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IN SOME parts of the world, having two or even three passports is nothing unusual. Plenty of people in  Ireland (north and south) have both British and Irish passports; a sprinkling have American ones too. Even countries that frown on dual citizenship rarely make much of a fuss about it (not least because it is so hard to police). That lesson  eems to be lost on Slovak and Hungarian politicians, who are cooking up an almighty row about the Hungarian  new dual citizenship law which will give all ethnic Hungarians outside the country the near-automatic right to a Hungarian passport. The new law, passed by parliament on May 26th, removes the requirement for permanent residency in Hungary; in future, applications will simply need to show they speak Hungarian and have some Hungarian ethnic roots (such as a Hungarian grandparent). 
For Hungarians, that salves a wound that has been open since 1920, when the Treaty of Trianon dismembered old Hungary, leaving more than three out of ten Hungarians stranded in other countries such as newly independent Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia and a much bigger Romania. Giving passports to these Hungarians, who now number around 2m, appeases the radical right in Hungary and also signals to other countries that the Magyar minorities have a protector. That does not matter much in places such as Serbia, Slovenia or Austria, where Magyars live happily alongside their fellow-citizens. But it is potentially explosive in Slovakia, where some in the Slav majority are  twitchy about what they  see as the uppitiness of the ethnic Hungarian minority, who number about 10% of the population. Slovakia has annoyed Hungary, and alarmed some outsiders, with a poorly-drafted  language law that in some cases penalises the use of the Hungarian language. 
So Slovakia has protested, appealed to outsiders, and now says it will strip dual passport-holders of their Slovak citizenship. In theory, the fact that both countries belong to the European Union should mean that passports are largely irrelevant. Hungarian passport-holders have the right to work and live in Slovakia just like any other EU citizen. But these sort of ethnic-historical squabbles are just the sort of thing that EU enlargement was meant to settle. It is troubling to see them bubbling up. When Slovakia's new government takes office at the end of June, outsiders will be hoping to see some serious diplomacy between Bratislava and Budapest.  
It is also odd to see ethnicity taking such precedence over more modern forms of political identity. The term "ethnic Hungarian" is convenient journalistic shorthand but a poor basis for legislation. There are people who speak excellent Hungarian but have no Hungarian ancestry, and others with pure Magyar blood (nasty term) who happen not to speak the language. It would take a new Nuremberg Law to determine exactly what level of Hungarian ancestry counts as sufficient. 
Hungary would be on stronger ground if chose political-historical rather than an ethnic base for the law. For example, it could say that anyone whose ancestors were citizens of the old Hungarian Kingdom had the right to apply for a passport from the modern republic. (Estonia and Latvia took that approach when they regained independence in 1991, giving passports automatically to all citizens of the pre-war republics, regardless of ethnicity, while asking Soviet-era migrants to apply). If Hungary did the same, it is a fair bet that few non-Magyars would bother to take up the offer.

Readers' comments 
Kouroi </user/Kouroi/comments> wrote:

May 27th 2010 3:18 GMT

Hey, I can get a Hungarian passport now! My grandfather was ethnic Hungarian. But what I have seen recently and couldn't believe was that close to the border with Romania people start speaking Romanian; Romanians buy property in Hungary and commute to work in Romania; TV programs are translated in Romanian and a very good childhood friend (ethnic Hungarian) that works for a hotel in Hungary was happy to tell me that he was able to watch all our childhood shows and movies at work.

So it seems to me that the market forces have a great potential to dampen any irredentist aspirations. 
transylvanian </user/transylvanian/comments> wrote:

May 27th 2010 5:13 GMT

hi there,

Shortly about the so called ethnicity as the base for the newly adopted Hungarian citizenship law: anybody with ancestors citizens of the former Hungarian Kingdom can apply for it. Some sort of Hungarian language skills are required as for any other citizenship in Europe(given a certain official language for each European country they do have an ethnic character. As for stripping a person, an individual of a his/her citizenship on such reasons means clear abuse, that should be punished no matter what citizenship, what country we talk about. States should be limited in acting against their citizens.

