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The changing nature of labour protest: Comparing the fragmentation 
of protest rituals on May 1st in Berlin and Budapest
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Abstract

The transition from industrial to post-industrial society has changed the conditions for labour protest in Europe 
fundamentally. In this paper recent forms of labour protest are explored in two European capital cities, Berlin 
and Budapest. In the context of growing job insecurity, flexibilisation and fragmentation of labour markets, the 
motivations and class positions of protest participants are scrutinised, along with the diversified geographies 
of protest events. Building on empirical results by means of a survey based on structured mini-interviews, 
the paper argues, first, that a fragmentation of labour protests on May 1st is observable. This fragmentation is 
driven by an overall change of Labour Day celebrations from trade union oriented demonstrations towards 
segmented party zones of protest in both cities. Second, neither traditional forms of labour protest is nor 
newly created, more festive forms of labour celebrations attract a significant proportion of people suffering 
from precarity or unemployment. Thus, most marginalised people in the service-dominated economy do not 
have a voice in labour protests today.
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Introduction

Who engages in labour protest today? We 
know from the literature that the transition 
from industrial to post-industrial society 
has induced a fundamental restructuring of 
social class divisions, labour markets, and 
labour politics (Bell, D. 1973; McDowell, 
L. and Christopherson, S. 2009). Under the 
reign of a service-dominated economy, la-
bour market precarity has risen and labour 
market polarisation drastically deepened in 
most countries of the European Union, al-
most irrespective of their geographical loca-
tion. As a matter of course, these new con-
ditions of labour and labour regulation are 
by no means unproblematic and have been 

criticised by a wide range of commentators 
in academia as well as in politics and the me-
dia (Fainstein, S.S. and Fainstein, N.I. 1985; 
Harvey, D. 2001; Gibson, C. and Kong, L. 
2005; Novy, J. and Colomb, C. 2013). Yet, in 
spite of the continual necessity for intense la-
bour protests that address the new risks and 
vulnerabilities of employees in the service 
and knowledge economy, we know from a 
rich set of literature that today it has become 
far more difficult for trade unions and labour 
parties to mobilise people for protests about 
labour issues (Rose, N. 1996; Taylor, G. and 
Mathers, A. 2002; Erne, R. 2006; Turner, 
L. 2009; Rucht, D. 2010; Sullivan, R. 2010; 
Bödeker, S. 2012; Doellgast, V. 2012; Lars-
son, B. 2012; Fulton, L. 2013). 
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In this paper we explore the changing 
forms of articulations of labour protest on 
May 1st in two peculiar contexts in Europe, 
Budapest (Hungary) and Berlin (Germany). 
Both capitals appear as a stage and also ex-
perimental laboratory for changing forms of 
the articulation of labour protests that cur-
rently came along with a new livery world-
wide (Silvey, R. 2003; McCarthy, J. and 
McPhail, C. 2006; Staeheli, L.A. 2013; Lee, 
Y. 2015). Empirical work on labour protest on 
May 1st in Budapest and Berlin is particularly 
interesting because there is an enormous re-
search gap in the literature concerning the 
modification of traditional European forms 
of labour protest beyond fashionable protests 
against global capitalism like occupy that are 
rather unique in character (Salmenkari, T. 
2009; Frenzel, F. et al. 2013; Baber, Z. 2015; 
Disalvo, J. 2015). Whereas most sources of 
articulations of labour protest in Europe are 
especially interested in explaining its decline 
(McDowell, L. and Christopherson, S. 2009; 
Standing, G. 2011; Burgi, N. 2014), we set 
out to examine those modifications of labour 
protest that are still able to draw a crowd, 
and ask for the reasons and typical venues 
of participating, as well as the demographic 
constitution of the participants in order to 
explain their future trajectories. 

The paper argues that a partly depoliticised 
fragmentation of labour protests on May 1st is 
observable. At the same time, as our empiri-
cal research in Budapest and Berlin shows, 
new forms of protest are capable of draw-
ing a young, responsive mass audience into 
more festive forms of protest. However, this 
fragmentation and at the same time growth 
of depoliticised forms of protest is not only 
driven by an overall change of Labour Day 
celebrations: it is even further more embed-
ded in wider trends of societal restructur-
ing. Because it is only through the scrutiny 
of ongoing modifying forms of labour protest 
and effective mobilisation practices that we 
can learn about the concurrency of the ad-
vent, decline, and diversity of contemporary 
labour protest in Europe (Baccaro, L. et al. 
2003; Gajewska, K. 2008).

The paper is organised as follows. The 
next section introduces the transformations 
of labour protests in Europe today. The third 
part discusses the comparative research de-
sign. The fourth part recounts information 
about the two different contexts of research 
concerning labour markets and protests. The 
fifth section presents the findings and discus-
sion. The final part concludes by presenting 
three interlinked arguments resulting from 
the analysis.

The transformation of labour protest

A lively debate has arisen about the reasons 
for labour protest transformation towards 
depoliticisation and decline. There is a wide 
consensus that due to the advance of neolib-
eralism and managerialism, worker protec-
tion in Europe has been eroded dramatically 
(Burgi, N. 2014). Yet, there is much contro-
versy about the accompanying passivity and 
consequential erosion of labour protest. It is 
argued that trade unions have suffered from 
the process of deindustrialisation because 
they have not proven to be capable of benefit-
ing from the growth in the service economy. 
Henceforth, labour unions are struggling 
for public attention because workplaces in 
the service economy are barely organised  
(Doellgast, V. 2012; Larsson, B. 2012; Ha-
mann, K. et al. 2013). 

As much as the economy has altered through 
the rise of the service economy, the societal 
conditions for labour organisations and labour 
protest have hardened. Union membership has 
been assessed as an outdated model based on 
industrial notions of labour politics and work-
force representation in a manufacturing-ori-
ented society. It is even claimed that unions 
have experienced an unprecedented descent 
due to their inability to react appropriately to 
the flexibilisation of the workforce. Especially 
the needfulness to broaden the normative and 
social scope of trade unions in order to widen 
their potential for political support has been 
the issue of much debate. It has been sug-
gested that there is a growing “need for unions 
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to express more innovative policy approaches and 
types of protest, and to expand the field of associa-
tive power by moving beyond the workplace within 
civil society, may be increased correspondingly” 
(Flynn, M. et al. 2013, 49). 

At the same time, other commentators 
look beyond trade unions and see alterna-
tive responses, e.g. in the rise of urban pro-
test. “Since the 1970s strikes and work stoppages 
have been increasingly ineffective in the USA 
and Europe” (Sullivan, R. 2010, 149); hence, 
other forms of unrest are possible and should 
be taken into account (Sullivan, R. 2010; 
Standing, G. 2011 and 2014; Fregonese, S. 
2013). There is also a growing debate on the 
rise of “social movement unionism” (Upchurch, 
M. and Mathers, A. 2012, 265) as an inspira-
tional model for labour politics and protest: 
here, a revitalisation of unionism is envis-
aged through the expansion of labour politics 
into realms of culture, lifestyle and consump-
tion beyond the workplace. Other authors 
suggest it is not only the trade unions that 
are to be blamed for labour protest erosion 
because a more fundamental, and hence-
forth, general trend towards the atomisation 
in society interferes (Rose, N. 1996). They 
claim – at the most extreme – that the im-
mense stress of work insecurity has brought 
about an “anomic social configuration” in most 
European societies (Burgi, N. 2014, 13).

Altogether, theoretical perspectives on 
what labour protest means today, who 
should organise it and which forms it should 
take, are at least multiple if not unclear. One 
of the major complications in this debate is 
the category of “labour” itself. In postindus-
trial society the political as well as normative 
and economic concept of labour has become 
a fuzzy one. Once a solid centre of political 
organisation and protest, the understanding 
of labour has fragmented and multiplied. 
Notions, practices and geographies of la-
bour have become differentiated into many 
new forms and formulas of work contracts 
and terms of employment. Furthermore, 
transformations of labour have contributed 
to the rise of low wage jobs and insecurity 
in spite of the often praised so-called “in-

formation economy” (McDowell, L. and 
Christopherson, S. 2009; McDowell, L.  
et al. 2014). What once used to be a massive 
working class has turned into various new 
fractions like the precariat, minimum wage 
urban poor, or part-time workers unable to 
obtain full-time employment. Besides them, 
better-off groups such as freelancers, yup-
pies, bobos and other “creatives” are also far 
from the former (relatively homogeneous) 
working class and its social needs (Scott, A.J. 
2007; Donald, B. et al. 2013). The rise of the 
creative economy has fostered new “figura-
tions of labour that blur the lines between self-
fulfilment and social mobility on the one hand 
and exploitation on the other” (Berndt, C. 2012, 
347). Today, we know little about the labour 
force representation of workers in the crea-
tive economy (Berndt, C. 2012; Donald, B. et 
al. 2013). Thus, for labour-oriented political 
parties and organisations like trade unions, it 
has become increasingly difficult to address 
and mobilise a former mass audience. 

Furthermore, the already complex picture 
of the state of labour protest today becomes 
more complicated when taking the research 
results of social psychology into account. In 
this field, research on the motivations of peo-
ple to protest has a long history; one of the 
major results from a psychological perspec-
tive is that people do not only protest out of 
grievances but at least as much because they 
have the opportunities and resources to do 
so (Van Stekelenburg, J. and Klandermans, 
B. 2013, 887). We also know that efficacy im-
pacts on the inclination of people to protest. 
If the individual’s expectations are high that 
it is possible to alter politics and have an 
impact on social structures, protest is more 
likely to occur. The same holds true for col-
lective identities and feelings of belonging to 
certain groups or organisations; these might 
foster protest participation as well (Simon, B. 
et al. 1998). Moreover, emotions also play an 
important role in the perception of protest 
events, for instance the degree to which one 
feels comfortable with the protest venue and 
form. Emotions might, thus, function as “ac-
celerators und amplifiers” (Van Stekelenburg, J. 
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and Klandermans, B. 2013, 892), just as iden-
tities (Klandermans, B. 2014). Consequently, 
the emergence of protest is an undoubtedly 
multidimensional phenomenon.

Method and methodology

Comparative research

In order to explore the changing nature of 
labour protest in service-dominated econo-
mies, we scrutinise the state of the art of 
labour protest in the capitals of two postin-
dustrial, yet markedly different European 
societies. It is apparent from the literature 
that the condition of decline as well as the 
strength of labour movements varies highly 
among different countries. The welfare-re-
gime theory of Esping-Andersen, G. (1990), 
as well as the varieties of capitalism ap-
proach point towards the path dependence 
of national development. Likewise, just as 
capitalism might not be conceptualised as a 
uniform construct, socialism also had – and 
postsocialism still has – multiple national 
and regional varieties (Fassmann, H. 1997; 
Greskovits, B. 2004). Therefore, different na-
tions in Europe have developed different ap-
proaches in the relationships between state, 
capital and labour. Consequently, labour 
protest and the transformation of industrial 
relations have also followed different routes 
in European countries (Clasen, J. et al. 2012). 
In addition, due to the limits of interna-
tional employee representation, labour pro-
tests often address explicitly national issues  
(Neidhardt, F. and Rucht, D. 2001, 52). 

In our analysis, Germany and Hungary are 
compared, since they represent complemen-
tary as well as overlapping trends. Germany 
is a particularly interesting case because 
once it was the bedrock of industrialisation 
and collective bargaining in Europe (Heyes, 
J. 2013). Thus, scrutinising labour protest in 
Germany takes a paradigmatic European 
case into empirical account, where formerly 
very strong “unions in a context of global lib-
eralisation have confronted declines in member-

ship, bargaining power, and political influence 
(…). For too long, German unions have rested 
on their institutional laurels even as the ground 
has been slipping away” (Turner, L. 2009, 294). 
Especially the erosion of nationwide tariffs is 
growing. Whereas in 1996 in West Germany 
still 70 per cent of all wage settlements were 
negotiated nationwide by national trade un-
ions, this number had diminished to 56 per 
cent in 2009 (Göddeke, A. et al. 2011, 143). 
Along with the principle of only one col-
lective bargaining agreement within a firm, 
the homogenous political representation of 
the labour force in Germany is shrinking as 
well. In Germany, we focus our case study 
on the capital because Berlin represents a 
quintessential industrial society. Even within 
Germany the city of Berlin has undergone an 
enormous amount of rupture and change. A 
dual track change not only from industrial-
ism to post-industrialism but also – in the 
Eastern part – from socialism to post-social-
ism has produced turmoil and the immense 
restructuring of the local labour market.

Hungary serves as a complementary case 
study because of its interesting parallels as 
well as contrasts with the German case. On 
one hand, Budapest shares with Berlin the 
legacy of an early heavy industrialisation in 
high modernity. On the other hand, both cit-
ies faced rapid economic transformation es-
pecially after the fall of the socialist system. 
Thus, deindustrialisation and postsocialist 
transformation occurred simultaneously. 
Budapest, like Berlin, witnessed rapid growth 
in the late 19th and early 20th century, both be-
ing the national showcases of modern indus-
trialisation. Later on, both cities continued 
on comparable pathways during the socialist 
post-war period and both were, then, sites of 
rapid societal transformation from the 1990s 
onwards (Izsák, É. and Schulz, M. 2006). 

Hence, “globalisation was complicated by ma-
jor political and economic transformation during 
the past two decades” (Bodnár, J. and Molnár, 
V. 2010, 789) in Berlin and Budapest. Yet, 
in Budapest the market economy is even 
younger than in Berlin which profited from 
the West Berlin experience and its strong 
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connection with West Germany. Therefore, 
Bodnár and Molnár suggest that a “balanced 
comparison” (ibid. 794) is possible between 
the two cities. This comparison also fits into 
the broader current of international urban 
studies referred to as “comparative urban-
ism”, recently propagated by scholars in-
cluding Roy, A. (2009), McFarlane, C. (2010), 
Robinson, J. (2011, 2015) or, in the case of 
post-socialist cities, Tuvikene, T. (2016). 

Motives for protest on Labour Day

In both cases, we are especially interested in 
the fragmentation of audiences and protests, 
and the new gestalt labour protest assumes. 
Our research focuses on the sites and par-
ticipants of labour protests in both cities: 
Who is protesting today and where? Which 
motivations to engage in labour protest to-
day are detectable? And in which forms is 
a fragmentation of labour protest occurring 
in times of fragmented labour markets? For 
this purpose, we examine traditional and 
new forms of labour protest on May 1st, the 
International Worker’s Day. Since the late 
19th century, May Day has served as the best 
known celebration of the international labour 
movement, worldwide. Labour Day is a na-
tionwide and international event that takes 
the political components of labour issues to 
the street and tries to mobilise civil society. 
It is therefore a highly significant event; May 
Day celebrations, we argue, provide an excel-
lent instance to scrutinise the diverse geogra-
phies of labour protest today. 

In both cities, we explore the key venues, 
as well as the class positions, demograph-
ics and main motives of people who engage 
in such protests. Through the comparison 
of multiple labour protest forms, this arti-
cle aims to shed empirical light on the acute 
change of labour protest in the present time. 
Particularly, we both look at old traditional 
forms of labour protest organised by trade 
unions and labour parties, and at new forms 
of resistance that emerge from different ac-
tors and different needs, and address a dif-

ferent audience. We presume that the frag-
mentation of the labour force will also lead 
to a growing fragmentation of protest forms, 
protest sites and protest events.

The context: Changing labour markets – 
changing protests

Changing labour markets

Deindustrialisation and tertiarisation have 
changed the labour markets of formerly in-
dustrialised Western (as well as Central and 
Eastern) European countries profoundly. In 
Germany, once a centre of industrialisation 
in 20th century Europe, the share of manu-
facturing in total GDP declined from 28 per 
cent in 1980 to 21 per cent in 2005 (Bach-
mann, R. and Burda, M.C. 2009, 38). With 
only about one-fifth of total GDP generated 
by manufacturing, the rate of manufacturing 
employment also dropped. Within 15 years, 
the number of industrial workers dropped 
from 9.1 million in 1990 to 6.8 million in 2005 
(ibid. 38). Especially in the 1990s, the dynam-
ics of deindustrialisation and labour market 
restructuring were very rapid, and the dras-
tic structural changes in the labour market 
had a massive impact on employees. 

Due to the way in which the German la-
bour market operates, laid-off manufactur-
ing workers could not smoothly find new 
places of employment in the growing ser-
vice sector. Rather the opposite happened: 
the unemployment rate rose, and large parts 
of the German population simply stopped 
participating in the labour market during 
the height of deindustrialisation. This was 
possible due to specific labour policies in 
Germany, since trade unions’ responses in 
the steel industry, for example, massively 
promoted early retirement. Just like their 
British counterparts, unions, employers and 
the government pursued social compensa-
tion plans (Flynn, M. et al. 2013). Although 
this peacekeeping strategy worked more or 
less successfully in the 1990s in Germany by 
securing the union’s clientele and safeguard-
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ing former manufacturing workers relatively 
smooth transitions into early retirement, the 
long-term costs of this retirement approach 
have been very high. 

The decade of the 1990s marked another 
major turning point elsewhere in Europe; 
during the first years of the post-socialist 
transition, Central and Eastern European 
countries witnessed a massive – and ex-
traordinarily rapid – industrial transforma-
tion and hence, labour market realignment 
(Clasen, J. et al. 2012). Whereas the first signs 
of widespread deindustrialisation appeared 
in the 1960s and 70s in Western economies, 
large state-owned and state-run industrial 
companies of socialist Central and Eastern 
European counties were (artificially) main-
tained until the turn of the 1980s and 1990s, 
causing an even more serious crisis during 
the period of the politico-economic transi-
tion. As a consequence, labour markets 
witnessed extremely rapid, almost shock-
like changes after 1990. Superimposed and 
reinforced by the processes of globalisation 
and neo-liberalisation, this transformation 
has not only meant a sudden shift from the 
system of socialist command economy to 
market economy but at the same time also a 
transition “(f)rom the system of standardized full 
employment to the system of flexible and plural-
ized underemployment” (Beck, U. 1992, 140). 

After 1990, owing to the collapse of the 
Hungarian heavy industry and the mining 
sectors (along with the breakup of large, 
Soviet-style agricultural cooperatives), 
masses of workers lost their livelihood. The 
socialist era’s (officially-artificially) almost 
zero unemployment rate rose dramatically 
within only a few years above 10 per cent. 
Hence, in the case of Hungary, the most 
dominant flow by far was from employ-
ment to unemployment. Subsequently, 
even though there were also other trends 
in Central and Eastern European countries 
during the transition (such as reindustriali-
sation – Landesmann, M. 2000; Barta, G. et 
al. 2008), the key transformation process was 
definitely tertiarisation. A significant number 
of former industrial and agricultural work-

ers have been absorbed by the booming ser-
vice sector. Afterwards, with a considerable 
delay compared to Western countries, new 
capitalist forms such as part-time jobs, work-
force recruitment and labour hiring agencies 
started to appear, and their number is still 
on the increase. As in the case of Germany, 
using the terminology of Beck, U. (1992, 142), 
“the boundaries between work and non-work are 
becoming fluid” in post-socialist Hungary as 
well, and “(f)lexible, pluralized forms of under-
employment are spreading” in both countries. 

Changing labour protest movements in 
Germany and Hungary

As a consequence of the restructuring of in-
dustries and labour markets, the precondi-
tions for labour protest have also massively 
changed (Clasen, J. et al. 2012). It seems – not 
only in Germany and Hungary but in many 
other European countries – as if the trade un-
ions, who have their origins in the industrial 
period, are intensively struggling with their 
political (in)significance. Not only is “union 
membership throughout Europe (…) older than 
the general populations” (Flynn, M. et al. 2013, 
46) but also the participation quota of em-
ployees in labour protest on International La-
bour Day and the membership rate of unions 
have dropped dramatically (Figure 1). 

