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Abstract
The paper aims to analyse Hungary’s evolving foreign policy in a changing world 
order since the politico-economic regime change of the early 1990s, but with the main 
focus on relations with the member states of the BRICS group since the initiation 
of Hungary’s ‘Global Opening’ policy in 2011. As such, the paper aims to offer a 
comparative overview of Hungary’s engagements with the five core members of the 
BRICS. By following the theory of poles and paying attention to the changing world 
order, Hungary’s foreign policy is critically examined to pave the way for a geopolitical 
analysis of bilateral relations with the BRICS members. Trade, security and soft power 
(culture and education) will be analysed in more depth and scrutiny.
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Introduction and theoretical background
Following the demise of the Soviet Union, the ‘unipolar moment’ was defined 
by the United States’ unrivalled dominance, both militarily and culturally, con-
trasting the bipolar world order that permeated the Cold War period. Kenneth 
Waltz’s neorealist theory of polarity (Waltz 1979; Buzan 2013) seems to be a key 
framework for understanding these shifts, as it classifies global orders based on 
the number of major powers, or poles, that dominate economically, militarily and 
technologically. According to this theory, a unipolar system like the one seen after 
the Cold War is characterised by one superpower, while bipolar and multipolar 
systems have two or more major powers. Although material factors like military 
budgets are often prioritised in this analysis, soft power elements can also play a 
significant role in defining polarity (Vörös & Tarrósy 2024).

Waltz argued that bipolar systems, such as the US-Soviet setup during the Cold 
War, are the most stable because they create a clear balance of power, reducing 
the likelihood of major interstate conflict (Waltz 1979). This perspective was ap-
pealing to both Washington and Moscow during the Cold War, as it allowed them 
to dominate global affairs. However, Waltz viewed unipolar systems as inherently 
unstable due to the absence of counterbalancing forces, which could encourage 
other states to push back against the dominant power. Critics like Huntington, 
however, disagreed, arguing that in a unipolar world, the dominant power can 
maintain its supremacy unchallenged for an extended period (Huntington 1999). 
The post–Cold War era, sometimes described as ‘non-bipolar’ due to a lack of 
clear neorealist consensus, saw the US retain its hegemony, but growing chal-
lenges began to emerge.

As global dynamics have shifted, the emergence of regional powers such as 
China and the reassertion of Russia have signalled the reemergence of multipo-
larity, with some scholars pointing to the rise of tripolarity involving these three 
powers (Motin 2024). By the early 2000s, it became apparent that the United 
States was reluctant to maintain its previous unipolar stance, leading to what 
some scholars have described as a post-hegemonic, multipolar world order (Tálas 
2021). Emerging states, including BRICS nations, seem more inclined toward fos-
tering a multipolar system, which allows them to assert regional influence while 
countering US dominance. This potential for global multipolarity, where middle 
powers and regional actors challenge the interests of the United States of America, 
continues to reshape international relations today (Vörös & Tarrósy 2024). 
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In this paper, three research questions (RQs) will be investigated. The primary 
research question, and thus the most critical, is RQ1: ‘What are Hungary’s rela-
tions with members of the BRICS, and how has Hungary been re-positioning itself 
amidst new geopolitical challenges?’ This question is central to understanding 
Hungary’s evolving role within the shifting global landscape and its strategic 
engagement with BRICS countries. The other two questions, RQ2: ‘What are the 
power dynamics behind the changing international arena that contribute to the 
positioning of the BRICS?’ and RQ3: ‘How has Hungary’s foreign policy changed 
since the political transition at the beginning of the 1990s?’, are supplementary. 
Indeed, they provide essential context by examining the broader global dynam-
ics influencing BRICS and Hungary’s historical policy shifts, but they ultimately 
support the focus of RQ1.

Our methodology embraces a multi-year research project including field pro-
jects, archival work and document analysis. Since the publication of ‘Hungary’s 
Foreign Policy after the Hungarian Presidency of the Council of European Union’ 
in 2011, we have presented several analyses of the government’s ‘Global Open-
ing’ policy. This was defined as ‘revitalising Hungary’s ties with those parts of 
the world that have been accorded lesser importance in Hungary’s foreign po-
licy focus in recent years (or have always been outside the scope of that focus); 
increasing our role in shaping the global agenda and strengthening our activism 
in meeting global challenges’ (MFA 2011: 9). We aim to show that this paper is 
a sequel to the previous research we have done on the topic, which can still be 
considered underexplored. With this in mind, the intention with this piece is to 
contribute to a better understanding of Hungarian foreign policy in a changing 
international landscape.

First, the analytical framework is set up within the theoretical context of poles, 
the importance of geopolitics and the notion of pragmatism in international re-
lations. Then, Hungarian foreign policy regimes will be analysed in the context 
of BRICS-dynamics in the global arena. Focus will be laid on Hungary’s relations 
with the core BRICS member states as emerging non-Western actors. Soft power 
elements such as trade, security and education will be dealt with in more depth 
and scrutiny. Finally, responses will be offered to the initial research questions 
together with some concluding thoughts, as well as suggestions for some direc-
tions for further research.