May 27th 2010 5:46 GMT

What makes Slovak society nervous is a possibility of an extensive meddling of Hungary into the internal lawmaking and policies in Slovakia, claiming that it is only protecting its citizens. Adopting such law is viewed as a first step in kinds of policies Russia used in Georgia (it was protecting its new citizens in Ossetia as well).

The Slovak reponse may seem overblown, but it is far from surprising given the track record of mutual insults. However, from the purely legal and technical perspective, the solution taken by Slovakia is standard and very well within the internationally recognized framework (The European Convention on Nationality). Not allowing double citizenship is a standard practice in a lot of jurisdictions (e.g. the Netherlands, Czech Republic...) and nothing out of ordinary. 
optimal_R </user/optimal_R/comments> wrote:

May 27th 2010 6:25 GMT

@Kouroi

The border regions were Romanized by the Romanian Communist regime – you can still travel to regions well within Romania where only Hungarian is spoken. However, Romania is a very good example, since there were almost similar tensions, but in the past decade or so relations improved a lot. 
@M.R.

None of the Hungarian politians ventured so far as Slota or Fico, calling the Hungarians nazis, making a language law, predicting military conflict (!) - and the list goes on. What is alarming is not the fact that there are public figures who are on the extremes, but how popular they are.

Ioan </user/Ioan/comments> wrote:

May 27th 2010 6:47 GMT

Dear "Optimal",

I doubt that the regions "close to the border with Romania" (i.e. inside Hungary) could have been Romanized by the Romanian communist regime! 
Why don't you practice some optimal reading ... 
Then, to everybody (especially the "pure-blood" Hungarians): 
I have a question: do people born INSIDE Hungary have to prove they have Hungarian ancestry to be ... "awarded" Hungarian citizenship? Ori "the ethnical thing" is only for the "outside world"? ... Mind you. 
Alan-BH </user/Alan-BH/comments> wrote:

May 27th 2010 7:24 GMT

It seems to me that nationalist government of Hungary is causing problems in the EU, without thinking that such a passport is unnecesary. 4 or 5 years ago they had a referendum for giving the neighbouring Hungarians the Magyar citizenship and only 20 or 25 per cent of the country's population took part in this useless game (so, the normal people is against the idea).

Probably is because some Magyar politicians are still frustrated about Trianon. But I think that such soft conflicts could finaly cause a local war in the EU. And the beautifull idea of European brotherhood will be again compromised.

Please just tell me who are Hungary's friends in that part of Europe? 
steve6400 </user/steve6400/comments> wrote:

May 27th 2010 7:28 GMT

Ironic, I was looking for your article on ethnic jokes in the former East bloc - "Explosive humour" - and found this one instead (I realized it about halfway through). The new Hungarian citizenship law is quite similar to that of many other countries. I cannot understand the Slovak overreaction, other than as a symptom of a deeper collective identity crisis.

May 27th 2010 7:46 GMT

Dear M.R., bringing up the Ossetian example is very inappropriate. If we genuinely believe in what you wrote then we better not talk about any European union. Any citizen of any EU state should be allowed to be part of more ethnic, cultural, political nations within the EU. Slovakia should accept as something normal the special care of Hungary for Hungarian communities living abroad(see example of Austria in case of South Tirol in Italy), especially being given the controversial language law in Slovakia. Ethnic Hungarians of Slovakia are not objects. It should be up to them what other supplementary citizenship they want.As about the meddling into internal affairs: it's simply ridiculous, reminds me of Ceausescu's attitude. We all live in the EU, we have common affairs, internal affairs mean inside the EU.After all,there is a significant difference between the new Hungarian and Slovak citizenship laws: the first gives a right, the other takes one. I like that in case of minority rights, one always takes the least appropriate and positive examples. Why not looking at Irish/British citizenship laws, as very well this article pointed out?! 
May 27th 2010 8:04 GMT

It is great to see Hungary finally follow the examples set by other states with a large diaspora such as Ireland, Romania, Croatia, Serbia and Israel.