Fig. 1. Trade union density in Germany and Hungary 
(% of employees, 1994–2013). Source: OECD trade union 

density data
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This negative development in trade un-
ion membership is partly consistent with an 
overall pattern of political participation. In 
Germany, an alarming signal stems from a 
study on youth behaviour and youth percep-
tions. The so-called “Shell Study” shows that 
while in 1991, 57 per cent of young people 
had an interest in politics, this number de-
creased to 47 per cent in 1996, and to 39 per 
cent in 2006. The turnout of voters for federal 
elections has also decreased from 90 per cent 
in 1970 to 70.8 per cent in 2009 (Rucht, D. 
2010, 3). In Hungary, the enormous decline 
in trade union membership might in part 
be traced back to specific historical reasons. 
During the socialist era, trade union mem-
bership was compulsory for all employees, 
and SZOT (the National Council of Trade 
Unions) was widely considered as the serv-
ant of state power. As a result, large masses 
of disillusioned workers left the union move-
ment after 1989. While in Germany the terms 
and conditions of 62 per cent of the employ-
ees are negotiated through collective bar-
gaining, this coverage rate is only 33 per cent 
in Hungary (Fulton, L. 2013). The decreas-
ing influence of Hungarian trade unions is 
indeed embedded into a deeper moral crisis 
(Stumpf, I. 1995; Szabó, A. 2011); according to 
a related survey, Hungarian’s trust in trade 
unions was only 3.8 points on a scale ranging 
from 0 to 10 points (Tóth, I.G. 2009). In the 
same survey, however, it was also revealed 
that the trust in the political sphere was – not 
that surprisingly – even lower, with the cat-
egory “politicians” receiving 2.4 points and 
the government receiving only 2.3 points. 

In sum, the shrinking relevance of trade 
unions and their traditional labour protest 
can be interpreted as just one indicator of 
the changing politics in postindustrial so-
ciety. Whereas traditional mass institutions 
from the industrial age (such as political 
parties or trade unions) are in decline, new 
forms of activism like nature conservation 
organisations and the ecology movement 
in general are en vogue and attracting new 
members (Neidhardt, F. and Rucht, D. 2001, 
40; Bödeker, S. 2012). According to Jürgen 

Habermas, in a post-industrial economy new 
political conflicts no longer emerge around 
issues of distribution but around values, 
grammars of life and lifestyles (cited in Lash, 
S. and Urry, J. 1987, 219). Therefore, a new 
“territory of government” (Rose, N. 1996, 331) 
emerges. The social transmutes – or even dies 
– with the end of national economies and na-
tional societies: Rose, N. (1996, 330) claims 
that it is now individuals – and no longer 
social groups – that are being governed. As a 
result, an anti-political climate emerges. 

Nevertheless, it is reasonable to argue 
that labour issues in general have not gone 
away just because of post-industrial transi-
tion. New labour markets with new regimes 
of part-time contracts, minimum wages, 
precarious work contracts and income po-
larisation have created new risks like youth 
unemployment (Beck, U. 1992; Pongratz, 
H.J. and Voss, G.G. 1998; Bourdieu, P. 2003; 
ILO 2013). Thus, the end of industrialism 
does not necessarily imply the end of social 
struggles about labour relations. Yet, due 
to the flexibilisation of the workforce, some 
commentators argue that political protests 
should likewise be more oriented towards 
individual needs. The classic labour move-
ment, however, is oriented towards the mass-
es. In the following, we empirically scrutinise 
this conflict and the relationship between tra-
ditional, collective political protest and in-
novative, individualised political festivals. 
We use the various staging of Labour Day 
celebrations in Berlin and Budapest as lenses 
through which to look at the state of labour 
protest (Table 1). 

Local contexts: The venues of protest in Berlin 
and Budapest

Berlin

Since the early 20th century, the emergence 
of labour protests has been accompanied by 
an intensive debate on how strictly political 
or festive the rituals shall be. This antagonis-
tic debate is reflected in the dual character 
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of May 1st celebrations in Berlin. May Day 
protests in Berlin today are separated into 
two distinct events which take place at two 
different venues: the DGB Demo in central 
Berlin near the Brandenburg Gate and the 
MyFest in Kreuzberg around the Kottbus 
Gate (Figure 2).

The protest traditionally organised by the 
confederation of German trade unions, the 
DGB (Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund) has never 
been attended by huge masses, except during 
the heydays of protest in the early 1950s and 
the 1960s. A considerable peak in participa-
tion is observable in the early 1990s due to a 
general mobilisation after the fall of the Iron 
Curtain. The numbers of demonstrators has 
declined every year since and stagnated at an 
average of 10,000 during the 1990s (Rucht, 
D. 2001). In the 2000s the number declined 
significantly. Labour union protests in Berlin 

are highly ritualised. A march of labour un-
ionists starts in the morning and ends around 
midday at symbolic, politicised places like 
the Brandenburg Gate. Here the visitors 
await political speeches held by union lead-
ers, followed by live music acts on stage. In 
front of the stage, visitors find information 
booths and a respectable culinary choice of 
food and drinks from German Bratwurst 
to Brazilian cocktails (Rucht, D. 2003). The 
number of participants is constantly shrink-
ing. In the period from 2002 until 2010 only 
around one third of the expected visitors to 
the DGB events could be mobilised. 

In stark contrast, participation levels for 
events on 1st of May in Berlin Kreuzberg are 
rising. In 1987, Kreuzberg protests were the 
most radical and violent in German histo-
ry after WWII, as several thousand leftists 
lighted more than 30 local shops and burned 
several police cars around the Kottbus Gate, 
known as the heartland of leftist activists 
since then (Hannah, M.G. 2009). As a con-
sequence, from then on several left-wing 
groups use Labour Day for their own rev-
olutionary march (“Revolutionäre 1. Mai 
Demo” or Revolutionary 1 May Demo) 
through Kreuzberg every year at 6 pm. 
This demonstration – organised by various 
groups from anti-globalisation movements 
and migrant organisations to local radical 
leftists – is attended by about 10.000 people 
on average every year. Although tensions 
run high between police and demonstrators 
during this “radical ritual” (Lehmann, F. and 
Meyerhöfer, N. 2003, 56) in Kreuzberg, the 
level of violence has changed significant-
ly, since the introduction of the so-called 
“MyFest” in 2003. This street festival is a 
deliberate anti-violence strategy and, thus, 

Table 1. Key issues of the Berlin and Budapest case studies
Key issues Berlin Budapest

Key transformation process since 1990 Deindustrialisation, tertiarisation
Influence of trade unions
Worker representation
Level of political participation

Slowly declining
Stronger and more unified
Declining but still significant

Heavily declining
Highly fragmented
Very low

Source: Compilation by the authors.

Fig. 2. Survey venues in Berlin. 1 = Brandenburg 
Gate (Borough “Mitte” – DGB); 2 = Kottbus Gate 
(Borough “Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg” – MyFest). 

Source: Design by the authors.
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mainly organised by the inhabitants of the 
neighbourhood and promoted by the local 
municipality. The neighbourhood festival 
attracts between 25,000 and 30,000 people 
every year, and is staged in Kreuzberg in or-
der to counterbalance and contain the violent 
protest of the revolutionaries.

Budapest

In case of Budapest surveys were made in 
four different venues: Városliget (in District 
XIV), Vérmező, Tabán (both in District I) and 
Hajógyári-sziget (in District III) (Figure 3). 

In Hungary, the first official May Day 
protest was held in Városliget (City Park) 
in 1890, only four years after the violent 
Haymarket affair in Chicago. Since then, 
if possible, all commemorations ended up 
there. Consequently, this venue plays an 
important symbolic role in the history of 
Hungarian trade unions and labour parties. 
After WWII, the ruling socialist party entire-
ly appropriated the event in Hungary. In the 
beginning, it was a small-scale mimicry of 

Soviet celebrations with distant tribunes and 
military parades taking place in the adjacent 
Felvonulási tér (Parade Square). However, 
based on the semiotic analysis of socialist era 
May 1st celebrations, Voigt, V. (1994) points 
out that the Városliget events became more 
and more individualised over the decades 
of state socialism, almost completely losing 
their original meaning and scrupulously 
planned choreographies by the end of the 
1980s. (Nonetheless, according to Voigt, 
these May Day celebrations still attracted 
100,000 to 250,000 people during the 1980s.) 

After 1989, Városliget remained the venue 
of the May 1st events of MSZP (the Hungarian 
Socialist Party, successor of MSZMP, the 
Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party) and 
most of the Hungarian trade union confed-
erations. In spite of the widening range of 
entertainment programmes, this venue still 
preserved its strong political character, inter-
woven with an increasing Kádár era nostal-
gia. At the same time, the number of attend-
ants constantly decreased; throughout the 
past years, even according to the estimation 
of the organisers, it could only mobilise “a 
few thousand” visitors. 

As a counterpart to this traditionally left-
wing and trade union related location, Tabán is 
a pure leisure-oriented venue. This recreational 
green space, situated on the northern slopes of 
Gellért Hill, has always been out of sight from 
the repressive gaze. Thus, partly illegal beat 
and rock concerts were held between 1968 and 
1987. From the mid-1980s, however, it started 
to lose its significance, which eventually led 
to a ten-year hiatus. Since 1997, it is organ-
ised again under the name “Tabán Fesztivál” 
(Tabán Fest), with open-air rock concerts and 
a clear non-political message. Owing to its 
festive and fully apolitical character, this pro-
gramme is more weather-sensitive compared 
to other venues; as a result, the organisers’ es-
timations of the annual number of attendants 
vary between 3,000 and 15,000 people. 

Besides Városliget and Tabán, two smaller 
samples have also been selected in Budapest, 
in order to grasp the high-level political 
fragmentation of post-socialist Hungary. 

Fig. 3. Survey venues in Budapest. 1 = Városliget 
(City Park, small urban wood); 2 = Vérmező (“Field 
of Blood”); 3 = Tabán (so-called “Raitzenstadt”);  
4 = Hajógyári-sziget (Shipyard Island). Source: Design 

by the authors.
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These were the May Day celebrations of 
two relatively new, albeit completely dif-
ferent political parties; Hajógyári Island 
provided the venue for the May 1st events 
of Jobbik, Hungary’s extreme right-wing 
party (founded in 2003), while the green 
liberal party, LMP (Lehet Más a Politika = 
Politics Can Be Different, founded in 2009) 
organised their May Day commemoration on 
Vérmező (Field of Blood). At both locations, 
political speeches were framed with cultural 
programmes and leisure activities, creating 
a bizarre pastiche of protests, political rallies 
and a peculiar festive atmosphere. 

Findings and discussion

The leading hypothesis of the analysis is that 
traditional trade unions draw on a labour 
force that is not part of the modern flexibi-
lisation of labour. The change in society, in 
Germany as well as in Hungary, shapes new 
forms of street protest. First, we assume that 
the traditional mass demonstrations of the 
German trade union confederation (DGB), 
as well as the events of the Hungarian trade 
unions and that of the Hungarian Socialist 
Party (MSZP) do not reach broad parts of the 
actual labour force because their aims, ritu-
als, and protest forms are relicts of a bygone 
era. Second, these traditional mass demon-
strations also do not reach socially excluded, 
unemployed, or disabled people either. 

The study consists of 507 standardised 
mini-interviews (each taking 10 to 15 min-
utes), which were carried out at six venues 
in Berlin and Budapest during May Day 
2011. The selection of the respondents was 
based on random walk technique, with pre-
fixed starting and ending points in the case 
of each venue. The questions were predomi-
nantly focused on the main motives of the 
interviewees to visit that particular event, 
their views on its possible political impact, 
the number of people they were accompa-
nied by, and the amount of time they were 
planning to spend on the event. In addition, 
it was also asked whether or not they were 
always visiting the same venue. Questions 
on age and highest educational attainment 
provided information on the socio-econom-
ic status of the attendants, whereas the de/
politicisation of May Day was supposed to 
be grasped through their membership in 
any trade unions and/or political parties. 
Eventually 287 interviews could be realised 
in Berlin and 220 in Budapest. First similari-
ties and differences are presented in the de-
scriptive statistics (Table 2). 

The two samples vary in regard to demog-
raphy and attitudes. The people interviewed 
in Berlin are younger (t-test value ** p < 0.01) 
and slightly longer educated (t-test value * 
p < 0.05) than the Budapest sample. The dif-
ference regarding the degree of politicisation 
and the level of organisation in trade unions 
is more descriptive. In the Budapest sample, 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the Budapest and the Berlin sample

Indicator
Berlin Budapest

%/Ø n %/Ø n
Age
Years in education
Member of a trade union, %
Member of a political party, %
Motive: cultural framework programme, %
Motive: unionised,%
Motive: political engagement, %
Will the event have a political impact?  %
Size of group* 
Attendance in minutes

38.0 (SD 15.8)
14.0 (SD 3.0)

33.4
16.4
38.7
19.2
21.6
47.0

3.8 (SD 6.8)
261.0 (SD 139.3)

286
287
286
286
286
287
287
285
279
286

44.2 (SD 17.0)
13.4 (SD 2.8)

19.5
15.9
35.0
9.5
42.7
37.7

5.6 (SD 13.8)
266.2 (SD 200.4)

218
217
219
219
220
220
220
219
219
220

*Without the extreme values 300 and 634. Source: Own survey.
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people are more interested in politics and to 
a lesser extent in trade unions, presumably 
because of the abovementioned generally 
weak position of Hungarian trade unions. In 
the Berlin sample, members of trade unions 
are more frequent than members of political 
parties, indicating that May Day is a tradi-
tional trade union event. In Budapest people 
visit the events with more companions than 
in Berlin (t-test value * p < 0.05). The tendency 
towards a higher degree of politicisation in 
Budapest might explain this. Smaller groups 
are an indicator of the higher motivation for 
hedonism in Berlin because people here visit 
MyFest with friends, whereas in Budapest, 
membership in an organisation could be a 
motivation. The higher standard deviation 
of the variables size of group and attendance 
in minutes in Budapest permits such an in-
terpretation. 

A specific affinity of trade union members 
in Berlin to traditional labour issues indicates 
the significant link between the tendency to 
always visit the same venue every year and 
being member of a trade union. Trade un-
ion members more frequently visit the same 
event every year, as a chi-squared test indi-
cates (** p < 0.01). This result shows a kind 
of tradition among organised workers. In 
Budapest this tradition does not exist at the 
same level of intensity as the same test is 
not significant in this case, which could be 
interpreted as another indicator of the im-
mensely fragmented Hungarian trade union 
movement. Concerning the age of members 
of trade unions and non-members participat-
ing in May Day events, a significant differ-
ence exists between these groups in both the 
Berlin and the Budapest sample. 

In both samples, members are older than 
non-members (t-test values Berlin ** p < 0.01; 
Budapest * p < 0.05). These findings corre-
spond with the hypothesis that traditional 
trade unions do not have much to offer to the 
new labour force. Traditional labour organi-
sations experience difficulties in responding 
adequately to the flexibilisation of labour 
markets, and subsequently, do not reach the 
“next generation” of workers. As Hungarian 

trade unions themselves regularly report 
over the past few years, they can only retain 
their otherwise rapidly declining member-
ship numbers by trying to mobilise retired 
members as well (Szabó-Morvai, Á. 2010). 

An analysis of gender and age aspects in 
the Berlin sample shows a coherence be-
tween these two variables and the venue of 
the interview, which leads in the same di-
rection as the results displayed above. On 
the one hand, as expected, the German trade 
union confederation venue is more male (* p 
< 0.05) and older (** p < 0.01). On the other 
hand, MyFest is more female (* p < 0.05) and 
younger (** p < 0.01). These figures make 
clear that young urban milieus prefer a more 
hedonistic May Day event. The connection 
between trade unions and their ideologies 
and the young urban milieu seems to dis-
mantle in Berlin. 

In Budapest, there is a significant connec-
tion between the particular May Day venue 
and gender (** p < 0.01). The event of the ex-
treme right-wing party Jobbik is more male, 
whereas the venues of the open-air music 
festival (Tabán) and the green party (LMP) 
are more female. These findings are affirmed 
by studies of extreme right-wing movements 
in Hungary: according to Bernát, A. et al. 
(2012), the majority of Jobbik voters are male 
(66%), which is different from those of other 
parties that exhibit a larger proportion of 
female voters (56%). Younger generations 
are also overrepresented among them: 25 
per cent of Jobbik sympathisers are under 
30 years of age, and 52 per cent are under 40 
years (Bernát, A. et al. 2012, 361). 

The significant connection between the 
venue of the interview and age (** p < 0.01) 
in Budapest is similar to Berlin. The chi-
squared test indicates that the participants 
of the venue of the socialist party/trade un-
ions are older, in contrast to the visitors to 
the public festival who are younger than sta-
tistically expected. Obviously, the tendency 
is similar in both cities: traditional forms of 
May Day protest only mobilise older people. 
The new milieus of the urban labour markets 
and the disadvantaged and excluded people 
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choose different forms of protest or political 
amusement. The comparative perspective is 
informative in this regard. 

The attitude of the visitors towards the 
venue was measured on a Likert scale with 
eleven items representing opinions and im-
pressions. To construct the attitudinal di-
mensions, a principal component analysis 
was calculated: in both samples, Berlin and 
Budapest, two dimensions are obvious. The 
first component can be interpreted as a di-
mension of “politicisation” because the fac-
tor subsumes active political statements and 
attitudes. The second dimension is a hedon-
istic one, subsuming more pleasure-seeking, 
fun-oriented items. For both cities, the first 
two variables explain about 50 per cent of the 
variance. The two factors are labelled “po-
liticisation” and “hedonism” and function 
as dimensions of attitudes towards the May 
Day venues, which have to be explained. 

Overall four linear regressions were cal-
culated to explain the dimensions of the 
principal component analysis. The descrip-
tive statistics of a range of the independent 
variables included are shown in Table 3. The 
regression model concerning the hedonistic 
dimension in Budapest is not explainable 
due to high levels of autocorrelation as sig-
nified by tolerance measures. This might 
partly be traced back to the bad weather 
conditions on May Day 2011 in Budapest – 
and hence, to the relatively small sample of 
the hedonistic Tabán venue. (As discussed 
above, the open-air programme of Tabán Fest 
is always more weather-sensitive compared 
to the explicitly politicised events of the other 
Budapest venues, which are more likely to at-
tract their usual audiences even under more 
severe weather conditions.) Consequently, 
in the following, the three regressions are 
discussed.

The three regressions on politicisation 
and hedonism in Berlin and Budapest are 
calculated with the same analytical strategy. 
Each regression is composed of four models 
to gauge the different impacts of individual 
variables and context variables on either po-
liticisation or hedonism. The primary func-

tion of the first model (MP1; MH1; MP5) is 
to control for demographic factors. The sec-
ond model (MP2; MH2; MP6) additionally 
includes membership in trade unions and 
political parties, as well as the belief in the 
political impact of the visited event. These 
variables can be subsumed as individual po-
litical factors. The third model (MP3; MH3; 
MP7) adds the personal motives, while the 
fourth model (MP4; MH4; MP8) also includes 
all contextual factors like the geographical 
ones (the venue of the interview), the tempo-
ral ones (the time of the interview) and the 
size of the group. 