Geopolitics and the rise of the BRICS 
The essence of contemporary global politics appears to be shaped by the geopoliti-
cal tensions between hegemony, represented by the United States, and the power 
equilibrium sought by China, Russia and other emerging powers. Interestingly, 
rising powers such as Brazil, South Africa and India have become increasingly 
influential in global affairs due to their economic growth, military capabilities and 



István Tarrósy, Hajer Trabelsi, Zoltán Vörös62 

strategic positioning. The power transitions from the Global North to the Global 
South over the last decade have been salient considering the rising powers’ aspi-
rations and growing engagement in global governance (Freddy & Thomas 2023: 
395). These countries often pursue their interests through alliances, coalitions and 
organisations that usually aim to promote common goals, meet common needs 
and resolve common problems (Tripathi 2010). Some of the common goals entail 
fostering South-South economic cooperation, political stability and collective secu-
rity among member states. It is worth mentioning that beyond multilateralism and 
economic partnerships, these alliances and trans-regional integration initiatives 
can lead to the challenging of traditional global power structures, the emergence 
of new power blocs and the shift of alignments in the international system. It is 
within this context that the BRICS has presented itself as the voice of the Global 
South (Pant 2023) since its establishment back in 2009. Comprising emerging 
market economies and developing countries (Xiaolin 2023), this intergovernmental 
organisation seeks to establish a more equitable and fairer world via the promotion 
of peace, security, development and cooperation (South African Government 2013). 

The burgeoning prominence of BRICS or BRICS+, as some tend to informally 
call it after its 2024 enlargement, stems from its significance in terms of economic 
growth and human capital. Following the new membership of Iran, the United 
Arab Emirates, Egypt and Ethiopia, the bloc is now home to more than 40% of 
the world’s population. Even more, the BRICS accounts for 37.3% of the world 
GDP, which is more than double the EU’s share, as the EU does not reach 15% of 
the global GDP (European Parliament Research Service 2024: 2). Committed to 
expanding its ranks, reforming major multilateral institutions such as the UN 
Security Council and the International Monetary Fund and de-dollarising the 
global financial system, the BRICS seems to be on a quest for greater global influ-
ence (European Parliament Research Service 2024). This cherished influence was 
interpreted by some scholars as a sign of declining Western dominance (Kapoor 
2023: 4) and even as an attempt by the bloc to reshape an international system 
that is unfairly dominated by the US (McCarthy 2024). The recent BRICS summit 
on 22–24 October 2024 in Kazan further proves that, despite the rejection of the 
war in Ukraine, aspirations for a transformation of the world order are alive and 
well, and BRICS could indeed become a key organisation in the (shaping) of the 
new world order. In the realisation of any such aspiration and in our understand-
ing of power shifts and dynamics across the arena, interpretations play a role, and 
as Ó Tuathail underscores, most geopolitical production in world politics is of a 
practical type, where ‘practical geopolitics refers to the spatializing of practices of 
practitioners of statecraft [. . .] those who concern themselves with the everyday 
conduct of foreign policy’ (Ó Tuathail 1996: 60). In this vein, we are looking at 
the changing practices in Hungarian foreign policy, highlighting the presence of 
pragmatism among the practitioners involved. 
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Hungary’s foreign policy since the initiation of its ‘Global Opening’ 
Several of our previous works have explored the major dimensions and critical 
partnerships within Hungary’s foreign policy matrix since the political transition 
at the end of the 1980s. We examined new or revisited agenda items alongside 
certain challenging issues and connections, such as the evolving foreign policy 
priorities in a dynamic global system (Tarrósy & Vörös 2014), the ‘Global Opening’ 
policy (Tarrósy & Morenth 2013) and Hungary’s increased pragmatism in fostering 
relations with countries like China, Turkey, Russia, the Gulf states, Sub-Saharan 
Africa and other emerging regions. This pragmatism stems from the belief and the 
idea that the world is changing, that it is becoming multipolar and that in such a 
structure Hungary must maintain relations with all the key actors – possible poles 
within this system – to foster its national interests. In particular contexts of either 
problematic or promising situations, stemming from the Realist school of thought 
in international relations, any pragmatic policy is shaped ‘in line with the national 
interest, know[ing] the facts of existing conditions, and pay[ing] special attention 
to power and its alignments’ (Cochran 2012: 2). In our contemporary interna-
tional system, such pragmatism can be traced in any of the actors’ behaviour to 
‘seek power and calculate interest in terms of power’ (Ibid: 8). Such power-driven 
interest, especially in today’s heightened global focus on security and securitisa-
tion, ‘is always relative to the social and political situation in which foreign policy 
is crafted’ (Ralston 2011: 79).

In the context of the ongoing conflict between Russia and Ukraine (as of the 
writing of this paper), it is essential to emphasise that one of Hungary’s most sig-
nificant foreign policy challenges, as an EU member state, is its relationship with 
Putin’s Russia. The Hungarian government’s ability to navigate this relationship, 
leveraging a deep understanding of Russia’s regional geostrategy based on the 
Primakov doctrine, is crucial (Lechner 2021: 20 –21; Sz. Bíró 2014: 41).