It would be even better if the government of Slovakia finally recognised that 10% of its population speaks Hungarian, and established it as a second official language. Now that would be setting a shining example for the rest of Europe! :)

Archivistangel </user/Archivistangel/comments> wrote:

May 28th 2010 1:59 GMT

Pandora's box was already cracked in Bosnia and the lid unscrewed completely in Kosovo. But while Pandora wasn't malicious, Clinton, ZBIG-JPII, Holbrooke & Galbraith certainly were. The Germans & French were stupid and the Brits got towed along despite knowing better. 
The Chilcot enquiry should go back beyond Iraq and perhaps noone would be better to take them there than Lt Gen Chris Brown and the UN's Eide. 
Despite the US-NATO getting its bases all the way to the Western shores of the Caspian it was a phyrric victory indeed for Europe, and good luck with the little Kosovo narco state and the pan Albanian peasant state and the shining example it will provide right through the East.

JoeSolaris </user/JoeSolaris/comments> wrote:

May 28th 2010 8:32 GMT

I find it ridiculous that any country would seek in 2010 to abolish dual citizenship, particularly belonging to two states within the European Union. 
EnglishmaninUkraine </user/EnglishmaninUkraine/comments> wrote:

May 28th 2010 10:53 GMT

Having lived in both Budapest and Bratislava, I have some idea about how this issue plays out.

Nobody in Hungary apart from ultra-nationalists is seriously interested in taking back territories lost 90 years ago. They have a quite reasonable interest in the maintainance of Hungarian language and culture where it has existed for hundreds of years. Hungarians can come across as somewhat chauvanistic, but in my experience they were more interested in sulking about their 'sad history' than trying to revise the national boundaries. The mid-90s referendum about dual citizenship for Hungarians outside Hungary actually produced a no vote, which suggests that most people now care about issues closer to home.

Slovakia's paranoia is actually the single biggest threat to their borders, as it re-ignites what was basically a dead issue and gets people talking about it. Oppression is the best pretext for outside involvement. Slovakia's gerrymandering of regional boundaries and other such actions are nothing but provocation. Slovaks say their country is the new Switzerland, but they fail to notice that parts of Switzerland function in French and Italian without any paranoia of impending secession to the west and south.

The Hungarian decision will be a boon to Hungarians in Ukraine, who might also benefit as a spin-off from Yanukovych's new 'minority languages' law (READ Russian language law). I can't see who there won't take the opportunity for an EU passport, and who can blame them? 
dragos27 </user/dragos27/comments> wrote:

May 28th 2010 11:14 GMT

When Romania decided to grant citinzenship to romanian speaking moldovans in Republic of Moldova a couple of months ago, EU expressed "concerns" for such a "risky" move. When Hungary does the same for hungarians in Slovakia, everybody exhults of what a good an ideea this is, how backward the slovaks react and how irrelevant passports are.

rncom </user/rncom/comments> wrote:

May 28th 2010 12:11 GMT

Dear Sir,

your political-historical solution simply can't work in East-Central Europe. We, in Hungary, think that the old Hungarian Kingdom was HUNGARIAN. All the ethnic minorities were (and I think we still think are) outsiders whom we let live in our country. And they stole it. And didn't even they stole it but they refused our right to live there as Hungarians. Just imagine what would you think if Birmingham became an independent country because half of the population is not English anymore. And the same would happen in London. E.g. there would be a small independent German London, and a Polish one etc. Would you accept it? Just because they went there and speaking an other language than yours? Perhaps you would. In Hungary, most of us can't.