In the case of the first regression on the factor 
“politicisation” in Berlin, model one (MP1) ex-
plains only a small part of the variability of the 
degree of politicisation in the sample but age 
is significant (the older, the more politicised). 
Model two (MP2) is far more meaningful ac-
cording to the coefficient of determination. 
Here, the number of years spent in education 
becomes significant; the shorter the education 
was, the more politicised the person is. A possi-
ble explanation for this influence is that the ma-
jority of trade union members are blue-collar 
workers and older in the sample because age 
remains significant. Another indicator for this 
interpretation is the strong significant influence 
of the items “believe in the political impact of 
the event” and “member of a trade union”. 

The second model (MP2) makes explicit that 
older, less educated members of trade unions 
in Berlin are politicised, which means they be-
lieve in the impact of their event. In model three 
(MP3), the strongest impact comes from “politi-
cal motive”. “Years in education” and “political 
impact of the event” remain significant. 

The fourth model (MP4) shows that the 
significant factors are “years in education”, 
“political impact of event”, “motive: cultur-
al framework” (indicating that the speeches 
and music are considered important), “politi-
cal motive”, as well as the context variables 
of “venue” and “interview in the morning”, 
which means the interview was held at the 
DGB demonstration. Thus, the fourth model 
clearly shows that people visiting the DGB 
venue are the most politicised in the Berlin 
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sample, regardless of whether 
they are trade union members 
or not, since “member of a trade 
union” is not significant in the 
model.

The second regression analy-
sis on hedonism in Berlin shows 
only a small impact of demo-
graphic factors (MH1) but age 
is significant (the younger, the 
more hedonistic). As opposed 
to (MP2), model two (MH2) is 
not more meaningful than MH1. 
Membership in a trade union or 
political party does not contrib-
ute much to the explanation of 
hedonism. Even in the third 
model (MH3), age remains the 
most important factor for he-
donism. Visitors plan to go to 
the venue because of the cul-
tural programme. Additionally, 
these hedonists do believe in the 
political impact of the venue. In 
model four (MH4), it becomes 
obvious that membership in a 
political party is a negative pre-
dictor for hedonism. However, 
belief in the political impact 
of the event strengthens the 
hedonistic dimension. Age 
remains important (because 
younger people are more he-
donistic), as does the cultural 
programme and unspecific 
“other matters”. According 
to the regression model, the 
two strongest predictors of 
hedonism are the two context 
variables “venue of interview” 
(which means that visitors of 
MyFest are hedonistic), and at-
tendance in minutes. Here, it 
becomes obvious that hedonists 
stay longer at the event. 

The four models (MP5-
MP8) on “politicisation” in the 
Budapest case show similari-
ties and differences to the Berlin 
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models (MP1-MP4). The first model (MP5) is 
only slightly meaningful but age is significant 
(the older, the more politicised). In the second 
model (MP6), age remains significant (again; 
the older, the more politicised). This has been 
theoretically expected based on the younger 
generations’ general distrust in the political 
sphere and public affairs in Hungary; accord-
ing to Szabó, A. (2011), in 2000, 55 per cent of 
Hungarians aged 15–29 were not interested in 
politics, whereas in 2008, it grew to 60 per cent. 
An indicator for a high degree of politicisation 
in Budapest is the strong significant influence 
of the items “believe in the political impact of 
the event” and “member of a political party”. 

This makes it clear that older members of 
political parties in Budapest are politicised, 
which means they believe in the impact of 
their event. The third model (MP7) makes 
obvious the strong politicisation of parts of 
the population due to the fact that hedonistic 
motives like the cultural fringe events, meet-
ing friends, and a spontaneous decision to go 
to the venue are strong negative predictors. 
The individual political factors “membership 
in a political party” and “believe in the politi-
cal impact of the event” remain significant, 
while age does not. The context model four 
(MP8) displays the influence of the venue; 
Tabán as a cultural festival is an obstacle to 
politicisation. Political motives are not sig-
nificant due to the auto-collinearity of the 
model, i.e. methodological reasons as indi-
cated by the tolerance value. 

Conclusions: Fragmentation and de-
politicisation of labour protest

The nature of labour protest is fundamen-
tally changing. Due to the decline of union 
membership and the flexibilisation of the 
workforce, an erosion of protest is detectable. 
While there is much debate in the literature 
on the reasons for this dramatic downswing, 
there is little empirical work on the motiva-
tions and socio-demographic characteristics 
of participants in protests today. In this pa-
per we explored the motivations of labour 

protesters in Berlin and Budapest. In both cit-
ies we compared traditional, union-oriented 
forms of labour protest as well as new forms 
of festive, more individualised labour pro-
test. Through our empirical research results 
based on structured mini-interviews, we ad-
vanced three interlinked arguments. 

First, a clear fragmentation of labour 
protests in the forms of venues, audienc-
es and protest motivations is observable. 
Apparently, the new conditions of labour in 
times of a flexibilisation of the workforce find 
resonance in the growing differentiation of 
protest. Especially younger generations are 
drawn to new types of festive protest that ad-
dress lifestyle needs like hedonistic consump-
tion (food, music, cultural entertainment). 

Second, newer forms of labour protest 
have a paradoxical effect: on the one hand, 
they are able to mobilise a young, educated 
audience, whereas on the other hand, these 
festive forms of protest clearly draw a much 
more depoliticised crowd that attends for 
reasons of cultural consumption. 

Third, we directed attention towards the 
question of the unemployed and the margin-
alised. In neither of the observed protest ven-
ues – be they old fashioned, unionised labour 
protest or newly redesigned hedonistic pro-
test – are they present. The urban precariat 
consists of a growing section of the labour 
market, yet, it is barely represented in any 
of the Labour Day celebrations today. Hence, 
our empirical results sadly confirm existing 
comparative studies on labour protest and 
the unemployed in Europe (Baglioni, S. et 
al. 2008, 326). The erosion of unionism does 
not automatically lead to new forms of pro-
test by the unemployed. Rather, atomisation 
prevails.
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Introduction and research questions

Migration has severely changed the popu-
lation structure and social fabric of many 
regions in Europe. Especially in recent 
years, many urban but also peripheral, ru-
ral regions in Europe experienced increas-
ing population diversity due to the inflow 
of various groups of migrants, among them 
European free movers, labour migrants from 
third countries and refugees2. Contrary to ur-

ban agglomerations, rural communities often 
have few experiences with diversity. 

In Germany, the huge inflow of refugees 
since 2013 and their redistribution among 
federal states and counties confronted many 
rural municipalities with questions of in-
tegration and diversity for the first time. 
Dealing with those questions we can observe 
a new East-West divide, with the post-social-
ist part of Germany appearing as especially 
hostile, xenophobic and even dangerous for 

1 Technische Universität Chemnitz, Institute for European Studies, Thüringer Weg 9, 09126 Chemnitz, Germany. 
  E-mail: birgit.glorius@phil.tu-chemnitz.de
2 In this article the term “refugee” is used to characterise a person who fled his or her country. The term does 

not reflect the formal status of the fled person in the asylum process.

The challenge of diversity in rural regions: refugee reception in the 
German federal state of Saxony

Birgit GLORIUS 1

Abstract

Recent inflows of asylum seekers and their internal redistribution have confronted many European countries 
with questions of how to integrate the newcomers without neglecting needs, fears and perceptions of the 
resident population. This is especially true for rural regions in East Germany, which has experienced huge 
internal outmigration since the political and economic transformation period following 1989–1990, but which 
never has  been were a destination for international migrants. Based on theoretical approaches from sociol-
ogy and social psychology, the paper analyses local reception conditions, attitudes and perceptions of local 
populations and decision makers in rural regions of the East German federal state of Saxony, following the 
research question of how individual and group related attitudes develop and how those are reflected and 
responded to by public decision makers. Findings suggest that the migration history and the political and 
economic development are important context factors for the understanding of local reception conditions. 
Lacking experiences with diversity, combined with the involuntariness of refugee allocation, provides for a 
hostile environment and xenophobic behaviour. On the other hand, the opportunity to experience first-hand 
contacts to migrants in the neighbourhood can support the acculturation process and subsequently change 
public attitudes towards migrants and refugees. The perception of relative deprivation, which is found specifi-
cally in vulnerable groups in the context of transformation situations, can result in destructive attitudes and 
can jeopardize democratic processes and puts public representatives under pressure. The paper concludes 
that the challenge to integrate refugees could bring forward general debates about social cohesion and might 
furthermore fuel processes of institutional adaptation and social innovation. In order to maintain social peace, 
it recommends the empowerment of local actors in rural regions to take over a leading role in local discourses, 
actively support civic engagement and fight the effects of destructive discourses.

Keywords: diversity, migration, refugee reception, Pegida, rural regions, East Germany
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foreigners. A longitudinal study on the re-
ception culture in Germany revealed that 
recently almost every second East German 
citizen believes that immigrants are not wel-
come in Germany, while in West Germany, 
this perception is found in one third of the 
population (Bertelsman Foundation 2015, 
16). As those differences were not found 
in earlier versions of the survey, it can be 
assumed that East and West Germany are 
developing in different directions concern-
ing the willingness and ability to develop a 
welcoming reception environment for im-
migrants.

Differences regarding the openness to-
wards immigrants can be found through-
out Europe. The European Eurobarometer-
survey shows differing perceptions concern-
ing immigration in accordance to age and so-
cial status. Negative and hostile perceptions 
were especially frequent in older age groups 
and in those groups with low social status 
(European Commision 2015, 151). Thus, the 
socio-economic and age profile of regions 
may serve as part of an explanatory frame for 
the analysis of diverging reception cultures.

In Germany, regional differences are not 
only found in perceptions towards immi-
grants, but also in practices like for example 
criminal attacks against foreigners or refu-
gee accommodations. Police statistics cover-
ing the year 2015 revealed a high number of 
criminal assaults against refugee accommo-
dations in most East German federal states. 
In Saxony, with a share of 5 per cent at the 
total population and accommodating 6 per 
cent of asylum seekers, there occurred more 
than one tenth of all incidents against refugee 
accommodations in 2015 (Jansen, F. 2016).

Several factors are currently debated as 
an explanation for those obvious differenc-
es. First, there are considerable differences 
concerning experiences with heterogeneity, 
which is due to the different immigration 
histories of the two German states. Also, the 
experience of political, economic and social 
transformation in East Germany seems to 
play a role. Particularly for inhabitants of 
rural areas in East Germany, the transfor-

mation period was associated with various 
losses. Experiences of personal loss (such 
as the loss of employment and social status 
or loss of social networks due to outmigra-
tion of family members) mingled with the 
(perceived) disconnection from economic 
and social progress, which also included the 
dismantling of public infrastructure. Those 
processes of “peripheralisation” particularly 
hit the more vulnerable segments of rural 
populations, such as the elderly, the poorly 
educated and the unemployed and poor 
people (Laschewski, L. 2009; Leibert, T. and 
Golinski, S. 2017). 

Another argument is the persisting stance 
from socialist times not to be a self-deter-
mined subject, but rather a victim of state 
intervention. This attitude prevents a reflec-
tion on creative possibilities of the self and 
promotes the retreat into private life, political 
abstinence and a general mistrust of public 
institutions and political actors (Hilsberg, S. 
2015).

This paper takes off from those principal 
considerations in order to explore the per-
ceptions and practices of refugee reception 
in a post-socialist rural part of Germany. 
The paper discusses explanations concern-
ing the development of xenophobia and 
analyses how notions of xenophobia trans-
fer into practice of both residents and public 
authorities. 

Following the introduction, in section 2 
the paper will elaborate explanatory ap-
proaches on integration, acculturation and 
xenophobia and give an overview on exist-
ing research concerning migration, integra-
tion and diversity in rural regions. Section 3 
introduces the case study region in terms of 
economic and population development and 
migration history as an explanatory frame 
for the empirical research. Section 4 reports 
on the research methodology and the main 
findings, which are finally discussed and 
generalized in section 5. The paper draws 
on statistical material and case studies which 
the author and co-workers carried out in the 
federal state of Saxony in the course of the 
years 2015 and 2016.
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Migration and integration in rural regions 
– explanatory approaches and empirical 
evidence

Explanatory approaches on integration, accul-
turation and xenophobia

Dealing with the question of preparedness of 
local communities for the reception of inter-
national migrants, it is important to consider 
the two-sidedness of the integration process, 
affecting migrants as well as members of the 
host society. Historical key approaches from 
integration research like the race-relations-
cycle focus on the role of newcomers and the 
steps they have to take in order to become a 
full member of the host society (Park, R. and 
Burgess, E.W. 1921; Taft, R. 1957). Integra-
tion is seen as a multi-step process, which 
provides for a gradual approach to different 
segments of the host society until full assimi-
lation. At the same time a gradual alienation 
from the society of origin occurs. More recent 
approaches suggest the alternative of simul-
taneous integration in societies of origin and 
arrival and the development of transnational 
identities (Pries, L. 1997; Welsch, W. 1999). 
In addition, the integration of migrants into 
the host society is no longer equated to as-
similation, but it is rather conceptualized 
as equal participation, while the migrants’ 
different characteristics and cultures are ac-
cepted by the host society. But even those 
approaches lack the perspective on the host 
society’s characteristics and the designation 
of factors that enable, promote or hinder the 
integration of foreigners. 

The requirements of intercultural under-
standing are addressed in approaches from 
cross-cultural psychology. In Redfield et al.’s 
acculturation approach, acculturation is de-
scribed as a bundle of phenomena “which 
result when groups of individuals having 
different cultures come into continuous 
first-hand contact, with subsequent changes 
in the original culture patterns of either or 
both groups“ (Redfield, R. et al. 1936, 149). 
Thus, basic elements of the acculturation pro-
cess are contact (continuous and first-hand), 

reciprocal influence and change. Berry, J.W. 
(2006) furthermore stresses the contextual 
configurations of acculturation, considering 
the diversity of the reception society and its 
acculturation strategies as well as the vol-
untariness of migration. Reflecting those 
approaches, we can hypothesize that the 
host society’s constitution in terms of socio-
economic situation, demographic develop-
ment and migration history will influence 
integration and acculturation processes. In 
addition to the experience of heterogeneity, 
the socio-economic situation of the specific 
locality must be considered in order to de-
scribe differences in the ability to integrate.

For a better understanding of the dynam-
ics and quality of inter-group-relations, ap-
proaches from social psychology are help-
ful which focus on social group identity. 
Following Tajfel, H. and Turner, J.C. (1986), 
social identity is the “part of an individual’s 
self-conception derived from the perceived 
membership in a relevant social group“. 
Social identity theory predicts intergroup 
behaviour considering perceptions of group 
status differences, legitimacy and stability 
of those differences and the ability to move 
from one group to another group. 

The development of negative dynamics in 
inter-group-relations is correlated with the 
endangerment of status devaluation, for ex-
ample in the context of social or economic 
transformation processes. In those situations, 
social groups may react with active degrada-
tion of groups which are perceived to rank 
lower, or because of a perceived competi-
tion in the context of social benefit alloca-
tion. This mechanism is also referred to as 
relative deprivation (Pettigrew, T.F. 2001). 
This approach appears to be especially suit-
able for the analysis of intergroup relations in 
transformation situations. Several empirical 
studies show correlations between relative 
deprivation and the development of right 
wing attitudes in various European countries 
(Heitmeyer, W. 2010; Küpper, B. and Zick, 
A. 2010). 

Regarding the general openness towards 
foreigners, the form of nationhood seems to 
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play a crucial role. Especially, the “ethnic” 
type of national feeling was found to corre-
late with features of xenophobia, (Hjerm, M. 
1998) while the “civic” type produced a great-
er openness towards heterogeneous societies 
and furthermore correlated with a higher 
level of institutional legitimacy (Billiet, J.  
et al. 2003; Ceobanu, A.M. and Escandell, X. 
2008). Several authors discuss the prevalence 
of the “ethnic” type of national belonging in 
post-socialist societies due to specific histori-
cal paths into nationhood, which might be 
object to challenge and change during the 
European integration process (Smith, A.D. 
1991; White, G.W. 2000; Hjerm, M. 2003).

Empirical evidence on integration and diversity 
in rural regions

Empirical research results on the effects of 
rural society structures and infrastructures 
on the integration of foreigners are scarce. 
In Germany, Hoffmeyer-Zlotnik, J. (2000) 
used the data of the German General Social 
Survey (ALLBUS) 1996 with a total of 3,290 
interviewees to determine the influence of 
the settlement structure on attitudes against 
foreigners. His findings show that discrimi-
natory positions are mainly influenced by 
education, age and existing contact with 
foreigners. People with high education, pre-
vious contacts to foreigners and low age dis-
played the least discrimination tendencies. 
Regarding regional differences, Hoffmeyer-
Zlotnik, J. (2000) showed that the discrimi-
nation of foreigners in cities is lower than in 
the countryside, while discriminatory atti-
tudes were generally higher in East Germany 
than in the west of the country. 

Nadler, R. et al. (2010) studied internation-
al migration into peripheral rural regions, fo-
cusing on the specific potential international 
immigration could have for the development 
and competitiveness of rural regions. Using 
empirical case study material from the West 
German Saar region and the East of Saxony, 
they focused on the attitudes and experiences 
of international migrants and their reflec-

tions of integration and acceptance in rural 
settlements. 

They differentiated two groups of interna-
tional migrants in terms of migration moti-
vation and lifestyle: career oriented migrants 
on the one hand, and family life oriented 
migrants on the other. The group of highly 
skilled and career-oriented migrants report-
ed a strong distance between themselves 
and rural German neighbours; as a reason, 
they identified less their foreign origin than 
their higher education and cosmopolitanism, 
which divided them from their rural neigh-
bours and sometimes led to retreat of the 
latter (Nadler, R. et al. 2010, 115). The group 
of family oriented migrants often showed 
more active efforts to integrate and had more 
everyday interactions with rural German in-
habitants. They reported discriminatory ex-
periences, particularly if they showed visible 
cultural differences, like wearing a headscarf. 
Some reported that due to the widespread ru-
ral poverty, they would rather hide their own 
(good) economic status for not arousing envy 
among the locals (ibid. 116). Nadler, R. et al. 
(2010) conclude that positive effects of inter-
national migration in rural areas can only oc-
cur if newly arriving migrants manage to be-
come firmly rooted in the social community.

A recent locality study by Roos, U.M. (2016) 
on migration and integration of foreigners in 
the rural town of Merzig in the German Saar-
Region compared the attitudes towards inte-
gration, xenophobia and heterogeneity among 
local residents with and without migration bi-
ography. Roos, U.M. (2016) revealed that the 
positive attitudes against foreigners correlated 
with the intensity of intergroup-connections 
in the direct neighbourhood, personal pri-
vate contacts and contacts at the workplace. 
Generalizing from her empirical results, she 
concluded that intercultural contacts and 
neighbourly relations have a strong positive 
influence on integration processes in rural 
settlements. Furthermore, she stressed the 
significance of key persons (such as mayors, 
teachers and so forth) for the development of 
public attitudes, as they are strongly accepted 
as role models in rural societies. 
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Also a number of policy oriented studies on 
integration practices in rural settlements con-
firm the results elaborated above, notably that 
rural settlement structures lead to a higher de-
gree of social control; that exclusionary prac-
tices against newcomers and the perception of 
cultural differences are strong; and that there 
is a lack of ethnic networks, interculturally 
trained professionals or differentiated inte-
gration structures which could support inte-
gration (cp. Miksch, J. and Schwier, A. 2000; 
Schader-Stiftung 2011; Gruber, M. 2013). 
Furthermore, all studies stress the role of key 
persons for the local integratory climate. The 
publicly displayed personal attitude of the 
mayor, the teacher or the local priest towards 
immigration and foreigners can significantly 
influence the public climate and, thus, form 
an important basis for acceptance and integra-
tion of foreigners in local societies. 