Upon our latest detailed analysis of Hungarian foreign policy, we identified the 
necessity for a more nuanced approach; yet, in the current era of global uncer-
tainties and concerns, Hungarian foreign policy can be characterized—albeit to 
a limited extent—as pragmatic. Pragmatic, as it replaced the traditional Western 
orientation of Hungarian foreign policy established following the regime transition 
by recognizing other options beyond the EU–NATO–immediate neighbourhood 
policy triangle. This realization has enabled Hungary to implement its strategies 
regarding the growing East and the prospective South. Although these initiatives 
lacked coherence and were perhaps unsuccessful and temporary, they demonstrat-
ed that relinquishing all our interests in these nations at the conclusion of the 1980s 
and the onset of the 1990s was a misguided move. Consequently, Hungary should 
avoid finding itself in the same situation once more. (Tarrósy & Vörös 2020: 132) 

At that point, it was evident that this new foreign policy was not consistently 
pragmatic and, in certain instances, lacked logical coherence. The Orbán admin-
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istration has aligned its foreign policy with domestic political objectives, resulting 
in a diminished credibility regarding its international actions (ibid.). 

Now, a few years later, it has to be said that the situation has not changed, and 
in fact Hungary has further isolated itself from its Western partners, pursuing an 
increasingly serious anti-Western foreign policy. Pragmatism, as we can state to-
day, would allow and prioritise relations with emerging actors, while maintaining 
Western partnerships, which would fit much better into the multipolar worldview 
defined and envisioned by the Hungarian government. A unilateral foreign policy 
that criticises Western actors – such as in the context of the Russo-Ukrainian 
War – without condemning Russia is likely a pragmatic miscalculation in terms 
of power. This approach would pigeonhole the country, hindering its ability to 
achieve its objectives. One of these aims is to unequivocally use connectivity to 
become a link between the West and the East. Since 2010, Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz, 
in coalition with the Christian Democratic People’s Party (KDNP), has consistently 
emerged victorious in national elections, securing a constitutional majority in 
parliament in 2010, 2014, 2018 and 2022. Numerous internal and foreign policy 
changes have been implemented, including managing relations with an array 
of ‘non-traditional’ partners as part of the new chapters of the Global Opening 
doctrine (see Puzyniak 2018).

The pivot towards the East, particularly Russia, Central Asia and China, along-
side re-engagement with the South, including Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin 
America, has dominated Hungary’s foreign policy priorities.

With a heightened focus on international visibility, Hungary has effectively 
utilised soft power, too, particularly after the introduction of the Stipendium 
Hungaricum state scholarship in 2013 (see Császár et al. 2023). This initiative, 
with a focus on China-Hungary educational relations (Tarrósy & Vörös 2019), 
exemplifies Hungary’s active foreign policy in regions at Europe’s periphery, Asia 
and certain African countries, as well as in neighbouring nations and across the 
diaspora (Kacziba 2020: 82). However, this aspect of Hungary’s foreign policy is 
not widely recognised within its society, where more emphasis is placed on gov-
ernment protection and securitisation schemes addressing refugee flows, energy 
dependency and the ongoing war in the country’s immediate vicinity.

As we can see, for some time, pragmatism at least at a rhetoric level has been a 
salient feature of Hungarian foreign policy, which could also enhance its neigh-
bourhood policies. One prime example of this, based on security considerations 
of the broader macro region, coupled with shared historical ties, intercultural 
connections and economic interests with neighbouring countries, drove Hungary 
into closer collaboration with Serbia, whose EU accession efforts it supported 
(Vörös & Tarrósy 2022).

We cannot, however, ignore the prominence of European structures. As a 
member of the EU, Hungary is not able to make itself independent of the Union’s 
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foreign policy, and the EU is not capable of independent foreign policy action, and, 
if anything, the conflict in Ukraine has shown that the EU remains dependent on 
the United States. ‘The war erupted just as the EU was beginning to emerge from 
the economic crisis following the outbreak of the novel coronavirus and was about 
to start growing again. One might say that the timing of the war is unfortunate, 
but in fact wars always come at the wrong time. At the same time, the fact that 
Europe’s response to the invasion of Ukraine has been so doctrinaire, often against 
its own economic interests, does not suggest that the EU leadership is capable 
of assessing what Europe’s interests really are in the new world order’ (Ugrósdy 
2024: 201). What is needed, therefore, is an autonomous, strategically independent 
Europe, which is well understood by Hungarian foreign policy. However, with 
its constant vetoes, Hungary is one of the impediments to the potential creation 
of this unity – in order to achieve the domestic policy goals already mentioned. 

As we have already stated, ‘rebuilding this credibility should be the ultimate 
goal of the government, therefore, the discourse should not be about offended 
reactions and confrontation but about trade, business and economic interests; 
not about political party goals but country priorities’ (Tarrósy & Vörös 2020: 132) 
– and within this context, BRICS can remain a significant and meaningful option 
to fully benefit from the changes of the world order. 

BRICS and the changing world order
Overview of the BRICS-dynamics
The BRIC acronym was coined by Goldman Sachs analyst Jim O’Neill in 2001 to 
highlight Brazil, Russia, India and China as emerging economies that were poised 
to surpass the G7 in growth. O’Neill argued for restructuring global policy frame-
works like the G7 to better represent these growing markets, proposing a shift 
to a ‘G9’ that would include BRIC nations along with a unified EU to represent 
European interests (O’Neill 2011). While the G7 persisted without these states, 
O’Neill’s analysis had a significant impact, prompting the BRIC countries to begin 
organising joint meetings. By 2009, they institutionalised their collaboration in 
Yekaterinburg, Russia, and with South Africa’s addition in 2010, the coalition 
became BRICS.

