pandemic, which caused death tolls and damage 

to healthcare facilities.  

In this vein, it can be stated that the referent objects match the referent objects framed by 

Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán. The emergency measures were similar such as 

the closure of the borders and the introduction of various economical packages, which 

alleviated the burden exerted by the pandemic. In terms of audience approval, both the 

EU institutions and the EU public opinion was analyzed, and it was found that the policies 

and measures of the EU were welcomed and accepted by both. This indicates that the EC 

securitized the issue as a threat to human health and the EU economy, and the audience 

accepted this process. However, while the securitization initiated by the EU remains in 

the realm of democratic values, the Hungarian case moved in the direction of 

authoritarianism. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

Various diseases and pandemics hit the world in different periods, and humans, states, 

and organizations developed different strategies, blueprints, and policies to eradicate 

these pandemics and ease the burden. The last pandemic that struck the world was the 

Covid-19 pandemic that erupted in Wuhan, China, at the end of 2019. After its first 

detection, the virus spread worldwide and was declared a pandemic by the World Health 

Organization (WHO) on 11 March 2020. The detection of Covid-19 cases in different 

continents and countries led to the adoption of different measures and policy tools. 

This study benefited from the securitization theory developed by the Copenhagen School, 

which is explained in the first chapter. Securitization theory was formulated in the 1990s 

as a response to the state-centric understanding of the traditional security studies which 

dominated the Cold War period. The members of the Copenhagen School aimed to 

overcome this security understanding by deepening and widening the security. Hence, 

they asserted that security is a speech act, which means the framing of an issue as a threat 

or danger to the existence of a referent object (or objects). This framing upgraded the 

issue from the political sphere to the exceptional sphere, where emergency measures and 

decisions which are not easy to take under normal circumstances are adopted. However, 

the relevant audience needs acceptance and approval, which is the intersubjective part of 

the securitization process. If the securitizing act does not receive acceptance from the 

audience, it remains a “securitizing move.” 

Together with these three primary components (existential threat, emergency measures, 

and audience approval), the school listed “facilitating conditions,” which ease the success 

of the securitization. They are classified under two categories: internal and external 

conditions. The former refers to the linguistic formulation (the use of military themes or 

the reference to “the only possible way out,” etc.) of the securitizing utterances and the 

framing of the necessary object, which can be associated easily with the relevant sector. 

On the other hand, the external conditions are twofold: the position of the securitizing 

actor and the historical and contextual conditions like the perception of tanks is much 

more hostile due to their historically loaded image. 
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The first case was analyzed in the third chapter of this study, and the securitization of the 

Covid-19 pandemic in Hungary was scrutinized. A brief history of Hungary after 1990, 

with a great emphasis on the last decade, was provided. This part showed that Hungarian 

elites aimed to establish a democratic country, and Hungary had a functioning democracy 

until 2010. However, after the Fidesz-KDNP coalition’s landslide victory in the 2010 

elections, Hungary began to suffer from democratic backsliding characterized by the 

erosion of free media, civil society, and institutions and the consolidation of power in the 

hands of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán. For this reason, the statements delivered by Orbán 

between March and June 2020 were analyzed in the framework of the securitization 

theory. This analysis demonstrated that Viktor Orbán securitized the Covid-19 pandemic, 

and two referent objects were identified: human health and the Hungarian economy. The 

government introduced several measures for their protection ranging from financial 

packages to border closures. Both the framing of the pandemic as a security issue and the 

emergency measures were accepted by the Hungarian public as the public opinion polls 

conducted by different organizations and projections about mask use and mobility 

indicated. Hence, it can be stated the Covid-19 pandemic was securitized in Hungary 

since all major components of the securitization are met. 

Additionally, this chapter posited that the securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic in 

Hungary has two specific tenets: the use of military terminology and the rising 

authoritarianism. As the first characteristic points, the statements by Orbán are replete 

with the words like “enemy, attack, front, war, fight,” which were used frequently. The 

second one refers mainly to the Coronavirus Act promulgated on March 30. Viktor Orbán 

was entrusted with the authority to enact new decrees in the face of the pandemic. 

However, he abused this power by passing decrees which had nothing to do with the 

Covid-19 pandemic ranging from LGBTQ+ rights to the classification of public 

procurements. Hence, the securitization process in Hungary matches Hungary's political 

context from 2010 onwards. 

The last chapter focused on the European Union in terms of pandemic management. This 

chapter, like the previous one, started with the history of the EU’s last decade to show 

how several economic and political crises impacted the European Union in the 2010s and 

how the image of the EU deteriorated. Following that, the chronology of the Covid-19 
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pandemic in the EU was listed. It demonstrated that the initial months of the pandemic in 

the EU were characterized by unilateral national interest pursued by the members. This 

short “national-interest-based” period came to an end in March 2020, when Charles 

Michel, the Council of the EU, and the EC started to speak about the pandemic. For this 

reason, the statements made by the EUCO, Charles Michel, and Ursula von der Leyen 

were analyzed, and it was found that the European Union identified two referent objects: 

human health and the European economy. In that sense, the EC enacted various measures 

to protect these two objects, such as economic packages directed towards unemployment, 

small businesses and health equipment, border closure, and recovery funds. This 

securitizing act was approved by both relevant audiences: the EU institutions (namely the 

EUCO and the EP) and the European citizens. In order to analyze the EU citizens’ 

approval, whose population is around 447.7 million (European Union n.d.), the surveys 

conducted by Eurobarometer were used. It was shown that the EU citizens found the EU 

actions satisfactory. 

The thesis aimed to understand whether Hungary, the least democratic state in the EU, 

differentiated from the EU in terms of pandemic management and benefited from the 

securitization theory. It was found out that both cases presented the pandemic as a threat 

to both human health and their economies, and they enacted necessary measures to protect 

these two referent objects. The relevant audiences accepted the securitizing acts. 

However, the way securitization occurs in Hungary and the EU differs from each other. 

Hungary, which got away from the liberal and democratic values in the last decade, 

moved toward more authoritarianism (the Coronavirus Act), and the securitizing actor, 

Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, used military-loaded terms. On the other hand, the 

securitization of the Covid-19 pandemic in the EU was much less replete with military 

terms, and authoritarianism was not present. In other words, the values defended by these 

cases impacted their securitization process in the face of Covid-19. 

Lastly, some shortcomings can be studied in future studies. Firstly, this study only 

focused on the statements by Orbán, which were translated into English, and it is 

explained that Orbán used Facebook as a communication venue during the pandemic. 

These Facebook posts can be analyzed in the securitization framework and contribute to 

the literature on the securitization-social media nexus. Additionally, this study focused 



88 

 

on the first three months of the pandemic in Hungary and the EU due to the easing of the 

measures from July 2020 onwards. However, the second phase of the pandemic (from 

September 2020 onwards) can be investigated in two cases. Thirdly, Orbán directly 

placed the importance of the vaccines for reverting to the pre-pandemic way of living. 

Hence, the de-securitization and vaccination nexus can be analyzed in terms of Hungary.  
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