The federal state of Saxony as source and 
destination of migration

In the following section the paper will briefly 
describe the socio-demographic development 
of the case study region since 1989/90 in order 
to empirically frame the analysis of reception 
and integration practices and the social con-
flicts arising from the arrival of asylum seekers.

Internal migration and demographic decline

The federal state of Saxony already experi-
enced population losses prior to the transfor-
mation period, but since the political revolu-
tion of 1989, the outflow increased tremen-
dously. Between 1990 and 1993, more than 
400,000 people left Saxony, which makes 8.5 
per cent of its 4.7 million inhabitants. Be-
tween 1990 and 2013, the population number 
decreased by 15 per cent, due to emigration 
and declining birth numbers (4.7 million to 
4.0 million) (StBA 2014).3 Emigration was 
3 Between 2013 and 2016, the population slightly 

increased from 4,046,385 to 4,084,851, mainly due to 
net migration gains of foreign population.

highly segregated by age, education and gen-
der, leading to an extended peripheralisation 
process of geographically remote and rural 
regions. While mostly younger and better 
educated people (among them a high pro-
portion of women) left, the remaining popu-
lation represented growing proportions of el-
derly, unemployed and less educated people, 
who faced an ongoing downsizing process 
of public infrastructure and a stagnation of 
economic development (Glorius, B. 2015, 26) 
(Photo 1 and 2). 

Those processes proceeded with high re-
gional variation (Figure 1). Especially remote 
areas and de-industrializing regions experi-
enced a population loss of up to one quarter of 
their population and a continuing outmigra-
tion. The age-selectivity of outmigration and 
the constantly low birth rates simultaneously 
led to a sharp increase of the average age. 
Notably the counties in the Erzgebirge moun-
tains along the Czech border as well as in the 
district of Bautzen and in parts of the rural 
core of Saxony are strongly ageing. Thus, e.g. 
the municipality of Johanngeorgenstadt in the 
southern Erzgebirge lost more than half of its 
population between 1990 and 2013; the aver-
age age increased by 13.6 years to 51.1 years 
in the same time. 

International migrants in Saxony

The former German Democratic Republic 
(GDR) had a low level of internationaliza-
tion. The immigration regime mainly provid-
ed for temporary labour migration without 
possibilities to stay for good; also students 
and scientists from other socialist countries 
lived in the GDR, as well as small numbers 
of political refugees and migrants who ar-
rived due to marriage with a GDR citizen. 
In 1989 a total of 190,400 foreigners (1% of 
the total population) lived in the GDR, of 
which 93,568 were contract workers (Bade, 
K. and Oltmer, J. 2004, 95). For comparison, 
the share of foreign population in the former 
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) was 8 
per cent at the end of the 1980s.
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Photo 1. Abandoned school building in a small town in Saxony. Photo by Glorius, B.

Photo 2. Empty shops in a provincial town center, Saxony. Photo by Glorius, B.
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In the beginning of the 1990s the immigra-
tion dynamics to Germany changed drasti-
cally and, thus, also touched the new federal 
states which were reunited with the western 
part at October 3rd 1990: There was a huge 
inflow of asylum seekers (ca. 1 million from 
1991–1993) – especially refugees from the 
Balkan wars (ca. 290,000 from 1991–1993) –, 
resettlement migration of ethnic Germans 
from Eastern Europe (ca. 850,000 from 1990–
1992, and around 2 million from 1990–1999) as 
well as arrivals of Jewish quota refugees from 
the former Soviet Union (28,462 in 1991–1992) 
(Haug, S. and Schimany, P. 2005; BAMF 2014). 
All those groups had in common that they 
could not settle at free choice, but they were 
distributed under the paradigm of burden 
sharing among and within the German feder-
al states. This is also the case regarding newly 
arriving asylum seekers, of which the federal 
state of Saxony – according to the national dis-
tribution key “Königsteiner Schlüssel” – has 
to accommodate 5.1 per cent (BAMF 2016, 13).

A further group of international migrants 
residing in Saxony are European free movers. 
Their numbers increased significantly since the 
new EU member states gained full freedom of 
residence. Due to Saxony’s location bordering 
Poland and the Czech Republic, there are sig-
nificant immigration numbers from those two 
countries. But also the number of migrants 
from Southern European EU-member states 
has increased since those countries are facing 
financial and economic crises. Lastly, there is 
a considerable number of international stu-
dents residing in Saxony on a temporary basis. 
Summing up those groups, the federal state of 
Saxony hosted around 164,000 foreigners in 
the end of 2015, which represented 4 per cent 
of its total population (Table 1).

Refugee reception, distribution and accommoda-
tion in Saxony

Since the changes of the Federal Law of Asy-
lum in 1993, the number of incoming asylum 
seekers and asylum applications had been 
steadily decreasing and reached levels of ca. 
20,000 in the beginning of the cs 2000s. Due to 
increasing conflicts in the Near East and the 
constant inflow of refugees over the Mediter-
ranean in the 2000s, countries of arrival like 
Italy were facing severe reception and accom-
modation problems and refugees started to 
move onwards, for example to Germany. 
Since 2014, refugees from the West Balkans 
and those travelling over the Balkan route hes 
led to quickly increasing arrival numbers of 
asylum seekers in Germany. While in 2014, 
there were ca. 174,000 first time asylum appli-
cations in Germany, this number increased to 
about 442,000 in 2015, but the arrival numbers 
prior to registration and asylum application 
were estimated around one million for the 
same year (BAMF 2016, 7). As the federal of-
fice for migration and refugees fell behind in 
the registration and application procedures, 
the number of asylum applications was still 
increasing in the years 2016 (ca. 722,000 first 
time applications) and 2017, even though the 
number of arriving asylum seekers dropped 
since the closure of the Balkan route in March 
2016 (BAMF 2017a).

After crossing the German border, asylum 
seekers are registered by the federal police 
and then distributed over the federal states 
according to their shares of total population 
and economic situation (BAMF 2016, 13). The 
federal state of Saxony has to accommodate 
5.1 per cent of all newly arriving asylum seek-
ers, which made 6,030 persons in 2014, 27,180 

Table 1. Main groups of foreigners in Saxony between 2013 and 2015
Population groups 2013 2014 2015

Total population
Foreign population, of which 

EU free movers
asylum seekers
international students

4,046,385
106,663
37,147
5,663

13,610

4,049,504
123,648
43,561
11,163
15,472

4,084,851
164,230
50,182
32,201
16,611

Source: Der Sächsische Ausländerbeauftragte 2015, 130; 2016, 152.
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in 2015 and 23,661 in 2016 (measured in terms 
of first asylum applications; see BAMF 2017b, 
5). Among the federal states, refugees are 
again distributed over the counties accord-
ing to population share. Figure 2 displays 
the distribution of asylum seekers in coun-
ties and cities of the federal state of Saxony 
in February 2015 and shows that practically 
every region is touched. However, the pro-
portion of asylum seekers within the total 
population still is quite moderate, mostly 
varying between one and two percent. 

Since 2013, counties and towns in Saxony 
agreed on a desegregation strategy, aiming 
to provide individual accommodations for 
about 50 per cent of all asylum seekers. After 
arriving from the federal first reception facil-
ity, asylum seekers usually spend a couple of 
weeks in a collective facility of the county or 
town. Then they are allocated to individual 
apartments, which are preferably offered to 
families with children, but also to groups of 
individuals. However, the implementation 
of this strategy varies considerably between 
counties and towns, which is (among other 
reasons) due to the differing availability of 
adequate housing facilities (Figure 3). 

Refugee reception and the challenge of 
diversity in rural regions of Saxony – 
methodology and findings

Research methodology

Since the year 2015, the author has been car-
rying out fieldwork in rural municipalities in 
Saxony in order to explore commonalities and 

differences in the reception situation, the in-
teractions between asylum seekers and local 
population and the public discourses evolv-
ing around the reception of asylum seekers. 
The research design consists of a mixed meth-
ods approach, containing expert interviews 
with politicians, administration profession-
als, social workers and teachers for migrants, 
focused interviews with migrants, as well as 
participant observation and the analysis of ad-
ministrative bulletins, newspaper articles and 
social media blogs. The following elaborations 
display results from a first series of interviews 
(Table 2) concentrating on the management of 
reception and accommodation procedures, in-
tegration practices, personal experiences and 
underlying problems. 

The experts were found in the counties 
“Meissen” and “Landkreis Leipzig”, while 
other county officials refused to take part in 
the study, due to time constraints, but also 
because of the high level of public attention 
for the topic and possible negative conse-
quences for their daily work. Interviews 
followed a common structure, using an in-
terview guide which contained the main 
topics of interest, which were the geneal-
ogy of refugee reception, the constellation 
of actors in the field, specific challenges and 
problems and an assessment of local integra-
tion potentials. The interview guide ensured 
the comparative character of the interviews 
and at the same time left enough room for 
the interviewee to express additional issues. 
The interviews were taped, transcribed and 
analysed via thematic content analysis. 

The main aim of the analysis was to find 
commonalities and divergences in the local 
practices and strategies of refugee reception 

Table 2. Characterisation of interviewees
Type of interviewee and field of expertise Date of the interview Code

Mayor
Mayor
County representative, social affairs
Housing administration, social worker
German teacher for young asylum seekers
Asylum seeker

26.05.2015
28.05.2015
28.05.2015
03.06.2015
08.02.2016
10.06.2016

#E1
#E2
#E3
#E4
#E5
#M1

Source: Own data.
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and the development of local discourses. 
Special interest was given to the question, 
how the experts’ perception of local discours-
es influenced their professional activities and 
decisions regarding the management of refu-
gee reception. For further validation of the 
arguments, data from two interviews with 
a teacher and a young asylum seeker were 
integrated in this elaboration. They were 
drawn in the context of a study on integra-
tion of refugee youth into vocational schools 
in the county “Erzgebirgskreis.”4 

Diversity and xenophobia in discourse and 
practice

Rural populations such as in the case study 
regions in rural Saxony appear to have little 
experience with diversity. Migration expe-
riences mainly consist of the huge internal 
outflow, which – due to its selectivity – left 
behind local populations with high levels 
of ageing, unemployment and other social 
problems (Dornbusch, R. and Wolf, H.C. 
1994; Glorius, B. 2010; Cudny, W. 2012). In 

4 All interviews were held in German and were later 
translated into English.

those local populations, outdated patterns of 
thought and behaviour from socialist times 
persisted to a large extend, such as the con-
tradictory behaviour towards international 
migrants: During socialist times, the presence 
of labour migrants was justified with the ob-
ligation of international socialist solidarity 
with countries such as Poland, Vietnam and 
Cuba, while in everyday-life migrants from 
those countries were living segregated and 
under strict control of security police. Con-
tacts between locals and foreigners were rare 
and not supported by the state, who suspect-
ed that migrants from more liberal socialist 
states such as Poland might bring counter-
revolutionary ideas into the country. This 
brought forward manifold stereotypes and 
accusations, which were reflected by the daily 
press and, thus, legitimated xenophobic and 
racist stereotypes of the resident population. 
In relative absence of foreigners, racist stereo-
types were never reflected and, thus, remain 
stable even in the higher strata of today’s East 
German society (Münch, S. 2013). 

This argumentation can be found in the ex-
pert interviews, as in the following quote from 
an interview with the mayor of a county town, 
who is explaining (and excusing) the negative 
reactions of some locals against refugees:

Fig. 3. Asylum seekers in Saxony per type of accommodation, February 2015, 2017. *Sächsische Schweiz – 
Osterzgebirge. Source: Federal Statistical Office, Federal County Board. Own design.
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 “They rarely have experiences with foreigners. On 
holidays, yes, then I go to the bazaar, there is bustle, 
it’s loud, there are exotic smells, but I definitely don’t 
want to have this at home in front of my doorstep.” 
(Mayor #E2) 

Also in other interviews there was a ten-
dency to excuse or “naturalize” xenophobic 
behaviour of the local population, like in the 
following quote from a teacher of an inte-
gration class for young asylum seekers, who 
reflects her experiences doing fieldtrips with 
her students: 

“I also do fieldtrips with larger groups even though 
we are being recognized in the bus and in the train 
and sometimes we annoy people. The students don‘t 
do any harm, but if I am showing up with a group, 
and there are ten coloured students who raise all 
attention, then you experience just the normal life 
here, so sometimes you are harrassed and shouted 
at.“ (Teacher #E5)

Also the asylum seekers witness nega-
tive reactions of locals, starting with nega-
tive non-verbal and verbal reactions up to 
vandalism against their accommodation and 
personal attacks:

 “Many people just approach me and ask ‘What 
do you want here? Why don’t you leave?’ and you 
can do nothing about it. (…) They say, this is not 
my home, and that I receive money without doing 
anything for it, and I don’t want to explain myself 
all the time.” (Asylum Seeker #M1). 

After this interviewee’s accommodation 
was attacked several times, he addressed the 
mayor of the town, who suggested to move 
to another town, where people might be less 
hostile.

Those xenophobic discourses and practices 
as described above are embedded into a dis-
coursive frame that plays down daily racism, 
so that it appears as “normal” and justified 
behaviour. In this context, the attitudes and 
public gestures of local key persons such 
as mayors, school directors or priests play 
a crucial role for the development of local 
attitudes and practices. The passivity which 
was displayed by the interviewed experts in 
those municipalities hinders a reflection of 

xenophobic attitudes and even prepare the 
ground for harsh xenophobic and anti-islam-
ic reactions and racist assaults. 

Xenophobia without foreigners and the impor-
tance of first hand contact

Following J.W. Berry’s (2006) argumenta-
tion, continuous first-hand contact is crucial 
for the acculturation process. Asylum seekers 
who are located in large compounds have 
difficulties to achieve first hand contacts with 
locals, apart from contact with integration 
professionals or NGOs. Analysing the insti-
tutional strategies for the accommodation 
of asylum seekers in rural municipalities, 
the strategy of decentralized refugee hous-
ing is framed in a twofold way: Whereas on 
the one hand, the argumentation follows  
Berry and stresses the greater ease to get into 
daily contact and, thus, create a higher level 
of acceptance – and of mutual support –, de-
centralization is also pursued to prevent the 
stigmatization of neighbourhoods or draw 
the attention of right wing radicals. 

According to the author’s observations 
and interviews, the actual experience of liv-
ing side by side with a foreign family indeed 
stimulates contact, understanding and mu-
tual help. Especially in the smaller towns 
with scarce or no social infrastructure, there 
are German neighbours who call in and try 
to solve administrative issues for the asylum 
seekers, as an interviewee (social worker #E5) 
reports. According to her opinion, this be-
haviour is closely connected to the tradition 
of mutual help, especially in the remote vil-
lages, and the newcomers are not excluded 
from this tradition. 

On the other hand, in the absence of for-
eigners, racist stereotypes are produced and 
reproduced on the basis of rumours spread-
ing through printed and social media. This 
becomes evident in the following quote re-
flecting a town meeting prior to the alloca-
tion of asylum seekers and the attitudes that 
were displayed by the local population dur-
ing the public discussion: 
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“Sometimes I find it very difficult to understand 
where those fears come from, it’s actually the fear of 
the unknown. Because if you get to ask more deeply, 
there has never been any contact with refugees. It is a 
fear of something which is completely unknown. For 
me, personally, this is always difficult to understand” 
(Social worker #E4). 

This quote indicates that the observed pub-
lic reactions might not (only) be based on rac-
ist motives, but on the anticipation of changes 
in the local environment which might have 
negative consequences for the own way of liv-
ing. Those fears develop on the basis of stereo-
types about the cultural otherness of the new-
comers, including assumptions on deviating 
ways of living that could disturb one’s own 
lifestyle, for example because of noise, unusu-
al smells or formerly unknown use of public 
spaces. During the public meetings, however, 
those individual stereotypes are collectively 
reinforced. Quite frequently, following the 
interviewees and participant observation re-
sults, town meetings in the context of asylum 
seeker allocations are infiltrated by right-wing 
activists, who use populist methods to raise 
public resistance and provoke aggressive and 
racist remarks. In the observed cases, public 
officials failed to develop a proactive and 
deescalating communication strategy which 
could support a rational discourse among lo-
cal inhabitants. This is all the more problem-
atic when one considers the discourse leading 
role of key persons in rural communities.

The effects of relative deprivation

The correlation between deprivation and ex-
treme right-wing attitude has been repeatedly 
described and confirmed in empirical studies. 
The increase of extreme right-wing attitudes 
is contextualised with a perceived or actually 
experienced social decline – not only in post-
socialist Germany, but also in neighbouring 
European countries (Heitmeyer, W. 2010; 
Küpper, B. and Zick, A. 2010). The percep-
tion of relative deprivation is found to result 
in a destructive attitude against democratic 
principles and institutions and leads to the re-

jection of social groups that are perceived as 
being different. Social groups suffering from 
relative deprivation frequently feel attracted 
by authoritarian, chauvinist or right-wing 
extremist ideas (Heitmeyer, W. 1997; Endri-
kat, K. et al. 2002; Schmidt, M.G. et al. 2003). 
Indeed empirical studies find differences 
between East and West Germans, with the 
East Germans more strongly tending towards 
chauvinist, racist and social-darwinist atti-
tudes and propagating authoritarian regimes 
(Decker, O. et al. 2014, 35) (Table 3).

A survey on the participants of the xeno-
phobic “Pegida5” movement found even 
higher right wing extremist, chauvinist and 
xenophobic attitudes than in the total of the 
East German population (Daphy, P. et al. 2015, 
29). The study also found very high levels of 
distrust against all sorts of public institutions, 
political actors and the media (ibid. 27). 

During the expert interviews, political 
and administrative actors expressed their 
awareness of the fact that public distrust 
can threaten their own legitimacy as public 
representatives. Consequently, they devel-
oped a strategy to cope with public distrust 
and tried to create as much transparency as 
possible prior to the refugee assignment. As 
the distribution of refugees affects different 
levels of governance and as the registration 
and application procedure dropped behind 
the inflow of refugees during the year 2015, 
the municipalities – as the last link in the 
administrative chain – were frequently left 
mal-informed on details of those refugees 
that were allocated to their municipality. 
Neither were they informed about exact 
numbers, nor about special needs, or about 
cultural, ethnic or religious characteristics. 

As the people in charge knew how impor-
tant transparency is for a trustful relationship 
between local populations and legislation, 
they organized information meetings prior 
to the arrival of refugees. However, this was 
not effective as they had no details to tell, as 
this mayor explains: 
5 „Pegida“ stands for „Patriotische Europäer gegen die 

Islamisierung des Abendlandes“ / “Patriotic Europeans 
against the islamisation of the western world“.
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“I have no problem to step in front of the masses 
and tell them ‘that’s how it is, that’s we have to go 
through‘, but when I am asked ‘Who is actually com-
ing?’, and I say ‘I don’t know!’ – you can say that 
once, but at the second or third occasion, you lose 
your credibility” (Mayor #E1).