Since then, BRICS has increased its influence through initiatives like the New 
Development Bank, formed to support members’ financial interests alongside 
organisations like the IMF and World Bank. BRICS countries now frequently co-
ordinate on political and economic issues, seeking to consolidate their positions 
in international forums, as evidenced by their shared approach to UN Security 
Council votes (Feledy 2013). According to Haibin (2013), the BRICS economies, 
with their expanding size and diplomatic activity, are steadily gaining a larger role 
in international decision-making, making BRICS an attractive coalition for other 
emerging powers interested in balancing Western-dominated global institutions. 
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While there is no official list of the states that have applied for BRICS member-
ship, they are presumably among the emerging powers.

New BRICS members/aspirants
Considering the bloc’s economic benefits, burgeoning global influence and po-
tential to shape the future of global finance, more and more nations have become 
eager to join BRICS. As of 2023, more than twenty countries, including Indonesia, 
Algeria and Nigeria, have formally approached BRICS countries to become full 
members (BRICS Portal 2023). Out of this growing number of interested countries, 
Iran, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Ethiopia, Egypt and Argentina were 
formally invited to join the bloc and reinforce its ranks following the 15th BRICS 
summit in Johannesburg in August 2023. This marked the bloc’s second expansion 
in more than a decade, a move zealously relaunched and urged by China during 
its BRICS presidency in 2022. This enlargement move was hailed as the most 
important development in the previous decade of BRICS history (Lissovolik 2024: 
2). As Figure 1 shows, the grouping arguably aims to be a platform for empower-
ing the Global South and giving greater prominence to its perspectives in global 
discussions (European Parliament Research Service 2024: 3). In this vein, South 
African President Cyril Ramaphosa posited that, through its new expansion, the 
BRICS grouping has embarked on a new chapter in its efforts to build a world 
that is fair [. . .] just [. . .] inclusive and prosperous (France24 2023).  

Starting on 1 January 2024, the new cohort of countries became official mem-
bers of the bloc except for Argentina and Saudi Arabia. Following the election of 

Figure 1: BRICS in the world: Global South and Global North positions unaltered?

Legend: Red: BRICS (Original 4+1), Orange: New members from 2024, Pink: Countries approved 
for accession but which decided not to join, Yellow: Applicants according to various reports.
Source: Authors
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far-right President Javier Milei, Argentina withdrew from BRICS days before its 
planned entry to the bloc. In a similar vein, Saudi Arabia’s membership has not yet 
been made official, as more internal deliberations have been conducted concerning 
this polemical move. The membership of one of the world’s leading oil exporters 
and one of the Gulf´s biggest political and financial heavyweights is expected to 
give the bloc added heft (Fassihi et al. 2023). The region’s historical ties with the 
US, along with the changing geopolitical scene following the war in Gaza, are 
slowing down the ongoing negotiations between Saudi Arabia, Israel and the US.

Iran’s involvement in the BRICS expansion initiative has proven to be a sig-
nificant diplomatic win, considering its long isolation due to its nuclear advances 
and support for Russia’s war against Ukraine. Though battered by Western sanc-
tions, Tehran is still an important regional power and one of OPEC’s largest oil 
producers. In fact, it holds the world’s second largest gas reserves and a quarter 
of the oil reserves in the Middle East (Fassihi et al. 2023). Moreover, the United 
Arab Emirates’ decision to join the alliance is expected to further strengthen its 
economic ties with China and India, its two largest trading partners, and increase 
its role in the Middle East. The strong ties between the UAE and the US, mainly 
in the security sector, did not stop the country from adopting a pragmatic foreign 
policy that works on reinforcing trade and partnerships with both China and 
Russia. The presence of Saudi Arabia and the UAE together with Iran in the same 
bloc would not have been possible was it not for the Saudi-Iran détente brokered 
by China in March 2023.