I don't like this new law, and I don't care about Trianon and stupid nationalists, but I can understand my dear Hungarians around me... 
Regards Robert

The Huszar </user/The%2BHuszar/comments> wrote:

May 28th 2010 12:40 GMT

Dear all,

I am a pure Magyar blood born in Venezuela. When I was 25 decided to apply for the Hungarian passport and a year later I got it. That did not seem to bother anybody. I never understood why a person living next to Hungary in the same situation was not able to do the same. Finally the Hungarian goverment decided that it would be fair to allow the Hungarians decide if they want to be Hungarians in paper too. That is the least they deserve for staying Hungarian for 90 years after Trianon. I do not think this has to do with recovering land. The attitude of the Slovakian government is not in line with the EU. Both countries should try to benefit and profit from the fact that many Hungarians live in Slovakia. 
Ugocsa Non Coronat </user/Ugocsa%2BNon%2BCoronat/comments> wrote:

May 28th 2010 1:06 GMT

dragos27: "When Romania decided to grant citinzenship to romanian speaking moldovans in Republic of Moldova a couple of months ago, EU expressed "concerns" for such a "risky" move." 
"Risky" or not risky, it was a well-considered and beneficial move, and should be recognised as such by the EU. 
Kevin Viel </user/Kevin%2BViel/comments> wrote:

May 28th 2010 1:34 GMT

'The term "ethnic Hungarian" is convenient journalistic shorthand but a poor basis for legislation.'

A term not quite convenient only to journalists. Even in Bratislava some identified themselves or others as Hungarian, despite being natural Slovak citizens. The southern border of Slovakia has towns with signs in Hungarian and sometimes only in Hungarian. Hungarian might be the dominate language and speaking Slovak might not help. It is an important issue to some Slovaks, though it is highly questionable whether it should be that way. The expense of two official languages on official documents is one argument against the Hungarian language. It might due to mention the other significant Slovak minority: Romany. 
When I left Slovakia in 1998 after being a Fulbright Fellow, I watched its fortunes rise: more direct foreign investment, the Meciar years were behind them, and democracy was the familiar form of government to the young. Overall, the Slovak are a striking people and I hope this is the last bump, one that the new generations will dismiss.

 In small countries of 5-6 million, the population of Atlanta, the election of politicians that support such legislation might occur, but hopefully only transiently...

dolphinm </user/dolphinm/comments> wrote:

May 28th 2010 1:39 GMT

 There's no doubt, that Slovak fears are groundless, and Fico is a bona fide populist idiot, as an ethnic Hungarian born in Romania I still have my reservations about the law.

After all it is hard to see how it is not some sort of intellectual capitulation in front of the French "nation"-theory. In Hungary for many years ther was a consensus about the difference between nationality and citizenship. You could be a Hungarian citizen, but ethnic Slovak, and you could be Hungarian by nationality, but the citizen of some other country.

Now, the prevailing idea is that unless you are not also a Hungarian citizen, your Hungrian identity is only partially fulfilled. This is utter BS, in my opinion, and retrosepctively validates the claims of hard core nationalist (such as Jan Slota and Gheorghe Funar), about Slovakia and Romania not having Hungarian residents, only Slovaks/Romanians who happen to speak Hungarian.

True, the separation of citizenship and nationality was never a prevailing view in Europe, nevertheless it was a much more noble and logical view than the strange hybrid we have now. As the post points out there are people in Hungary who were born there, hold Hungarian citizenship, nevertheless they never considered themselves ethnic Hungarian. What is for them the message of this new legislation, which equates ethinicity and citizenship? 
@dragos: The EU was cross about the Romanian plan (to give citizenships for Moldovans) beacuse it would grant EU passports for millions of non-EU citizens. For Hungarians the same applies in reference to Serbia and Ukraine. The numbers are smaller, nevertheless I have the hunch that the EU is not exhilareted by this idea either, for the very same reasons. 
Cutters </user/Cutters/comments> wrote:

May 28th 2010 2:01 GMT

"But these sort of ethnic-historical squabbles are just the sort of thing that EU enlargement was meant to settle." 
Spain's near constant disregard for the rights of Gibraltar, and it's sabre rattling over a referendum there that would have lead the UK and Spain to war if it was recognised as it would have taken away Spain's plans of domination over its peoples. This is nothing new in the EU.