A further aspect covered by relative depri-
vation theory is the fact that the newly arriv-
ing refugees enlarge the population entitled 
for social benefits. This results in distribution 
conflicts of social goods of limited availabil-
ity, like social housing, and, thus, scales up 
social envy. The interviewees in the present 
case study contextualize this fact with the 
general social problematics in their county, 
which resulted from economic transforma-
tion and public cutbacks. The new conflict on 
social benefits for refugees is just one more 
example of social deprivation in the eyes of 
those social groups who perceive themselves 
as losers of the transformation: 

 “That’s why I say, we don’t have problems be-
cause of the asylum seekers, but because of the gener-
al social problematics.” (County representative #E3). 

Even though only parts of the local popu-
lations are actually deprived, the perception 
of being disadvantaged against a group of 
newcomers and the question if the needs of 
those newcomers are legitimate or not pre-
pares the ground for hostile discourses and 
concomitant racist activities.

Conclusion

Summing up, this paper addressed the ques-
tion of preparedness for the challenges of 
heterogeneity in regions and populations for-

merly untouched by international migration. 
It deals with the case of refugee accommo-
dation in the federal state of Saxony, which 
is largely characterized by remote regions 
that underwent a peripheralisation process 
during the last decades due to population 
losses. In a naïve sense, those regions have 
plenty of space for newly arriving migrants. 
But are they ready to respond to the chal-
lenge of diversity? The paper drew on theo-
ries from social psychology to explain inter-
group behaviour, like acculturation theory, 
social identity theory and relative depriva-
tion approach. Also, it gave an overview on 
existing (but scarce) empirical evidence on 
migration and integration in rural regions. 
Many of the findings from those studies and 
of the hypotheses drawn from the theoreti-
cal elaborations could be supported by the 
presented results.

Relative deprivation theory helped to 
understand the development of right wing 
extremist attitudes, combined with a decreas-
ing legitimacy of public institutions. Social 
groups fighting against deprivation were 
confirmed in their distrust and their “other-
ness” by the experience of mal-information 
on arriving refugees and by perceiving refu-
gees as social group inferior to them, albeit 
competing for social support. Low intercul-
tural competence and xenophobic reactions 
could be explained with the historical context 
of a homogeneous society where heterogene-
ity was officially denied. Also missing first 
hand contact serves as explanation for exist-
ing fears and xenophobic reactions, and the 
historical context of nation building and na-
tional belonging might reinforce the concept 
of ethnic homogeneity and, thus, oppose the 
settlement of strangers. As earlier findings 

Table 3. Right wing and extremist attitudes in East and West Germany in 2014 in per cent
Attitudes Total East* West**

Advocacy of dictatorships
Chauvinism
Xenophobia
Antisemitism
Social darwinism
Derogation of national socialism

3.6
13.6
18.1
5.1
2.9
2.2

5.6
15.8
22.4
4.5
4.6
1.2

3.1
13.0
17.0
5.2
2.5
2.5

*N = 503, **N = 1,929. Source: Decker, O. et al. 2014.
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on rural regions suggested, the crucial role 
of key persons in shaping local discourses 
on integration were also found in this case 
study. Unfortunately, in the discussed local 
examples, the passive role of key persons 
supported the spreading of rumours and 
enforcement of xenophobic stereotypes and 
offered right-wing activists an entry gate 
for taking over local discourses. In the rel-
evant cases, right-wing activists not only 
acted openly on town meetings, but also had 
massive influence in local networks which 
formed in social media. 

In generalized terms, those findings may be 
relevant also for other parts of post-socialist 
Europe, which are simultaneously struggling 
to cope with the effects of economic transfor-
mation and with the adaptation towards a 
more civic nationhood model in the course of 
EU integration and societal modernization. 
In this context, the recent arrival of asylum 
seekers appears to have a catalyst role, by 
highlighting existing societal conflicts that so 
far were not openly addressed. Pending tasks 
concerning the integration of refugees could 
bring forward necessary debates about social 
cohesion and might furthermore fuel process-
es of institutional adaptation and social inno-
vation. However, in order to maintain social 
peace, local actors in rural regions must be 
empowered to take over a leading role in local 
discourses, actively support civic engagement 
and fight the effects of destructive discourses.
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Introduction

Due to its serious consequences on man-
kind, there is a need to assess the effects of 
climate change in a more complex way. The 
changes of climate have spatial variations 
and affect the various countries and regions 
differently (Glantz, M.H. 1995; O’Brien, K.L. 
and Leichenko, R.M. 2000; Lobell, D.B. et al. 
2011), therefore, policy-makers on the sub-
national level need decision support tools 
which are able to summarize the situation 
of their regions in a simple and effective way 
(Hanger, S. et al. 2013). One of these tools can 
be the usage of global climate vulnerability 
indices which appeared in the last decade 
such as the Global Climate Risk Index from 

Germanwatch (https://germanwatch.org 
2006) or the ND-GAIN index from the Uni-
versity of Notre Dame (http://www.gain.org 
2014). While they have a solid scientific back-
ground, they are not suitable for supporting 
policy-making and other related tasks (de 
Sherbinin, A. 2014). 

To achieve this goal, the scale of the cli-
mate vulnerability analysis must be reduced 
to regional, sub-regional or local level. In re-
cent years the modelling of climate change 
and its effects had a leap forward in terms 
of spatial resolution which enables deeper 
understanding of the effects from the view-
point of the environment, economy and so-
ciety (Fowler, H.J. et al. 2007; Christensen, 
J.H. et al. 2007; Mearns, L.O. et al. 2009; Jacob, 
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Geographical analysis of climate vulnerability at a regional scale:  
The case of the Southern Great Plain in Hungary
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Abstract

This paper provides an example for regional scale analysis of climate vulnerability incorporating environmental 
as well as socio-economic indicators. Researches have focused on different aspects of climate vulnerability 
so far, but usually there is little connection between the physical and social dimensions. Our study provides 
a more complex analysis, which builds on the application of international indices which have been used on 
the local and regional levels very rarely. In our research we combined physical and human geographical ap-
proaches and research techniques. The physical geographical assessment is based on indicators referring to 
ground water levels and vegetation production, while the human geographical side of the analysis focuses on 
economic and social sensitivity, adaptation and exposure indices, combined in the so-called socio-economic 
climate vulnerability index. In the analysis we tried to figure out the most sensitive areas in the Hungarian 
Southern Great Plain region. The main findings of the study are „hot spots” which coincide on both analyses, 
therefore, the most sensitive areas under current climate change conditions could be delimited. This study 
also demonstrates that the resolution of global climate change vulnerability indices is not suitable for regional 
scale analysis because of the significant territorial differences. Therefore, local or regional scale assessments are 
needed for the preparation of strategies for the elaboration of mitigation and adaptation policies.

Keywords: vulnerability indices, climate change, climate vulnerability analysis, climate sensitivity, Hungary.
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D. et al. 2014). While at the end of the 1990s 
economists only tried to identify those sec-
tors that were the most vulnerable to any 
change (Dercon, S. and Krishnan, P. 1996; 
Scoones, I. 1998), in the last few years, due 
to improvements in modelling, the number of 
publications providing numerical analysis of 
economic and social impacts on regional level 
has been continuously increasing (Scott, D. 
et al. 2008; Aaheim, A. et al. 2012; Pandey, R. 
and Jha, S.K. 2012; Warner, K. and Geest, K. 
2013). At the same time the interest of social 
sciences has also turned towards this issue 
(Patz, J.A. et al. 2005; Hunt, A. and Watkiss, 
P. 2011; IPCC 2014). The experiences of the 
heatwave in Western Europe in 2003, the wa-
ter scarcity in Barcelona in 2008, or the floods 
in South-Eastern Europe in early autumn of 
2014 showed that the most vulnerable and de-
prived social groups have also lower adapt-
ability to extreme weather conditions and 
to the challenges caused by climate change 
(Vincent, K. 2004).

In this paper we want to make a brief as-
sessment of the global climate vulnerability 
indices and to carry out a regional-scale cli-
mate vulnerability analysis in the Southern 
Great Plain Region in Hungary. In the course 
of research the following questions were ad-
dressed: 
 – What does the climate vulnerability mean 
at different geographical scales, and how 
this term can be interpreted in geography?

 – What are the main vulnerability factors 
regarding climate change in Hungary 
and especially in the Southern Great Plain 
Region?

 – What types of spatial differences are to be 
expected regarding to the natural, econom-
ic and social systems of the Southern Great 
Plain at the settlement level? 

 – What can be the role and function of the 
dual nature of geography in the research 
of such a complex phenomenon?
The last question about the role of geog-

raphy is important both in preparation of 
policy documents and elaboration of adap-
tation strategies because of the dual nature 
of geography, the complex methods and con-

cepts geographers use when investigating the 
effects of climate change. It is an intriguing 
question whether geographers succeed in 
“developing” appropriate synergies between 
the two sides of geography when responding 
such questions like climate change. This di-
lemma arose not only in Hungarian but also 
in the Anglo-Saxon geography, as profession-
al debates and scientific publications reflect 
(Pollard, J.S. et al. 2008; Castree, N. 2014).

Assessment of global climate vulnerability 
indices and the concept behind them

There are a lot of climate vulnerability in-
dices applied by various institutions nowa-
days. Kreft, S. and his colleagues (2016) 
created the Climate Risk Index (CRI), on the 
base of hazardous weather events. Precipita-
tion, floods and landslides were the major 
causes of damage in 2014. High incidence of 
extreme precipitation matches with scientif-
ic expectations of accelerated hydrological 
cycles caused by climate warming. Serbia, 
the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan as well 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina were identified 
as the most affected countries followed by 
the Philippines, Pakistan and Bulgaria. Two 
of the three most affected countries in 2014 
where hit by the heaviest rainfalls and worst 
floods since records began 120 years ago 
(Kreft, S. et al. 2016). The index is calculated 
on the basis of deaths caused by natural dis-
asters, remediation costs, loss of GDP and 
Human Development Index (HDI). Accord-
ing to this calculation Hungary occupies 
the 60th position among sixty-two European 
countries, where aridification, droughts, or 
groundwater level sinking can be clearly 
linked with effects of climate change. 

The Nature Serve organisation in the US 
elaborated the Climate Change Vulnerability 
Index (CCVI), which identifies plant and ani-
mal species that are particularly vulnerable 
to the effects of climate change (www.nature-
serve.org). It can be used for the evaluation 
of the natural components of climate vulner-
ability, but the index was experimented only 
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for the US, so it cannot be used for interna-
tional comparisons. 

Another CCVI was elaborated by UN 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs focusing on global crises and disasters 
(www.reliefweb.int). In the case of Hungary, 
the red mud sludge disaster in 2010 and the 
flood in 2013 were recorded. In our opinion, 
this approach has a limited scope, and we 
need more indicators for climate vulnerabil-
ity evaluations.

Verisk Maplecroft, which is a leading global 
risk research and forecasting company, made 
another CCVI. It evaluates 42 social, economic 
and environmental factors to assess national 
vulnerabilities across three core areas. These 
indicators include: exposure to climate-relat-
ed natural disasters and sea-level rise; human 
sensitivity in terms of population patterns, 
development, natural resources, agricultural 
dependency and conflicts; thirdly, the index as-
sesses future vulnerability by considering the 
adaptive capacity of a country’s government 
and infrastructure to combat climate change 
(www.maplecroft.com). In this evaluation 
Bangladesh, India and Madagascar are the 
most vulnerable countries in the world. The 
resolution of the CCVI map is 22 km2 and it 
shows distinct spatial differences only for the 
bigger countries for example Russia or Canada. 

Wheeler, D. (2011), as member of the 
Centre for Global Development, created the 
Climate Vulnerability (CV) index, which 
displays country rankings for four dimen-
sions of climate impact: Extreme Weather, 
Sea Level Rise, Agricultural Productivity 
Loss and Overall. Based on his CV index 
China, India and Bangladesh are the most 
vulnerable countries regarding the effects of 
climate change. Hungary’s climate vulner-
ability is low (CV = 0.025), but for example 
Kazakhstan’s index is lower (CV =-0.237), 
which shows the strong differences between 
sub-indices used for CVI calculations.

Indian Climate Vulnerability Index consists 
of household parameters of all the three di-
mensions of vulnerability such as Exposure, 
Sensitivity and Adaptive Capability. Exposure 
is defined by ‘Natural disaster and Climate 

variability’, whereas Sensitivity by ‘Health’, 
‘Food’, and ‘Water’ and Adaptive Capability 
by ‘Socio-demographic profile’, ‘Livelihood 
strategies’, and ‘Social networks’. The CVI vul-
nerable status ranges from high (0) to low (1) 
(Pandey, R. and Jha, S.K. 2012). This research is 
very similar to our approach, based on sub-in-
dices focusing on natural and social problems.

The University of Notre Dame created 
the so-called ND-GAIN Country Index 
(Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative). 
It summarizes a country’s vulnerability to 
climate change and other global challenges 
in combination with its readiness to im-
prove resilience (www.http://index.gain.
org/). This index continuously monitors and 
analyses 45 indicators for 192 countries in 
order to assess climate change related vul-
nerabilities and readiness for improvement. 
The top five countries are Denmark, New 
Zealand, Norway, Singapore and the United 
Kingdom, while the last five countries are 
Sudan, Burundi, Eritrea, Chad and Central 
African Republic. Hungary is in the middle 
of the list, with deteriorating tendency. This 
ranking is based on a wide group of indi-
cators; therefore, we think that ND-GAIN 
Country Index is more useful than other in-
dices based on very few indicators. 

All the aforementioned international inves-
tigations on climate vulnerability are based 
on the concept of vulnerability. According to 
Pittman, J. et al. (2011) vulnerability can be 
defined according to three main components: 
exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity. 
In this respect exposure means the lack of 
protection against possible risks in the exam-
ined area/sector, and it can be identified with 
the effects (e.g. water quantities, climatic fac-
tors, economic-social framework). Sensitivity 
means the totality of the social, economic, po-
litical, institutional, cultural reactions against 
the effects. Finally, adaptive capacity is an 
answer to exposure; how a given country, 
economic sector, social group is able to pre-
vent the harmful effects. The adaptive capac-
ity is determined by the economic situation, 
the level of economic development, the in-
formation, the infrastructure, the knowledge 
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level and abilities of the society, the local and 
regional level institutional set-up, and the 
wider socio-economic and political processes.

Vulnerability can be examined from differ-
ent aspects that are summarized by Füssel, 
H.M. (2007). The most widespread approach 
is based on risk analysis which focuses on 
the elements that are particularly exposed 
to climate change. The socio-economic ap-
proach of risk analysis puts emphasis on 
humans, highlighting the extent to which a 
certain social group is vulnerable and why. 
The combination of natural and social ap-
proaches is the integrated approach, which 
has its roots in geography and human ecol-
ogy. Vulnerability can be approached also 
on the basis of resilience, when applying the 
concept of flexible adaptability borrowed 
from ecology to analyse the effects of the 
climate change and to define the extent of 
vulnerability (Lendvay, M. 2016). 

Finally, it is also important to emphasise 
that the concept of vulnerability can be ap-
plied in the same way at settlement, country 
or continental level. However, the selected 
indicators and factors for the analysis should 
have specific regional relevance because this 
has a significant influence on the results 
(Holsten, A. and Kropp, J.P. 2012). In this 
sense global or continental scale climate 
vulnerability scores/rankings might be mis-
leading at regional scale, however, there is 
an opportunity to identify the most relevant 
indicators and sectors related to a particular 
region which are likely to give better results 
than a uniformed approach.

Physical and socio-economic factors of 
climate vulnerability in Hungary

Climate change in Hungary – regarding the 
climate indicators – is primarily character-
ized by increasing drought sensitivity. Cal-
culations based on the Pálfai aridity index 
and the assumed climate change scenarios 
say that the national average of aridity in-
dex may increase by 12.5 per cent in the next  
25-30 years (Pálfai, I. 2007).

Damages caused by drought are closely 
linked with changes in the rainfall distribu-
tion. Rainfall in Hungary will be increas-
ingly infrequent, and will be accompanied 
by higher temperature, consequently, the po-
tential evapotranspiration will increase, and 
this makes the groundwater reserves more 
important (Vig, P. 2009; Millán, M. 2014). 
However, the source of water is steadily de-
creasing which not only increases the vul-
nerability of the soils but also its flora, and 
human activities such as agricultural produc-
tion too. Therefore, fluctuating crop yields 
due to the weather conditions can be used for 
the determination of climate vulnerability, 
however soil characteristics should also be 
taken into account (Sisák, I. et al. 2009).

The extreme occurrences of high tempera-
tures are highlighted by the heatwaves in a tan-
gible way. Several studies have shown that sig-
nificantly longer heatwaves with higher tem-
peratures can be expected in the future, which 
can last throughout the entire summer. On the 
basis of the models hottest temperature records 
of the 20th century may be exceeded even by  
12 °C (Révész, A. and Szenteleki, K. 2007). This 
demonstrates that Hungary’s climate will dras-
tically change in the future, and the number of 
extreme events will increase, of which the most 
dangerous will be the heatwaves beside the 
increasing incidence of storms, the high inten-
sity precipitation and the more frequent flash 
floods (Nováky, B. 2007).

Climatic changes have a direct impact on 
vegetation and crop production (Olesen, J.E. 
et al. 2011; Wilcox, J. and Makowski, D. 2014; 
Ladányi, Zs. et al. 2016). Agriculture is one 
of the most vulnerable sectors regarding cli-
mate change, therefore, its adaptive capacity 
is a serious issue. Responses are not the same 
in different countries (Vanschoenwinkel, J. 
et al. 2016), thus, evaluation of the adapta-
tion of agriculture play a significant role in 
vulnerability assessments. 

Beyond the aforementioned methods and 
indicators, geographical analogy can also be 
used for the determination of environmental 
vulnerability. This method is about search-
ing such areas where current climate condi-
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tions are similar to what the examined area 
may have in the future – so it can help to 
see the potential effects of the climate change 
(Horváth, L. 2007). This approach is very 
useful in identifying new plants and tech-
niques for agricultural production. 

It is also important to monitor the changes 
of the natural vegetation. The vulnerability of 
the climate zonal forest associations is great, 
particularly at higher altitudes in Hungary 
(Czúcz, B. et al. 2010). At the same time in the 
lowland associations wetlands, salt mead-
ows, floodplain associations are in danger 
due to the disappearance of water.

The effects of climate change on the soci-
ety and economy occur indirectly through 
the natural environment. Generally, the ef-
fects are the most serious in those sectors – 
from an economic point of view – which are 
closely linked to the natural environment, 
e.g. agriculture, forestry and tourism.

Economists seek to assess the expected 
damages in monetary-term in order to make 
the impact of climate change more tangible. 
In connection with the drop of GDP different 
calculations and assumptions have been car-
ried out. Starting from the double CO2 emis-
sion (compared to pre-industrial levels) the 
biggest drop in GDP is expected in Africa, 
it is followed by the Middle East, the Pacific 
region and Latin America (Tol, R.S.J. 1998). 
Fankhauser, S. and Tol, R.S.J. (2005) fore-
cast on average a 5 per cent GDP decrease 
at 3 °C temperature increase, although with 
substantial differences accross countries. At 
the same time other models predict 1-15 per 
cent decrease of GDP at 3 °C increase over 
the next 20–30 years (Yu, W. et al. 2013).

Agriculture is high on the list of sectors 
which are seriously affected by climate 
change. Hungary is situated on the bound-
ary of plant production zones and relatively 
minor climatic changes could significantly 
change the agro-ecological conditions. 
Damages caused by adverse climatic condi-
tions are significant from a financial point 
of view as well; e.g. in 2007 – due to the 
combined effects of extreme events – there 
was a loss of 500 million USD in agriculture 

and forestry (Gaál, M. et al. 2009). In agri-
cultural production the horticulture is one 
of the most sensitive sectors, including fruit 
production, which is particularly vulnerable 
to spring frost damages, early autumn frosts, 
the winter lasting cold, as well as drought, 
excessive rain, extremely high temperatures, 
or hailstorms (Gonda, I. 2009). 