Unlike Iran, Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Egypt is not one of the world’s largest 
energy suppliers but rather one of the top recipients of American aid (Axelrod 
2011: 3). Egypt joined the BRICS in a bid to bolster its economic relationships with 
prominent developing nations, most notably China and India, which are Egypt’s 
top two trading partners. Considering its ailing economy, Egypt suffers from 
various troubles such as inflation, dollar shortage and rising debt. Thus, it per-
ceives the BRICS membership as an invaluable opportunity to ease its economic 
pressures via attracting more investments from member countries, trading in its 
local currency and improving its access to strategic commodities like wheat. The 
African presence in the bloc has been further boosted with the new membership 
of Ethiopia, which is the second most populous country on the continent (Le 
Monde 2023). Besides its prominent human capital and key role in founding the 
African Union, Ethiopia is one of the world’s fastest growing economies with a 
7.2 percent growth during the previous fiscal year (2022–2023) (World Bank 2023: 
2). Following the Tigray civil war of 2020–22, the US cut trade privileges and sus-
pended food aid from the country (Fassihi et al. 2023). Thus, joining the BRICS 
seems to have been an opportunity to move further from the American orbit 
via securing alternative economic partnerships and attracting new investments. 
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Hungary’s relations with the core BRICS members
Hungary’s relations with the BRICS states, therefore, fit into the foreign policy 
concept of building relations with new potential poles – power centres of 
gravity – in a changing world, and in this respect treats the members of the 
organisation as middle powers – emerging economies with this potential. 
Hungarian foreign policy, pragmatic in its rhetoric, is focused solely on building 
political and economic relations with these states, looking ahead to the future 
and aligning with the perceived powers of the emerging world order. In this 
sense, Hungary views BRICS as a strategic partner and a promising platform for 
fostering economic collaboration and diplomatic partnerships outside of the 
Euro-Atlantic sphere. Acknowledging that ‘we are now living in a multipolar 
world order’ and that ‘Asia will be the dominant center of the world’, PM Orbán 
sees the BRICS as a pathway to diversify Hungary’s foreign alliances and reduce 
its over-dependence on the West (BRICS News 2024; Hungarian Conservative 
2024). By fostering relations with BRICS nations, Hungary is positioning itself 
as a ‘bridge’ that connects East and West, aiming not only for collaboration but 
also for substantial economic and political gains from both blocs (Hungarian 
Institute of Foreign Affairs 2024) . In a world order marked by shifting power 
dynamics and the growing voices of the Global South, Hungary’s alignment with 
the BRICS can be considered as a sign of its flexible diplomacy and adaptive 
pragmatism. Through this dynamic pragmatism, Hungary seeks to bolster its 
international autonomy and build partnerships that advance its strategic goals 
within an increasingly multipolar global order.

1. Brazil
In the context of increasingly diversifying Hungarian foreign policy, one notable 
example is Hungary’s growing relationship with Brazil. This relationship has 
developed within the broader context of Hungary’s Global Opening policy, in 
line with its central aims to expand economic, political and cultural ties beyond 
the traditional trans-Atlantic focus on Europe and North America.

Historically, Hungary and Brazil have had limited interactions, largely due to 
geographical distance and differing regional priorities. However, the end of the 
Cold War and subsequent globalisation trends have provided new opportunities 
for these two nations to explore bilateral cooperation. The establishment of 
diplomatic relations in March 1961 laid the foundation for future engagements, 
but it is only in recent decades that substantial progress has been made.

One important dimension of bilateral ties that evolved over time from the 
turn of the 20th century up until the 1956 Hungarian Revolution is the presence 
of Hungarians and Hungarian descendants in Brazil. Today, this number is 
estimated to be at least 100,000. According to Csrepka: 
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the Hungarian community in the city and region of São Paulo today 
numbers more than 10,000, and there is also a significant number of 
Hungarians in other cities: Rio de Janeiro, Curitiba, and Porto Alegre. 
Therefore, it is not easy to estimate the number of descendants, which 
could vary between 150 and 300 thousand. (Csrepka 2022: 129) 

This diaspora community is seen as a crucial thread between the two coun-
tries, also with regard to fostering business-related cooperation.

Amongst the different policy layers, economic engagement forms a cor-
nerstone of Hungary-Brazil relations. Brazil, as the largest economy in Latin 
America, presents significant opportunities for Hungarian businesses. Trade 
between the two countries has been steadily increasing, with Hungarian exports 
to Brazil including machinery, pharmaceuticals and agricultural products. Con-
versely, Brazil exports mainly raw materials and food products to Hungary. In 
addition to this dimension and beyond a continuous political dialogue, certain 
issues such as sustainable development, international security and migration, 
as well as education and technology exchanges were placed high on the bilateral 
agenda – particularly during Jair Bolsonaro’s presidential term (2019–2023). In 
October 2019, Foreign Minister Péter Szijjártó said that Hungary wanted to ‘de-
velop “the closest ever” ties with Brazil, since the two countries’ leaders share[d] 
very similar approaches to global politics’ (About Hungary blog 2019), referring 
to the fine understanding between President Bolsonaro and Prime Minister 
Orbán. This ‘closest’ tie was reaffirmed in February 2024 when Bolsonaro spent 
two nights in the Hungarian embassy in Brasília, ‘presumably to hide from Bra-
zilian authorities that were investigating his alleged coup attempt’ (Leali 2024). 

In terms of soft power and cultural diplomacy, the Hungarian government 
has offered Brazilian students opportunities to pursue full-degree bachelor’s 
and master’s studies in fields such as agriculture, engineering, natural sciences, 
sports, social sciences and the arts within the framework of the Stipendium 
Hungaricum scholarship scheme.1 Brazil has an annual quota of 250 students 
provided by the Hungarian government on a bilateral basis. The scholarship is 
financed from taxpayers’ contributions to the national budget and it does not 
contain EU elements. Moreover, other cultural diplomacy initiatives include 
Hungarian cultural festivals and exhibitions in Brazil, with the intention of 
raising awareness about Hungarian heritage and culture. These activities com-
plement the broader strategy of enhancing Hungary’s soft power on the inter-
national stage. Complementing these efforts, Brazil sent Brazilian students to 
Hungary (and many other parts of the globe) with its own governmental scheme: 
between 2011 and 2015, the Science without Borders scholarship programme 
allowed 100,000 scientific exchanges overseas in areas identified as priorities 

1  See <https://stipendiumhungaricum.hu/>.
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for the country’s development – mostly in STEM fields (Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Math) (Estudo No Exterior n.d.).