International publications dealing with 
tourism also extensively address the effects 
of climate change, as summarized by Becken, 
S. (2013). It should be noted that this sector 
may be less exposed in Hungary. Adverse 
effects linked to the climate change may have 
negative effects on city tourism in particular 
in the case of lasting heatwaves.

Moving onto the social effects of climate 
change, they may be understood best through 
various social problems and challenges that 
can be linked with it. The level of poverty, the 
differences in access to resources, the volume 
of migration from peripheral regions towards 
the centre may provide indicators which can 
help to assess and quantify the social conse-
quences (Gasper, R. et al. 2011). 

International research results indicate that 
big cities are more vulnerable to the effects of 
climate change than rural areas. The vulner-
ability of human settlements is strongly influ-
enced by size, or economic functions. Their 
vulnerability is expressed in lack of energy, 
damage in the infrastructure, industrial dam-
ages, diseases, higher mortality rates caused by 
the heatwaves, food shortages and water scar-
city (Gasper, R. et al. 2011; Lankao, R.P. and 
Quin, H. 2011). Therefore, indicators of social 
vulnerability should include the economic situ-
ation of the local community, the growth rate 
of the population, and its age, sex and ethnic 
composition (Borden, K.A. et al. 2007).

Research methods

Geographical framework of the study: The 
Southern Great Plain

The Southern Great Plain region of Hungary 
has a population of 1,3 million people, and 
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located in the South-Eastern part of Hungary. 
The total area of the Southern Great Plain is 
18,339 km2, which is about one fifth of the total 
area of Hungary. Population density is below 
the national average (72 people/km2), how-
ever, urban ratio is relatively high, 67.9 per 
cent of the inhabitants live in cities (the largest 
city is Szeged with ca. 165 thousand inhabit-
ants). Yet, the high number of scattered farm-
steads and outskirts provide the landscape 
of the region a rather rural character. Admin-
istratively the region is divided into three 
counties: Bács-Kiskun, Csongrád and Békés  
(Figure 1). The landscape of the region pre-
serves the typical appearance of the famous 
Hungarian “Puszta” (steppe), featuring four 
major rivers (Tisza, Körös, Maros and Dan-
ube) and three national parks (Duna-Dráva 
NP, Kiskunság NP and Körös-Maros NP).

Southern Great Plain is typically an agri-
cultural region; 85 per cent of its land is used 
for agriculture. Crop production, horticul-
ture and animal husbandry play a decisive 
role in the local economy. In term of soils, 
large part of the region is covered by humus 
poor sandy soils, which is widely used for 
fruit and vegetable production. The southern 
and eastern part of the region is covered by 
valuable chernozem soils formed on loess. 
Agricultural production is the most intensive 
in this part of the region, the main crops are: 
wheat, maize, sunflower, sugar beet etc. In 
addition to agriculture, food industry and 
light industry form the basis of the economy. 
The largest foreign direct investment has 
been made in the region by Daimler Group 
in 2009 when a Mercedes-Benz factory was 
established in Kecskemét.

Fig. 1. Map of the study area
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Measuring environmental aspects climate 
vulnerability 

Landscape change is a clear evidence of 
climate change. Therefore, indicators that 
connect landscape changes with climatic 
factors should be considered. Based on our 
earlier studies it is mainly the change of 
vegetation that relates to climate change, 
and the reasons for the change are rainwater 
and groundwater and – occasionally – soil 
change. Figure 2. shows the process of land-
scape change under climate change.

To identify the spatial pattern of climate 
vulnerability within the region from an en-
vironmental point of view we applied the 
following method:

(1) GIS based analysis of changes in the 
groundwater level of the Danube–Tisza and 
the Körös–Maros Interfluves. One of the first 
observed consequences of the climate change 
was the decrease of groundwater levels in the 
Danube–Tisza Interfluve, which generated a 
serious discussion about the reasons of this 
phenomenon (Pálfai, I. 1994). We have con-
structed a re-controlled and normalized data-
base of groundwater levels for the interfluves.

(2) Analysis of biomass production of 
forests and arable lands based on remotely 
sensed satellite data. We used vegetation 
indices (NDVI, EVI) to approximate the 
biomass production of 12 sample areas 
(Rakonczai, J. et al. 2012).

Measuring socio-economic aspects of climate 
vulnerability 

In setting up the framework of the socio-eco-
nomic climate vulnerability index (later refer 
as CVI) we relied mainly on domestic stud-
ies based on the CIVAS3 model which was 
developed in the CLAVIER4 project. We re-
lied on the results of the document prepared 
by Hungarian Non-profit Ltd. for Regional 
Development and Town Planning entitled 
„Four-years Program to Prevent the Ad-
verse Effects of Climate Change 2010–2013” 
(NFGM, VÁTI 2010), and the seminar entitled 
„Regional Assessment of the Climate Vulner-
ability by the Example of NCCS5” held by 
the National Adaptation Centre (Selmeczi, 
P. 2014). Regarding the calculation method of 
the CVI we mainly used the work of Hahn, 
M.B., Riederer, A.M. and Foster, S.O. (2009), 
in which a Livelihood Vulnerability Index 
was established in a Mozambican case study.

On the basis of these sources a settlement 
level climate vulnerability index was defined 
using indicators referring to the exposure, 
the socio-economic sensitivity and the adap-
tation capacity of the local society. As a first 
step those social characteristics and economic 
sectors were defined, which are deemed vul-
nerable to climate changes, further we chose 
those indicators which seemed to be suitable 
to explore spatial differences. The economic 
sensitivity sub-index components are: the ra-
tio of the agricultural sector in employment 
(2011), labour income share of the small-scale 
agricultural sector (2011) and ratio of indus-
try in employment (2011).

The emphasis was placed on the weight 
of the primary sector as the most vulnerable 
among the economic sectors. It should be 
noted that the structure of the sector is dual 
in the region, since micro-regions of the non-
industrial and industrial farming are chang-

3 Climate Impact and Vulnerability Assessment 
Scheme.

4 CLAVIER: Climate Change and Variability – project 
focused on Central and Eastern Europe.

5 NCCS: National Climate Change Strategy.
Fig. 2. The process of landscape change due to climate 

change
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ing. That’s why we applied two different 
indicators for this topic.

The proportion of the employees working 
in the industry is included in the sub-index 
in addition to the two agricultural indicators, 
since for example the construction industry 
or some part of the processing industry are 
highly exposed to the climate change due to 
technological reasons or because the protec-
tion of workers during heatwaves requires 
the suspension of the work. It might bring 
a significant loss of effectiveness and lastly 
could entail a loss of income and profit.

Indicators of the social sensitivity sub-in-
dex are the following: patients of respiratory 
and cardiac distress per 1,000 inhabitants 
(average of 2011–2012), number of visits to 
a general practitioner per 1,000 inhabitants 
(average of 2011–2012), proportion of peo-
ple aged over 65 among permanent residents 
(2012). In the setup of this sub-index we fo-
cused on the social groups which are more 
sensitive to the climate change due to their 
age or health conditions. One of the relevant 
indicators is the proportion of patients with 
respiratory diseases reflecting the growing 
presence of allergenic plants and prolonged 
allergy season. The cardiac patients are 
highly sensitive to climatic affects, while the 
number of visits to the general practitioner 
basically was applied to represent general 
health status of the local communities. The 
proportion of people aged 65 or older has 
been chosen as an indicator since the lit-
erature and experiences of the heatwave of 
2003 in Paris showed that elderly people are 
highly affected by the increased length of 
heatwaves and heat days. 

The adaptation sub-index contains the fol-
lowing elements: per capita income (2012), pro-
portion of graduates within the 25+ population 
(2011) and the number of scientific, technical-
technological enterprises per 1,000 inhabitants 
(2012). Both in the international and national 
literature, the income of the local community 
is closely connected to the adaptation capacity 
of the local society. The other two indicators in 
the adaptation sub-index represent the intel-

lectual, scientific and technical potential which 
can be used in the adaptation process.

Finally, we have mapped the exposure to 
climate change of each settlement, and we 
tried to determine an exposure sub-index. 
Diverging from the literature – and from 
the CIVAS model – we did not use the na-
tional climate modelling results because we 
thought that the factual changes can provide 
appropriate indication for the estimation of 
exposure. The exposure sub-index contains 
the following indicators: change of the num-
ber of heatwave days between 1980–2010, 
change of average temperature between 
1980–2010, change of rainwater quantity 
1980–2010, volume of urban land (2011) and 
the quantity of communal water supplied in 
the settlements (2012). To formulate this sub-
index, in addition to the climate indicators 
two further indicators were selected, which 
are able to reflect the effects of changes. One 
of them is the volume of urban land which 
wishes to represent the urban heat-island 
effect. It has a great importance because 
the consequences of the heatwave days are 
further enhanced by the buildings and the 
infrastructural objects. The other selected 
indicator was the supplied water quantity 
in the settlements, since it is believed that 
its scarcity will determine the future of the 
Southern Great Plain basically. 

We calculated the socio-economic climate 
vulnerability index on settlement level be-
cause we assume that there are significant 
spatial differences in the effects of the climate 
change even at the micro-geographical scale. 
Also, actions against the immediate effects of 
climate change must be taken on local level. 
The calculation of the sub-indices and the 
climate vulnerability index was performed 
according to the method defined by Hahn 
and his colleagues (2009). In the case of the 
sub-indices the indicators (Ix) have been 
decoupled from the units by the Min-Max 
normalization, and have been transformed 
between ranges 0–1 (Inormx).

Inormx =
Ix –Imin

Imax –Imin
(1)
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After that arithmetic mean was calculated 
from the values of the indicators (Inormx) 
without weighting, which gave the results 
of the sub-indices (SIx).

The summarized climate vulnerability 
index (CVI) value was defined in such way 
that the arithmetic mean of the indicators in-
cluded in the social and economic sensitivity 
sub-index was deducted from the index of 
exposure, and the given value was multi-
plied by the value of the adaptation index.

Results and Discussion – climate 
vulnerability of the Southern Great Plain

Climate vulnerability based on change of ground 
water level

Aggregated data showing changes of ground 
water resources from 1961 to 2010 were used for 
two sub-regions: the Danube–Tisza Interfluve 
and the Körös–Maros Interfluve (Figure 3).

As data demonstrate the ground water level 
in the Körös–Maros Interfluve is more stable, 
and the quantity of the annual rainfall causes 
less variability, while in the case of Danube–
Tisza Interfluve some drier or wetter years can 
result even 2 km3 change of the water resourc-
es. In the last three decades the overall water 
scarcity exceeded 7-8 km3 by our calculation 
in the Southern Great Plain. Major, P. (1994) 
studied the long-term reasons of the decrease 
and identified that there was a drier period 
between 1971 and 1985 when the amount 
of precipitation was less by 1,000 mm in the 
area compared to the long-term average. The 
changes in precipitation of the last decades 
show extreme variability rather than decreas-
ing in quantity. There is a slight increase in 
annual precipitation in the Southern Great 
Plain in the last 55 years. At the same time the 
annual mean temperature shows a 1.5 °C in-
crease which means that the evaporation loss 

has significantly risen. This means the rainfall 
could not be utilized by the vegetation and the 
soils, so it causes water scarcity even in years 
with higher precipitation.

Another issue related to the ground water 
level can be understood in hydrological as-
pect; since the interfluves are above their sur-
roundings (the Danube–Tisza Interfluve by 
30-50 m and the Körös–Maros Interfluve by 
10-15 m) the ground water cannot be rebuilt 
from the surface waters (from the rivers) this 
is only possible from rainwater sources.

Climate vulnerability based on the analysis of 
biomass production

In the course of our investigations of biomass 
we analysed the vegetation dynamics of the 
main forest types (black pine and black lo-
cust) mainly in the areas affected by the most 
significant decrease of ground water level (all 
sample areas can be seen on Figure 1) on the 

SIx =
Inorm1 + Inorm2 + ...Inormx

x (2)

CVI = (SIexp – (SIsoc + SIeco)) ⋅ SIadapt (3)

Fig. 3. Monthly aggregated changes of ground water 
resources together with annual mean temperature 

and precipitation (1961–2010)
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basis of 13 years data. Forests have been also 
chosen as control areas where the decrease 
of the ground water level is less significant, 
thus, the ground water is more easily acces-
sible for the trees. Our results show that the 
areas with deeply decreased ground water 
level (where the more demanding tree veg-
etation dried out in several places) and the 
annual biomass quantity of the forests cor-
relate strongly with the spring and summer 
precipitation. In contrast, the control forests 
are rather depend on the winter period or 
the combination of the winter and vegeta-
tion periods. Which means they depend on 
the ground water significantly, because the 
precipitation of the winter period is the main 
supply for the ground water. It was recorded 
that in the areas with a significant decrease 
of ground water level in the Danube–Tisza 
Interfluve, trees are less dependent on the 
ground water (since its water demand is en-
sured from other source) and more exposed 
to the capricious rainfall pattern (Figure 4).

In the next phase of our research we ana-
lysed the vegetation index data of agricul-

tural areas too. We selected mostly arable 
land in 12 sample areas, however, local soils 
represent different types and have varied 
morphological status and fertility.

Determining the biomass production of 
our sample areas and comparing them to 
the Pálfai aridity index, we found especial-
ly strong correlation with dry years. In the 
case of the highest biomass production we 
did not gain such a clear picture. It could be 
expected that the rainiest year of 2010 is the 
most productive, but it is true only in some 
cases. In almost half of the areas the year of 
2004 showed the highest productivity. This 
duality has straightforward reasons. On the 
one hand, too much precipitation could be 
harmful, as there is inland water coverage 
at that time, on the other hand, the temporal 
distribution of the precipitation is very im-
portant for the crops, and in 2004 the grow-
ing period months had rains evenly, ensur-
ing the optimal growth of plants.

In our research it was a little bit surpris-
ing that the biomass production of the arable 
lands (please note that this is not the quantity 
of the harvested crops) almost uniformly de-
pends on the rainfall even where irrigation 
is available. These results suggest that in a 
drying climate, irrigation does not necessar-
ily solve the problem of crop yield stability, 
since the atmospheric drought has a great 
influence on the growth of plants.

Climate vulnerability of the local economy and 
society

According to our socio-economic climate 
vulnerability index above-average sensi-
tive settlements in the Southern Great Plain 
were delimited in larger groups only in Bács-
Kiskun County, lying in the South-western 
direction from Kecskemét to the Serbian 
border. Contrary to this in Csongrád and 
Békés counties only 2-3 settlements formed 
„hot spots”. They are located basically on the 
border between Bács-Kiskun and Csongrád 
counties, and in the neighbouring regions of 
Csongrád and Békés, which can be labelled 

Fig. 4. Changes in biomass production of forest sam-
ple areas related to annual Pálfai aridity index and  

precipitation
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as inner peripheries. In addition to this, vul-
nerable areas at the micro-region scale can be 
found along the southern border of Hungary 
(outer peripheries) (Figure 5). These results 
confirm that climate vulnerability is spatially 
highly differentiated, and it is worth inves-
tigating also the settlement size resolution.

In addition to the regional pattern we have 
examined climate vulnerability according to 
settlement size categories. We used the fol-
lowing categories: 1st category: below 2,000 
inhabitants (small villages), 2nd category: 
2,000-10,000 inhabitants (villages and small 
towns), 3rd category: 10,000-50,000 inhabit-
ants (towns); and 4th category: above 50,000 
inhabitants (county seats). Figure 6. shows 
that there are significant differences between 
these settlement categories especially related 
to the adaptation capacity.

Examining the differences, we can see that 
the settlements of the 1st and 2nd categories 
are only slightly different from each other. 

The only exception is the adaptation capac-
ity which means that the population size of a 
settlement greatly influences the ability of re-
silience in the economic sensitivity and in the 
before mentioned adaptation capacity. These 
two categories can be characterised by the 
relative importance of agricultural sector and 
its dominance in local economy and employ-
ment. This goes together with lower incomes, 
less educated and aging population, especially 
in the settlements of the 1st category.

The climate vulnerability of the 3rd catego-
ry is slightly better than the previous ones, 
according to our results. This is because their 
socio-economic conditions are more advan-
tageous and consequently their adaptation 
capacity is also significantly higher and their 
exposure is only slightly bigger. According 
to our results the towns and the county seats 
(3rd and 4th categories) are the least sensitive 
to climate change as their economies have 
been shifted most intensely to the service 

Fig. 5. Socio-economic climate vulnerability
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sector, thus, the potential effects of climate 
change is less pronounced in this case. In 
both groups the average age of population 
is younger, their health status is better, the 
proportions of scientific, technical enterpris-
es and the graduates are higher and the per 
capita income is also higher which as a whole 
compensate the significantly larger exposure 
according to our assessments. 

Our findings clearly demonstrate that the 
larger the number of the population of a set-
tlement is, its exposure to the effects of climate 
change is also larger (in line with the interna-
tional literature), however, its adaptation ca-
pacity is also stronger, thus, bigger towns are 
less vulnerable than the smaller settlements. It 
should be highlighted that certain shortages – 
e.g. shortage of water – cannot be substituted 
by other resources. So the instability in pre-
cipitation and the significant decrease of wa-
ter flow in the Danube and Tisza rivers could 
raise serious issues for larger settlements.

To sum up it can be stated that our socio-
economic climate vulnerability index is not 

suitable for particular numerical compari-
son of the vulnerability of settlements, but 
it allows to designate those settlements in 
the Southern Great Plain which have to pay 
more attention to the possible effects of cli-
mate change due to their economic and social 
characteristics.

Comparison of the CVI with the results of the 
physical geographical findings

In our research, we could not directly aggre-
gate all aspects of sensitivity into one single 
vulnerability index. While it would have 
been technically possible by GIS, but legal 
problems concerning the ownership of the 
various datasets prevented such an analy-
sis. To solve this problem, we compared only 
the final maps of the two analyses (Figure 7). 
Circles show the areas where climate vulner-
ability is connected with negative climatic 
and/or anthropogenic effects, which means 
mainly water extraction for agricultural, or 
industrial and communal needs. Results of 
our analysis further support that water scar-
city is the main factor of climate vulnerability 
in the Southern Great Plain. The overlaps in 
the environmental and socio-economic anal-
ysis are strengthening our assumption that 
climate vulnerability must be investigated in 
a complex way and with high spatial resolu-
tion because of its variability within a small 
area. The examined regions should be paid 
more attention by the researchers and region-
al planners, because these can be the primary 
sample areas of future researches due to their 
vulnerability, thus, climate adaptation strate-
gies must be prioritised in their cases.

Conclusions

In this paper, a comprehensive analysis of 
the climate vulnerability of the Southern 
Great Plain Region in Hungary was provid-
ed. To begin with we reviewed the various 
global climate vulnerability indices and the 
concepts behind them. In general, it can be 

Fig. 6. Socio-economic vulnerability by settlement 
types
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concluded that they focus mainly on larger 
geographical areas (continents and countries) 
and usually their output is a rank score/list 
which shows the vulnerability of various 
countries. The problem of these rankings is 
that they use very different indicators and 
the position of a given country can shift 
significantly. Another important feature of 
them is that they put the emphasis on the 
factors that affect well-being. Thus, they tend 
to forget about the ecosystem which provide 
ecosystem-services to humans, meanwhile 
these direct and indirect goods and services 
are essential for our everyday living as our 
case study showed. Also their spatial resolu-
tions are low and show significant differenc-
es between the vulnerability of neighbouring 
countries. This fact indicates that analyses 
with higher spatial resolution are needed. 