2. Russia
Hungary’s relationship with Russia is shaped not only by its socialist past, but 
also by its energy dependence, which has become a key issue since the Russo-
Ukrainian War. Until the outbreak of the conflict in 2022, Hungary imported 
85% of its natural gas and over 60% of its oil from Russia (ATV 2022). Despite 
Hungary’s sometimes hesitant vote for EU sanctions, the Russian share of 
imports remained significant – mainly due to the fact that Hungary, as a land-
locked country, was already highly dependent on Russian energy. In the event 
of a full cut of Russian imports, it is unequivocally ‘the countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe that would face the highest prices due to internal bottlenecks 
preventing LNG from reaching these markets from West to East’ (Kotek et al. 
2022: 240). The Hungarian government’s position demanding slower action and 
sanctions is a logical request, and this has also been accepted by the community 
which allows for further imports, although Ukraine is likely to stop gas transit 
at the end of 2024, posing new questions for the players in the region. 

Hungary is often criticised for these very actions, and while the economic 
interest is understandable, in many cases Budapest has indeed adopted a softer 
policy towards Moscow, and the 2023 Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) summit 
between Orbán and Putin did not help the acceptance of the Hungarian side’s 
position within the EU. The Hungarian government explains its cooperation 
by multilateral interests and a changing world order, but, as we have already 
discussed in the section on pragmatic foreign policy, it seems implausible that 
Hungary aims to become a truly pragmatic actor while drifting further and 
further away from Western values. Its pro-Russian stance has in fact made the 
country a lonely actor within the EU, even at the cost of pushing the Visegrad 
Cooperation (V4, including Czechia, Slovakia and Poland together with Hun-
gary) into crisis. The previously important scheme of four CEE countries helped 
Orbán to set the goal of becoming the new engines of Europe – but because of 
the Hungarian interpretation of the war, the V4 is hardly a club of countries 
with similar interests and understandings within the EU anymore. Moreover, 
the continuous vetoes of Hungary regarding   further sanctions on Russia cre-
ates an even more hostile environment for Budapest within the EU, further 
questioning the pragmatic approach. 

Regarding Russia, there are two more issues worth mentioning: one is the 
nuclear power plant expansion at the town of Paks, about 60 miles southwards 
along the river Danube, which has been dragging on for years and it is rather 
questionable if the Russians will finally build it – although both sides are wait-
ing to admit this. The other is the Hungarian army mission in Chad, which 
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will take place outside the EU, NATO and the UN in a region where Russia’s 
interests are growing and where anti-Western sentiment is so palpable: it is no 
coincidence that some fear (RLI 2024) that the Hungarian military presence 
could serve Russian interests.

3. India
Since the establishment of bilateral diplomatic ties in 1948, Hungary’s relations 
with India have been described as friendly, multifaceted and substantive (Em-
bassy of India, Hungary and Bosnia & Herzegovina 2023). Besides the recently 
growing number of high-level visits from both countries, India and Hungary 
signed a new series of bilateral treaties and agreements in various fields such 
as investment, education and water management. In 2015, the total bilateral 
trade between India and Hungary was USD 578.3 million. This figure hit a new 
record in 2022 as it reached USD 1.2 billion with USD 790.7 million Hungarian 
imports and USD 491million Hungarian exports (Embassy of India, Hungary 
and Bosnia & Herzegovina 2023). Major Hungarian exports to India include 
mechanical appliances, electrical machinery and medical and surgical instru-
ments. India was the largest greenfield investor in Hungary in 2014 and the 
number of Indian investments has been growing ever since as many companies 
expanded their bases in the country. The Indian presence in Hungary includes 
major companies such as Apollo Tyres, Sun Pharmaceuticals and Tata Consul-
tancy Services. As of 2020, the total investment value of Apollo Tyres reached 
EUR 700 million, with the company employing over 800 workers (Embassy of 
India, Hungary and Bosnia & Herzegovina 2023). In total, Indian companies in 
Hungary provide employment to over 10,000 people. Education is another field 
of growing cooperation between the two nations as 44 candidates from Hun-
gary availed the Indian Technical & Economic Cooperation (ITEC) programme 
between 2007 and 2023. According to Tempus Public Foundation, the number 
of Indian holders of the Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship, offered by the 
Hungarian government, rose from 60 students in 2015 to 420 students in the 
2023–2024 academic year (Tempus Public Foundation 2023). India has an an-
nual quota of 200 student placements. In a similar vein, cultural links between 
India and Hungary have been steadily evolving since the opening of the Indian 
Cultural Centre in Budapest in 2010. The Amrita Sher-Gil Cultural Centre has 
been organising various cultural activities like yoga, dance and Hindi classes. 
In 2016, the Ganga-Danube Cultural Festival was launched, featuring artists, 
performers and dancers from India. Other cultural initiatives and celebrations 
reinforcing the cultural ties between the two countries entail the International 
Day of Yoga, the Indian Film Festival and Mahatma Ghandi’s birth anniversary 
(Szenkovics 2019: 13). Individual institutional activities, such as the International 
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Seasons intercultural events series of the University of Pécs,2 further enhanced 
bilateral linkages. 

4. China
Hungary’s relations with China are widely depicted as multifaceted and prosper-
ous mainly after Orban’s 2010 ‘Eastern Opening’ Policy. The Fidesz leader’s desire 
to develop economic relations with the non-Western world has been at the core 
of deepening the Sino-Hungarian ties (Végh 2015: 47). Following a meeting in 
Budapest in 2011, leaders of China and 16 countries of Central and Eastern Europe 
announced the China-CEE cooperation mechanism (Embassy of Hungary Beijing 
2023). The 16+1 initiative3, now known as the 14+1, was launched with the aim of 
bolstering and strengthening relations between Beijing and these CEE countries 
through broadening investments and business prospects. Supporting Chinese 
initiatives in Europe, Hungary was the first European country to join the Belt and 
Road Initiative through projects like the Central European Trade and Logistics 
Cooperation Zone (CECZ) and the Budapest–Belgrade (BuBe) railway line. ‘Along 
the new routes of this emerging connectivity network via the Silk Road Economic 
Belt and the Maritime Silk Road, Central and Eastern European countries clearly 
present a strategic region for China’ (Tarrósy & Vörös 2019: 259).

China is, indeed, one of Hungary’s major trading partners globally and its most 
important partner in Asia (Szunomár & Peragovics 2019: 3). Bilateral trade between 
China and Hungary hit USD 14.52 billion in 2023, an increase of 73% compared to 
2013 (Asian Financial Cooperation Association 2024). Top exports from Hungary 
to China were navigation equipment, electrical transformers, and parts and acces-
sories of motor vehicles (Observatory of Economic Complexity 2024). Interest-
ingly, Beijing has been Hungary’s leading foreign investor since 2020 as China’s 
direct investments reached EUR 7.6 billion in 2023 (Asian Financial Cooperation 
Association 2024). Recently, BYD, the Chinese electric vehicles giant, picked the 
Hungarian city of Szeged as the site of its first car factory in Europe. In the field of 
education, the first Confucius Institute (CI) in Hungary was established at Eötvös 
Loránd University in 2006. Following its inauguration, other Confucius Institutes 
were founded in Szeged, Miskolc and Pécs. The one in Pécs is the only traditional 
Chinese medicine (TCM)-focused CI in Europe. In the 2023–2024 academic year, 
about 345 Chinese students held Stipendium Hungarian scholarships (Tempus 
Public Foundation 2023). The inauguration of Hungarian centres in Beijing and 
Tangshan and the planned construction of Fudan University in Budapest – as the 
first overseas campus of the Shanghai-based institution – are but examples of the 

2 See <https://www.facebook.com/InternationalSeasonsPTE>.
3 Greece officially joined the 16+1 initiative in 2019 and the initiative became known as 

the 17+1 initiative. However, Lithuania announced its exit from the initiative in 2021, 
and was later followed by Estonia and Latvia. 
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burgeoning educational cooperation between the two nations. These are coupled 
with several cultural events, which can grab the hearts and minds of the popula-
tions of both countries. Among the events organised by the Beijing Hungarian 
Cultural Institute, for instance, we find several education-related ones, such as 
the Kodály Point programme, which was started in October 2015, offering ‘music 
classes in small groups for children between the age 3-12, for adults, and also choir 
classes for poor children from the neighbourhood’ (Tarrósy & Vörös 2019: 267; 
Embassy of Hungary 2019).

5. South Africa
According to the official website of the Hungarian Embassy in Pretoria, former 
Ambassador Attila Horváth highlighted that the Republic of South Africa ‘occupies 
a prominent place in [Hungary’s] network of relations with sub-Saharan Africa’.4 
In a 2014 interview with the then South African ambassador to Hungary for the 
US-Africa portal AFKInsider, Ambassador Johann Marx explained, ‘Hungary and 
South Africa share a common experience in that both countries emerged in the 
early 1990s from relative global isolation, due to the so-called “Iron Curtain” 
imposed on Hungary by Soviet occupation following World War II, while dur-
ing the same period, South Africa experienced the ideological “Iron Curtain” of 
apartheid.’ Therefore, it is not surprising that both Hungary and South Africa were 
‘obliged in the years that followed to focus on their economic re-integration in 
their respective regions’, according to Ambassador Marx (Tarrósy 2014).

In terms of investments, large South African companies were active in Hungary 
in the 1990s – notable examples include SAB, Mondi, Group 5, Intertoll, Ster-
Kinekor and Steinhoff International. Moving into the new millennium, small 
and medium-sized companies, such as Naspers and CNS, began expanding their 
business activities in both directions. In 2013–14, South African investments in 
Hungary were estimated at about USD 250 million. Trade figures reveal that 
while in 2014 the total volume stood at USD 283 million (with Hungary enjoying 
an 88% trade surplus), by 2020 the total had decreased to USD 194 million, still 
favouring Hungary substantially (with a surplus of USD 136 million, or 82% of the 
total), but with a minor 6% increase on the South African side. In recent years, 
real estate has emerged as the primary sector for South African capital, with the 
South African property developer NEPI Rockcastle being the largest real estate 
investor in Central and Eastern Europe (Tarrósy 2022).