Fig. 7. Geographical overlap among the climatically most vulnerable settlements and the environmental “hot 
spots” of the Southern Great Plain

Our findings show that the concept of vul-
nerability is applicable on regional level. This 
is important because it can be used as a frame-
work in the planning of adaptation and the re-
lated measures which must be carried out on 
the local level. Nowadays, climate strategies 
on the county level are required in Hungary, 
and this activity is in progress. Our analysis 
can be a methodological step forward for the 
elaboration of climate strategies. Holsten, A. 
and Kropp, J.P. (2012) made a similar analysis 
in the North Rhine-Westphalia Region. They 
identified spatial “hot spots” too, which will 
have to deal with the highest burdens and, 
therefore, have the highest need for adapta-
tion. Yet, little known about the relationship 
between climate impacts and adaptive capac-
ity, therefore, we need more and more vulner-
ability investigations on regional/local scale. 
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Introduction

The object of geography is to study the dy-
namically changing relationship between 
people and their environment in space and 
time. Cities are key factors in this relational 
system since 54 per cent of the Earth’s popu-
lation (World Urbanization Prospects, 2014) 
lives in urban areas. Increasing urbanization 
generates the dynamic transformation of land 
cover (LC) and land use (LU) types. The pop-
ulation concentrated in a small area extremely 
stresses its surrounding environment (Mucsi, 
L. et al. 2008). Increasing energy consumption, 
heat emission, traffic and waste generation of 

cities are important factors at global level, and 
studying their environment-modifying effect 
is necessary (Small, C. 2003).

The mapping of changing urban land cover, 
especially the continuously increas ing built-
up density, is important both on local and 
global scale. The spatial pattern and intensity 
of urban heat island (UHI) is strongly con-
nected to the density of impervious surfac-
es (Gál, T. et al. 2016; Herbel, I. et al. 2016; 
Henits, L. et al. 2017). The primary aim of 
this study is to create an accurate land cover 
map based on the combination of multi- and 
hyperspectral images, field observations, and 
laboratory measurements. Imaging spectrom-
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Abstract

High spatial and spectral resolution aerial images make it possible to develop detailed and large-scale (about 
1:5,000) urban land cover maps. The main objectives of this study are (1) to evaluate the correlation between 
laboratory and hyperspectral image spectra to select proper bands and training samples for classification; 
(2) to develop a classification process to combine the spectral and spatial information of multispectral and 
hyperspectral images and make an urban land cover map for the study area in Szeged, Hungary; and (3) to 
examine the effect of different roof types on the modification of surface temperature. Reference materials 
were collected from the training area and their spectral characteristics were measured by a laboratory spec-
trometer. The hyperspectral image and laboratory spectral data between 500–800 nm showed a very strong 
correlation, the correlation coefficient was 0.99. The urban land cover map was produced by the combination 
of segmentation procedure and Spectral Angle Mapper (SAM) method using the spatial information derived 
from multispectral image and the spectral information of the hyperspectral image. Eight land cover classes 
were identified as impervious surfaces (asphalt, 4 types of tiled roof), water, and green vegetation. The overall 
accuracy of urban land cover map was 87.9 per cent. According to the results, an accurate large-scale urban 
land cover map can be generated from the fusion of multispectral and hyperspectral images. We presented 
that certain roof types have significant effect on surface temperature, which is strongly connected to the urban 
heat island phenomenon, and influences population health.

Keywords: urban remote sensing, hyperspectral image, spectral library, surface temperature, land cover classes
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etry has been used for more than 30 years in 
numerous researches, and has gone through 
considerable methodical development. By 
the improvement of technology, these sys-
tems (AISA, DAIS, HyMap) are able to cover 
the electromagnetic spectrum in the range of 
400–2,500 nm and in the spectral resolution of 
1–10 nm (Plaza, A. et al. 2009). Several studies 
focused on the mapping of minerals (Kruse, 
F.A. 2012) and soil surfaces (Lagacherie, P. 
et al. 2008), studying water depth and quality 
(Jay, S. and Guillaume, M. 2014), snow, ice, 
and tree species (Goetz, A.F.H. 2009) in the 
last fifteen years. As for urban applications, 
for example, the mapping of asbestos-contain-
ing roofs, Bassani, C. et al. (2007) and Szabó, 
Sz. et al. (2014) should be mentioned. Segl, K. 
et al. (2003) made statements about the sepa-
ration of different artificial materials by us-
ing laboratory and field measurements. They 
highlighted that the application of hyperspec-
tral images in contrast with time-consuming 
field validation is promising for ecological 
urban planning. However, a relatively small 
number of spectral libraries are available for 
urban land cover (Bassani, C. et al. 2007) and 
the commonly used materials have different 
spectral characteristics in different regions.

The derivation of spectral curves can be 
implemented by different methods: they can 
be established by using the mean reflectance 
curve of training samples extracted from hy-
perspectral images, or by field or laboratory 
measurements (van der Meer, F. et al. 2001). 
As outer physical effects influence aerial sur-
vey, the spectrum is slightly different from 
the spectrum obtained in laboratory circum-
stances (Heiden, U. et al. 2007). The settings of 
the measurements are device specific and de-
pend on the demands of the users (Jung, A. et 
al. 2012). The laboratory measurements can be 
applied in the processing of images acquired 
by different sensors at different time. Because 
roof angles, illumination effects, shadows 
and various land cover make the selection of 
training samples difficult and subjective in the 
image, we collected laboratory spectra from 
the study area. Furthermore, the analysis of 
spectra is necessary to decrease the number 

of bands used in the classification procedure, 
which makes the method capable to apply for 
bigger city parts. Only the necessary bands or 
band ranges should be applied (Herold, M. 
and Roberts, D.A. 2010; Wu, B. et al. 2013).

In urban studies the objects in the avail-
able hyperspectral aerial image are not easily 
separable, additional information (high reso-
lution multispectral aerial photo) is needed 
to define the geometry of objects. Numerous 
researches were performed data fusion using 
multispectral data with radar (Chen, C.M.  
et al. 2003), with Light Detection and Ranging 
(LIDAR: Alonzo, M. et al. 2014), with popu-
lation census data (Jin, H. and Mountrakis, 
G. 2013), and hyperspectral images (Gevaert, 
C.M. et al. 2014). Our solution is a consecu-
tive segmentation and Spectral Angle Mapper 
Classification with the combined use of aerial 
photos (both multi- and hypespectral) and 
laboratory measurements.

Segmentation is a well-known solution to 
derive the borders of certain objects from 
high resolution images. Object Based Image 
Analysis (OBIA) was used previously to map 
forests (Chubey, M.S. et al. 2006), natural ca-
tastrophes (effects of an earthquake: Gusella, 
L. et al. 2005) and cities as well (Chen, Y. et 
al. 2007). It has been established that un-
der appropriate conditions OBIA could be 
more accurate than pixel-based methods  
(Al Khudairy, D.H. et al. 2005). The OBIA 
method emphasizes the spatial relation be-
tween neighbouring pixels. As a result, pixels 
being closer in space are more likely to be 
classified into the same class (Blaschke, T. 
2010). It should be mentioned that perfect 
parameters cannot be defined for segmen-
tation. Räsänen, A. et al. (2013) tested more 
than 200 segmentation results using differ-
ent input parameters. They assumed that the 
best result should be determined by the suit-
ability of the application. The segmentation 
method was supplemented by Spectral Angle 
Mapper (SAM), which is the most appropri-
ate method for the application of laboratory 
measurements in the classification since it al-
lows the comparison of two spectra (Kruse, 
F.A. et al. 1993).
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Numerous studies have been carried out to 
investigate the relationship between land cover 
and surface temperature. Most of the research-
es used low and medium resolution images, 
e.g. Landsat and MODIS images (Zhou,W. 
2014). Only a few studies applied high resolu-
tion thermal imagery for this purpose (Bitelli, 
G. et al. 2015). Previously, for example Roman, 
K.K. et al. (2016) described the temperature 
modification effects of roofs. Since our goal 
was to make recommendations for the mitiga-
tion of the effects of urbanization, we used a 
thermal aerial photo and our land cover map 
to analyse the differences between temperature 
values of the land cover types.

The main objectives of our study were (1) 
to evaluate the correlation between laboratory 
and the hyperspectral image spectra to predict 
the value of laboratory measurements in the 
classification procedure (dimensionality re-
duction, training sample selection); (2) to use 
a multispectral and a hyperspectral image to 
perform an accurate land-cover classification 
using the spectral information of hypespectral 
and the spatial information of multispectral 
image; and (3) to analyse the land surface tem-
perature (LST) of different land cover classes.

Study area

Szeged is the third largest city in Hungary 
(165,000 inhabitants – Hungarian Central 
Statistical Office, 2016), and the administra-
tive area of city is 281 km2. 95 per cent of the 
city buildings were destroyed by the flood in 
1879, therefore a new structure with boule-
vards and avenues was built in Szeged (Lech-
ner, L. 1891). The reconstruction was carried 
out by using a complex urban planning de-
sign based on the work of Lajos Lechner. 
This radio-concentric structure of the city 
has remained unchanged in the last 135 years.

The built-up density of Szeged varied from 
densely built-up areas (City Centre) through 
suburban areas to housing estates with blocks 
of flats and industrial areas. Green areas (for-
ests on the riverbanks) and parks are located 
among the built-up areas (Mucsi, L. 1996).

In our study, a representative part of this 
functional unit was selected, which can also 
be found in other small- and middle-sized 
Hungarian towns.

In the last 130 years, the characteristics 
of buildings have significantly changed. 
Original buildings (houses with the sun-
beam motif) can only be found in some 
cases. Today newly-built detached houses 
and condominiums are located on most of 
the lots, and the density of built-up areas has 
significantly increased. Two blocks of hous-
es, which proved to be appropriate for land 
cover mapping, were chosen for our study. 
During field survey and sampling of refer-
ence data we found that the selected blocks 
represented the suburban-like built-up den-
sity well (Figure 1).

Data

Hyperspectral aerial surveys

Hyperspectral aerial surveys were carried 
out several times using an AISA DUAL hy-
perspectral instrument (359 spectral bands in 
the range of 400–2,500 nm, and in 2.3 and 5.8 
nm bandwidths, Table 1). The chosen hyper-
spectral image was acquired in September, 
2010 with a spatial resolution of 1.5 m. Pixel 
values were converted to reflectance values 
using radiometric and atmospheric correc-
tion procedures (Mucsi, L. et al. 2008) using 
field reflectance measurements at the time of 
image acquisition.

Multispectral aerial image

In addition, a high spatial resolution (< 1 
m) natural-colour aerial photo (Table 1) was 
used to improve the classification results be-
cause it has higher spatial resolution, and it 
provides more detailed object border than 
the hyperspectral image. The image was ac-
quired within the framework of the national 
aerial survey in August, 2011, and it has a 
spatial resolution of 0.4 m. 
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Fig. 1. Study area

Table 1. Summary of the data used in this study

Spectral resolution Spatial resolution Spectral resolution
Multispectral 
aerial image Autumn, 2011 0.4 m 3 bands (true color)

Hyperspectral 
aerial image September, 2010 1.5 m 359 bands (400–2,500 nm)

Thermal aerial 
image August, 2008 2.5 m 1 band, -40 °C– 500 °C

Laboratory 
measurements 2013–2014 –

Master 350–850 nm >2,000 bands
Slave 525–1,165 nm >2,000 bands

Laboratory measurements 

Land cover samples were collected for the 
laboratory measurements during field sur-
vey. The laboratory measurements were per-
formed by an Avantes DH2000 spectrometer 
at the Department of Medical Physics and In-
formatics, University of Szeged (Figure 2, Table 
1). The device provides data in two ranges: 
between 350–850 nm (master) and 530–1,150 
nm (slave). The bandwidth of the spectrometer 
varies between 0.27–0.37 nm and the number 

of bands is above 2,000. The reflectance values 
were calculated as averages of 25 sampling.

Thermal aerial image

For the environmental application, we used 
thermal images, which were obtained by the 
thermal camera of Lower Tisza District Water 
Directorate (ATIVIZIG) and were acquired 
on 12 and 14 August 2008 (Table 1). The sen-
sor can record data in the range between  
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-40–500 °C and the image has a spatial reso-
lution of 2.5 m. More information about the 
calibration was presented by Unger, J. et al. 
(2010).

Methods

Spectral Libraries: training samples and 
dimension reduction

The following main land cover materials 
were collected for laboratory measurement: 
red clay roof tiles, asphalt, and vegetation. 
Other roof types were examined (e.g. purple 
clay roof, claret concrete tile, plastic tiles) but 
only the red clay tile is explained in more 
detail, because this is the most common roof 
type in the study area.

Firstly, we analysed the proper set-
tings of spectrometer and the correlation  
between laboratory and hyperspectral image. 
Measurements of all samples were imple-
mented in the aforementioned two partially 
overlapping ranges (master and slave). These 
two ranges provided total reflectance curves 

from the visible light to the mid-infrared for 
each material. The standard deviation of 
the data was high at the edges of relatively 
wide ranges. In addition, the bandwidth of 
these two ranges is different and switching 
between the channels makes the implemen-
tation of the measurements difficult. 

The geographic coordinates of the collect-
ed samples were recorded during the field 
surveys. Corresponding image pixels were 
determined on the geo-corrected hyperspec-
tral image using GPS coordinates. The labo-
ratory reflectance spectra of collected sam-
ples and the reflectance values derived from 
pixel values were compared. We determined 
the widest possible spectral range in which 
the correlation between laboratory spectrum 
and hyperspectral data is the highest.

After that we analysed the correlation 
between laboratory and image spectra. It 
is an important step, since the laboratory 
spectra should be used as training sample 
for Spectral Angle Mapper Classification, 
instead of selecting pure pixels in the image. 
The flowchart of the entire data processing 
is shown in Figure 3.

Fig. 2. Avantes spectrometer and sampling
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Segmentation and data fusion

Geometric transformation was performed to 
align the two images: multi- and hyperspec-
tral images with different spatial resolution. 
We transformed the natural-colour aerial 
photo with Ground Control Points (GCPs), 
and the Root Mean Square Error (RMSE) was 
lower than 0.5 pixel.

The segmentation module of ERDAS 
Imagine was applied to the multispectral 
aerial image. The segmentation parameters 
were selected with a trial-and-error method 
approach based on the compute settings pa-
rameters function in ERDAS Imagine until 
satisfactory results were achieved. Edge de-
tection was performed on the multispectral 
image, and the minimum segment size was 
set to 25 pixels (4 m2). The minimum spec-
tral distance and the variance factor values 
were modified to extract separate segments. 
Higher minimum spectral distance value 
results in the smaller number of segments. 
When the spectral distance between neigh-
bouring pixels are less than the selected 
value, pixels are assigned to the same seg-
ment. Variance is a very important parameter 

because larger variance increases the hetero-
geneity within the segment. Larger variance 
reduces the number of segments (ERDAS 
Field Guide, 2013). 

During the data fusion process, the multi-
spectral image was segmented, and average 
reflectance values derived from the hyper-
spectral image bands were assigned to each 
segment separately. As a result the spectral 
parameters of the hyperspectral image were 
assigned to the spatial objects of multispec-
tral image (Figure 4). Finally, an image seg-
ment containing a lot of pixels has only one 
average reflectance curve, which makes the 
classification process faster.

Classification: Spectral Angle Mapper (SAM)

After the average reflectance curves were 
computed for each segments, we applied 
the SAM method to classify segments to the 
proper class based on the similarity of curves 
of the segments to laboratory curves. By us-
ing this method, pixels can be set in an n-di-
mensional space (n is the number of bands). 
The algorithm selects those pixels which are 

Fig. 3. Flowchart of data processing and analysis
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within the user-defined deviation range of 
vectors. A great advantage of this method 
is that it is only sensitive to the direction of 
the vector and not to the length of the vector 
(Kruse, F.A. et al. 1993). 

Results and discussion

Correlation of laboratory measurements and 
hyperspectral image spectra

The influence of the distance between the 
sensor and the material sample was tested at 
the beginning of laboratory measurements. 
It was observed that increasing distance in-
creased the deviation in the range of shorter 
and longer wavelengths. Therefore, we used 
2 cm subject distance to measure the reflec-
tance for all samples.

The analysis of the total spectra of mas-
ter and slave channels showed that high 
correlation coefficient occurred only in the 
master channel for clay roof tile and vege-
tation (R=0.98), while this relationship was 
not so strong (R=0.52) for asphalt (Table 2). 
Significantly smaller values were obtained in 
the slave channel for each land cover mate-
rial. The values of the correlation coefficients 
increased by narrowing the spectral range. 
High and significant relationship was calcu-
lated in the overlapping bands of the master 
and slave channels between 525–800 nm for 
each material. Since the reflectance curves of 
each material were quite similar at 525 nm, 
we chose the spectral range between 500–800 
nm which was a wider range but it gave a 
slightly lower value for asphalt. In addition, 
the reflectance value of the vegetation was the 
lowest in the range between 500–525 nm and 
at 525 nm it exceeded the reflectance value of 
red clay roof tiles and asphalt. 

The shape of the reflectance curve derived 
from selected ranges provided important in-
formation about the features of the materi-
als. The reflectance curve of red clay roof tile 
was monotonically increasing in the range 
between 500–800 nm (Figure 5). As opposed 
to this, the curve of the asphalt showed a con-
stant value. The characteristics of the veg-
etation curve were the most distinct. It had 
a local maximum at 550 nm (there are two 
minimums at 450–680 nm because of chlo-
rophyll absorption), and the red edge band 
could be observed at 775 nm after a decrease 
of the values. Plant species can be differenti-
ated by determining the inflection point of 
the reflectance curve in this range (Vane, G. 
and Goetz, A.F.H. 1988). 

Lots of land cover types can be found in 
the study area, especially the roof types are 

Table 2. Correlation between the sample and the corresponding pixel in different spectral ranges

Master Slave
Wavelenght (nm)
Red clay roof tiles
Vegetation
Asphalt

350–850
0.987
0.983
0.519

500–800
0.991
0.988
0.857

525–800
0.990
0.988
0.885

525–1,165
-0.240
0.642
0.303

525–800
0.982
0.993
0.950

Fig. 4. Result of segmentation and data assignment 
(RGB: 50,24,12)
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heterogeneous. The classes are not sepa-
rated well in the multispectral images, thus 
additional information is required for pre-
cise classification. Using hyperspectral data, 
spectral differences between the vegetation 
and artificial surfaces are so specific that 
misclassification is mostly expected only  
between different roof types or other artifi-
cial surfaces (e.g. asphalt, greenshouses).

Strong relationship between laboratory and 
survey spectra is shown in Figure 5. The spec-
tral features determined by laboratory meas-
urements are represented in the hyperspectral 
image as well, with smaller shifts caused by the 
aforementioned effects. The local maximum of 
the vegetation appears at 550 nm both in the  
image and the laboratory spectra, but the labora-
tory spectrum is slighter and the inflection point 
in the red edge range can also be observed. The 
increasing reflectance values of clay roof tiles 
and the nearly identical values of asphalt are 
represented both in laboratory measurements 
and in hyperspectral image spectra.