From a political perspective, both Hungary and South Africa consider it im-
portant to develop bilateral linkages. Reflecting this, on 13 May 2013, they estab-
lished the South Africa-Hungary Joint Economic Commission to develop and 
diversify relations. In a November 2015 meeting, the two governments outlined 

4  See <https://pretoria.mfa.gov.hu/eng>.
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areas of cooperation: education and training (including student exchange for 
skills development), manufacturing (joint ventures on car components and bus 
manufacturing), pharmaceuticals, water management and water technology, 
agriculture, tourism and banking.

As underscored several times, education and research are pivotal in reshaping 
Hungary’s presence in Africa, potentially forming the basis for long-term coop-
eration, and the Stipendium Hungaricum public scholarship programme is a key 
component of Hungary’s foreign policy and evolving Africa policy. With an annual 
quota of 100 places for South African students, those who graduate from Hungar-
ian universities often become advocates for bilateral collaboration. In addition, a 
new government scholarship targets the descendants of former emigrants, focus-
ing on diasporic communities. The Hungarian Diaspora Scholarship is available 
for members of the Hungarian diaspora living outside of the European Union, 
Serbia and the Zakarpattia Oblast of Ukraine. Local diaspora organisations issue 
letters of recommendation, facilitating the process.

For South Africa, the Hungarian Alliance of South Africa is involved in this 
process. The alliance, with roots dating back to 1932 and re-established in 1953, 
has continuously worked to preserve Hungarian language, values and culture in 
South Africa. Its mission includes nurturing these cultural aspects, commemo-
rating important events in Hungarian history, and fostering a strong Hungarian 
community in South Africa. The alliance is the official partner of the Hungarian 
government, which engages with its diasporic communities through the Diaspora 
Council. This council forms part of a broader governmental effort to support di-
aspora communities. As Prime Minister Orbán emphasised in his 2019 speech to 
the Diaspora Council, the aim is to ‘join the blood circulation of the Hungarian 
nation’ (Tarrósy 2022).

Conclusion
In this paper, our hypothesis posited that while BRICS members and countries 
aspiring for membership demonstrate an increasing preference for a multipolar 
global order, the prevailing dominant power appears inclined towards re-establish-
ing a bipolar scenario. Amidst these evolving dynamics, it has been observed that 
Hungary, since the early 2010s, has been advancing its ‘Global Opening’ foreign 
policy initiative, shifting its previously pragmatic agenda towards prominent new 
doctrines concerning the emerging Global South, particularly focusing on the 
East. In any case, it seems that the Hungarian government’s global assessment 
of the changing world order and the role of the BRICS in this transformation is 
in line with global political realities. While the relations with emerging countries 
that have been developed on the basis of this recognition have corresponded to 
this perceived future, the idea of multipolarity has not been maintained in rela-
tions with the Western, Euro-Atlantic partners: the pragmatic approach has been 
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disappearing. Pragmatic considerations of the broader macro-region, along with 
shared historical ties, intercultural connections and economic interests with 
neighbouring countries, have driven Hungary into closer collaboration with 
Serbia, for example, and have positioned the country as a key actor in the macro 
region of the Western Balkans. However, it can be concluded that by 2024, Hun-
gary had further isolated itself from its Western partners, pursuing an increas-
ingly anti-Western foreign policy. This discernible shift suggests that Hungary’s 
foreign policy directions are growingly influenced by ideological preferences, 
especially those that align with a multipolar vision of the world, as outlined in 
BRICS-oriented frameworks. Yet, as Hungary leans further toward anti-Western 
policies, it risks severing ties that could otherwise support its strategic and eco-
nomic interests.

Pragmatism, as we have emphasised, would facilitate relations with emerging 
actors while maintaining Western partnerships, aligning more effectively with 
the multipolar worldview defined and envisioned by the Hungarian government. 
Therefore, the fading away of pragmatism in Hungarian foreign policy, and in 
particular the changing pattern and evolving nature, requires more nuanced 
critical attention and research.

Working with our research questions allowed us to come to the conclusion 
that the power dynamics of the changing international arena is multifaceted, 
which requests a critical geopolitical approach to shed light on its complexities, 
amongst which we find the importance of soft power and cultural diplomacy 
both as useful approaches and tools. The analysis of Hungary-BRICS relations 
enriches our understanding of Hungary’s foreign policy shifts, highlighting its 
evolving priorities, strategic ambitions and adaptive responses to the changing 
international landscape. Through this lens, the paper reveals that BRICS states 
as much as Hungary, with its aspirations to forge closer ties with BRICS, use soft 
power to widen and strengthen their engagements. State scholarships have been 
placed high on the political agendas and can prove Nye’s predicament about ‘smart 
power’ (Nye 2004: 32), which in fact is about how to combine hard and soft power 
to enhance the positions of the given actor in the international system. Offering 
such opportunities to foreign publics can contribute to ‘winning the hearts and 
minds’ and to building support constituencies for the Hungarian interest abroad 
– former graduates undoubtedly cultivate ties with their alma maters and host 
countries and can, therefore, function as real actors of furthering bilateral rela-
tions. Hungary’s relations with members of the BRICS have dynamically developed 
and showed the evolving context of rather this ‘smart power’ approach than the 
formerly evident pragmatism the country strived for. As a next step, the deeper 
investigation between smart power and pragmatism in international relations may 
contribute to a better understanding of the changing world order, which cannot 
neglect the growing voices of the countries of the Global South.
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