After comparing the laboratory and hy-
perspectral image data, the spectral bands 
between 500–800 nm were selected for the 
separation of the main land cover classes. 67 
bands can be found in this range on the hy-
perspectral image.

Evaluation of built-up map

The urban land cover map was created based 
on the result of SAM classification (Figure 6)  
A high spatial resolution aerial photo ob-
tained from the Department of Physical 
Geography and Geoinformatics, University 
of Szeged, was used for the accuracy assess-
ment procedure. The natural-colour aerial 
photo was acquired in March, 2012, and has 
0.1 m spatial resolution. We used Google 
Earth images to classify uncertain reference 
points because the acquisition date of the 
reference image differs from the hyperspec-
tral image (due to different vegetation pe-
riod). We selected a total of 380 points for the 
study area using stratified random sampling 
method (Table 3). The accuracy assessment 
showed that the overall accuracy of the land 
cover map was high (87.9%). The accuracy 
value of the least accurate class (asphalt) was 
67.2 per cent. Five different roof types, wa-
ter bodies, roads, and vegetation were sepa-
rated. Some segments remained unclassified 
due to the shadow effect and the mixture of 
different land cover types within the pixels.  

Fig. 5. Reflectance curves of laboratory measurements 
and derived from the hyperspectral image

Fig. 6. Land cover map of the study area



153Mucsi, L. et al. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 66 (2017) (2) 145–156.

The vegetation class had high producer’s 
(92.8%) and user’s accuracy (98.1%). The pro-
ducer’s and user’s accuracy of water was 100 
per cent. White roof, red concrete tile, pur-
ple clay tile had high producer’s accuracies 
ranging from 87.5 to 96.3 per cent and high 
user’s accuracies ranging from 86.7 to almost 
100 per cent. Gray tile had lower producer’s 
(77.8%) and user’s accuracy (82.4%). Red clay 
tile had low user’s accuracy (69.2%)

Comparison of land cover classes and surface 
temperature

First, the differences between the tempera-
ture of the start and the end point of the flight 
track were adjusted. Because of the strong 
correlation between the two images acquired 
on different dates, we chose the image ac-
quired on 14 August, because this image had 
higher contrasts. The statistical parameters of 
surface temperature were calculated for all 
land cover classes and the results were sum-
marized in a box plot diagram (Figure 7). The 
figure shows that the surface temperature of 
roads was remarkably high, and the median 
value was over 30 °C. The surface tempera-
ture of the vegetation class was not as low as 
we expected. Since the pixels of the canopy 
partly cover the roads, the vegetation class 
had higher mean temperature. The difference 

between the temperatures of white roof and 
other roof types originated from the different 
material and the function of the building (e.g. 
the white roof belongs to a cold store). The 
gray tile had the second lowest mean tem-
perature value. The lower deviation value 
for water class is originated from the lower 
number of water pixels in the study area. 

Conclusions 

Hyperspectral data processing is a complex 
task, which provides unique solution to 
determine material quality in scientific re-
search. In this study we successfully deter-

Table 3. Stratified random accuracy assessment

Class Reference 
points

Classified 
points

Correctly 
classified

Producer’s 
accuracy, %

User’s accuracy, 
%

Red clay tile 78 104 72 92.3 69.2
Asphalt 61 45 41 67.2 91.1
White roof 16 14 14 87.5 100.0
Gray tile 18 17 14 77.8 82.4
Vegetation 166 157 154 92.8 98.1
Red concrete tile 27 30 26 96.3 86.7
Water 2 2 2 100.0 100.0
Purple clay tile 12 11 11 91.7 100.0
Sum 380 380 334
Overall accuracy: 87.9%. Overall Kappa Statistics = 0.84

Fig. 7. Comparison of land cover classes and surface 
temperature on a boxplot diagram
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mined the extent of built-up area and distin-
guished 8 land cover types for the study area 
using laboratory spectra and Spectral Angle 
Mapper classification method. 

Our results provide evidence for the effi-
ciency of laboratory spectra in the selection 
of training samples based on the high cor-
relation with image spectra. The features of 
reflectance curves derived from different arti-
ficial materials were successfully analysed to 
determine the most suitable spectral ranges 
for their separation in feature space. Similar 
spectral range (580–800 nm) were found with 
different approach in Szabó, Sz. et al. (2014). 

In our research two images were used to 
utilize both the spatial and spectral informa-
tion of land cover and to improve classifica-
tion accuracy. Segmentation method was used 
to gain the geometry of objects from the mul-
tispectral image, and Spectral Angle Mapper 
method was applied for classification based 
on the divergence of laboratory spectra and 
hyperspectral data of segments. The meth-
odology proved to be efficient in the image 
classification of urban area and the overall ac-
curacy was 87.9 per cent. The study of Greiwe, 
A. and Ehlers, M. (2005) similarly compared 
single image classification against the joint 
use of hyperspectral data and high resolu-
tion multispectral image. They also used seg-
mentation and SAM scores, and the overall 
accuracy is significantly increased with the 
combined use of the RGB image, nDSM (nor-
malized Difference Surface Model) and SAM 
scores, and the use of SAM scores resulted in 
almost 20 per cent increase of accuracy. The 
combination of spectral and spatial classifi-
ers was tested in the mapping of urban land 
cover using DAIS data in Dell’Acqua, F. et 
al. (2004). They stated that higher accuracy 
can be expected by using spatially connected 
data, the accuracy of the roof class was 96.4 
per cent. Our study also highlighted the im-
portance of spatial scale of urban reflectance, 
and proved that the high resolution hyper-
spectral images combined with very high 
resolution multispectral image can improve 
urban land cover classification on parcel size. 
We presented that certain land cover types 

have significant effect on surface temperature, 
which is strongly connected to the urban heat 
island phenomenon, and influences popula-
tion health. Most of the citizens cannot afford 
the green and cool roof types – the advantages 
are in Kolokotsa, D. et al. (2013) –, but can 
choose from a lot of cheaper roof types, which 
have preferable temperature properties. Based 
on our results, the application of certain roof 
material can be recommended to population 
which can lead to lower surface temperature 
locally. Similar temperature modifying effects 
of roof types were found in Roman, K.K. et 
al. (2016). Further work is needed to consider 
the effects of the differences in roof angle, tex-
ture and age. Consideration should also be 
given to the mapping of different tree species 
as the shading capacity of the trees and the 
modification of microclimate may be different 
(Takács, Á. et al. 2016).

The limiting factors of the study were the 
number of thermal measurements, the small 
area coverage of hyperspectral data and the 
narrow range of laboratory measured spec-
trum. In future research the number of land 
cover types can be increased by selecting a 
more heterogeneous study area. The spatial 
extension of the study can support urban 
planning programs and provides more de-
tailed information about built-up areas for 
decision makers. 

REFERENCES

Al Khudairy, D.H., Caravaggi, I. and Glada, S. 2005. 
Structural damage assessments from Ikonos data 
using change detection, object-oriented segmenta-
tion, and classification techniques. Photogrammetric 
Engineering & Remote Sensing 71. (7): 825–837.

Alonzo, M., Bookhagen, B. and Roberts, D. A. 2014. 
Urban tree species mapping using hyperspectral 
and lidar data fusion. Remote Sensing of Environment 
148. 70–83.

Bassani, C., Cavalli, R.M., Cavalcante, F., Cuomo, 
V., Palombo, A., Pescucci, S. and Pignatti, S. 2007. 
Deterioration status of asbestos-cement roofing 
sheets assessed by analyzing hyperspectral data. 
Remote Sensing of Environment 109. (3): 361–378.

Bitelli, G., Conte, P., Csoknyai, T., Franci, F., 
Girelli, V.A. and Mandanici, E. 2015. Aerial 



155Mucsi, L. et al. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 66 (2017) (2) 145–156.

Thermography for Energetic Modelling of Cities. 
Remote Sensing 7. (2): 2152–2170.

Blaschke, T. 2010. Object based image analysis for 
remote sensing. ISPRS Journal of Photogrammetry 
and Remote Sensing 65. 2–16.

Chen, C.M., Hepner, G.F. and Forster, R.R. 2003. 
Fusion of Hyperspectral and radar data using the 
HIS transformation to enhance urban surface fea-
tures. ISPRS Journal of Photogrammetry and Remote 
Sensing 58. (1–2): 19–30.

Chen, Y., Shi, P., Fung, T., Wang, J. and Li, Y. 2007. 
Object-oriented classification for urban land cover 
mapping with ASTER imagery. International Journal 
of Remote Sensing 28. (20): 4645–4651.

Chubey, M.S., Franklin, S.E. and Wulder, M.A. 
2006. Object-based analysis of IKONOS-2 im-
agery for extraction of forest inventory parameters. 
Photogrammetric Engineering & Remote Sensing 72. 
(4): 383–394.

Dell’Acqua, F., Gamba, P., Ferrari, A. Palmason, 
J.A., Benediktsson, J.A. and Arnason, K. 2004. 
Exploiting spectral and spatial information in hy-
perspectral urban data with high resolution. IEEE 
Geoscience and Remote Sensing Letters 1. (4): 322–326.

ERDAS Field Guide 2013. ERDAS, Inc. Norcross – GA 
30092-2500 USA 812. URL: http://e2b.erdas.com/
products/ERDAS-IMAGINE/ProductLiterature.aspx

Gál, T., Skarbit, N. and Unger, J. 2016. Urban heat 
island patterns and their dynamics based on an 
urban climate measurement network. Hungarian 
Geographical Bulletin 65. (2): 105–116.

Gevaert, C.M., Tang, J., Garcia-Haro, F.J., 
Suomalainen, J.M. and Kooistra, L. 2014. 
Combining hyperspectral UAV and multispectral 
Formosat-2 imagery for precision agriculture ap-
plications. In Proceedings WHISPERS 6th Workshop on 
Hyperspectral Image and Signal Processing: Evolution 
in remote sensing. Lausanne, Switzerland, 24–26. 
06. 2014.

Goetz, A.F.H. 2009. Three decades of hyperspectral re-
mote sensing of the Earth: A personal view. Remote 
Sensing of Environment 113. (Supplement 1), 5–16.

Greiwe, A. and Ehlers, M. 2005. Combined analysis 
of hyperspectral and high resolution image data 
in an object oriented classification approach. In 
Proceedings of 3rd International Symposium on Remote 
Sensing and Data Fusion over Urban Areas. Citeseer.

Gusella, L., Adams, B.J., Bitelli, G., Huyck, C.K., 
Eeri, M. and Mognol, A. 2005. Object-oriented 
image understanding and post-earthquake dam-
age assessment for the 2003 Bam, Iran, Earthquake. 
Earthquake Spectra 21. (1): 225–238.

Heiden, U., Segl, K., Roessner, S. and Kaufmann, 
H. 2007. Determination of robust spectral features 
for identification of urban surface materials in hy-
perspectral remote sensing data. Remote Sensing of 
Environment 111. (4): 537–552.

Henits, L., Mucsi, L. and Liska, C. M. 2017. Monitoring 
the changes in impervious surface ratio and urban 
heat island intensity between 1987 and 2011 in 
Szeged, Hungary. Environmental Monitoring and 
Assessment 189. (2): 1–13.

Herbel, I., Croitoru, A.E., Rus, I., Harpa, G.V. and 
Ciupertea, A.F. 2016. Detection of atmospheric 
urban heat island through direct measurements in 
Cluj-Napoca city, Romania. Hungarian Geographical 
Bulletin 65. (2): 117–128.

Herold, M. and Roberts, D.A. 2010. The Spectral 
Dimension in Urban Remote Sensing. In Remote 
Sensing of Urban and Suburban Areas, Remote Sensing 
and Digital Image Processing. Eds.: Rashed, T. and 
Jürgens, C., Dordrecht, Springer, 47–66.

Jay, S. and Guillaume, M. 2014. A novel maximum 
likelihood based method for mapping depth and 
water quality from hyperspectral remote-sensing 
data. Remote Sensing of Environment 147, 121–132. 

Jin, H. and Mountrakis, G. 2013. Integration of urban 
growth modelling products with image-based ur-
ban change analysis. International Journal of Remote 
Sensing 34. (15): 5468–5486.

Jung, A., Götze, C. and Glässer, C. 2012. Overview 
of experimental setups in spectroscopic labo-
ratory measurements – the SpecTour Project. 
Photogrammetrie–Fernerkundung–Geoinformation 4. 
433–442.

Kolokotsa, D., Santamouris, M., Zerefos, S.C. 2013. 
Green and cool roofs’ urban heat island mitigation 
potential in European climates for office buildings 
under free floating conditions Solar Energy 95. 
118–130.

Kruse, F.A. 2012. Mapping surface mineralogy using 
imaging spectrometry. Geomorphology 137. 41–56.

Kruse, F.A.,  Lefkoff, A.B.,  Boardman, J.W., 
Heidebrecht, K.B., Shapiro, A.T., Barloon, P.J. and 
Goetz, A.F.H. 1993. The Spectral Image Processing 
System (SIPS) Interactive Visualization and Analysis 
of Imaging Spectrometer Data. Remote Sensing of 
Environment 44. 145–163.

Lagacherie, P., Baret, F., Feret, J.B., Netto, J. M. 
and Robbez-Masson, J.M. 2008. Estimation of soil 
clay and calcium carbonate using laboratory, field 
and airborne hyperspectral measurements. Remote 
Sensing of Environment 112. (3): 825–835.

Lechner, L. 1891. Szeged újjá építése. (Rebuilding 
Szeged) Reprint edition in 2000 (in Hungarian).

Mucsi, L. 1996. Urban land use investigation with GIS 
and RS methods. Acta Universitatis Szegediensis Acta 
Geographica 25. 111–119. 

Mucsi, L., Tobak, Z., van Leeuwen, B., Szatmári, 
J. and Kovács, F. 2008. Analyses of spatial and 
temporal changes of the urban environment using 
multi- and hyperspectral data. In Remote Sensing – 
New Challenges of High Resolution: proceedings of the 
EARSeL Joint Workshop. Ed.: Jürgens, C., Bochum, 
Geographischen Instituts der Ruhr-Universität 
Bochum, 275–286. 



Mucsi, L. et al. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 66 (2017) (2) 145–156.156

Plaza, A., Benediktsson, J.A., Boardman, J.W., Brazile, 
J., Bruzzone, L., Camps-Valls, G., Chanussot, J., 
Fauvel, M., Gamba, P., Gualtieri, A., Marconcini, 
M., Tilton, J.C. and Trianni, G. 2009. Recent advanc-
es in techniques for hyperspectral image processing. 
Remote Sensing of Environment 113. 110–122.

Räsänen, A., Rusanen, A., Kuitunen, M. and Lensu, A. 
2013. What makes segmentation good? A case study 
in boreal forest habitat mapping. International Journal 
of Remote Sensing 34. 8603–8627.

Roman, K.K., O’Brien, T., Alvey, J.B., Woo, O.J. 2016. 
Simulating the effects of cool roof and PCM (phase 
change materials) based roof to mitigate UHI (ur-
ban heat island) in prominent US cities. Energy 96. 
103–117.

Segl, K., Roessner, S., Heiden, U. and Kaufmann, 
H. 2003. Fusion of spectral and shape features for 
identification of urban surface cover types using 
reflective and thermal hyperspectral data. ISPRS 
Journal of Photogrammetry and Remote Sensing 58. 
(1–2): 99–112.

Small, C. 2003. High spatial resolution spectral mix-
ture analysis of urban reflectance. Remote Sensing 
of Environment 88. (1–2): 170–186. 

Szabó, Sz., Burai, P., Kovács, Z., Szabó, Gy., Kerényi, 
A., Fazekas, I., Paládi, M., Buday, T. and Szabó, G. 
2014. Testing of algorithms for the identification 
of asbestos roofing based on hyperspectral data. 
Environmental Engineering and Management Journal 
143. (11): 2875–2880.

Takács, Á., Kovács, A., Kiss, M., Gulyás, Á., and 
Kántor, N. 2016. Study on the transmissivity 
characteristics of urban trees in Szeged, Hungary. 
Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 65. (2): 155–167.

Unger, J., Gál, T., Rakonczai, J., Mucsi, L., Szatmári, 
J., Tobak, Z., van Leeuwen, B. and Fiala, K. 2010. 
Modeling of the urban heat island pattern based on 
the relationship between surface and air tempera-
tures. Időjárás / Quarterly Journal of the Hungarian 
Meteorological Service 14. 287–302. 

Van der Meer, F., de Jong, S.M. and Bakker, W. 
2001. Imaging Spectrometry: Basic analytical tech-
niques. In. Imaging Spectrometry: Basic Principles 
and Prospective Applications. Eds.: van der Meer, 
F., Freek, D. and Jong, S.M., Dordrecht, Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 17–61.

Vane, G. and Goetz, A.F.H. 1988. Terrestrial imag-
ing spectroscopy. Remote Sensing of Environment 
24. 1–29.

World Urbanization Prospects. The 2014 Revision, 
Highlights, (ST/ESA/SER.A/352) United Nations, 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
Population Division. 2014, 27.

Wu, B., Chen, C., Kechadi, T.M. and Sun, L. 2013. 
A comparative evaluation of filter-based feature 
selection methods for hyper-spectral band selec-
tion. International Journal of Remote Sensing 34. (22): 
7974–7990.

Zhou,W., Qian,Q., Li,X., Li, W. and Han, L. 2014. 
Relationships between land cover and the surface 
urban heat island: seasonal variability and effects of 
spatial and thematic resolution of land cover data 
on predicting land surface temperatures. Landscape 
Ecology 29. (1): 153–167.



157Fabula, Sz. et al. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 66 (2017) (2) 157–173.DOI: 10.15201/hungeobull.66.2.5 Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 66 2017 (2)                            157–173.

Introduction

The global expansion of higher education, 
the unprecedented growth in the number of 
students and their growing impacts on ur-
ban space have attracted increasing attention 
in the literature. Areas with distinct socio-
cultural, economic and physical features are 
emerging in our cities due to the growing 

presence of students, and the concomitant 
rise of specific, student-oriented services 
(e.g. housing, retail, leisure, etc.) (Smith, D.P. 
2002; Rugg, J. and Rhodes, D. 2003; Allinson, 
J. 2006; Hubbard, P. 2009; Coulter, R. et al. 
2015). In the literature this process has been 
widely recognised and labelled as ‘studenti-
fication’. This is a contradictory process with 
costs and benefits varying from one locality 
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In the literature studentification is closely associated with gentrification. Many authors consider the mass inva-
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to another. The presence of students has sev-
eral beneficial effects on neighbourhoods, 
however, this can also be a source of conflicts 
(Russo, A.P. et al. 2003; Smith, D.P. 2008). As 
the British HMO Lobby (2008) interpreted: 
studentification is the ‘substitution of a local 
community by a student community’, which 
can also be called as ‘student ghetto’ because 
of the strong isolation of student areas from 
the rests of the cities (Smith, D.P. 2002;  
Hubbard, P. 2008).

As for our context, it is important to empha-
sise that studentification has evolved in post-
socialist countries differently from the West be-
cause of historical legacies and path depend-
encies (Grabkowska, M. 2011; Gentile, M. et 
al. 2012; Haase, A. et al. 2012; Górczyńska, 
M. 2014, 2017; Jakóbczyk-Gryszkiewicz, J. et 
al. 2014; Bernt, M. et al. 2015). Due to the elit-
ist nature of state-socialist policy on higher 
education the number and relative weight 
of students remained low in these societies. 
The systemic changes of 1989–1990 meant an 
abrupt change also in this field. Since 1989–
1990 the number of students enrolled in high-
er education has rapidly expanded, existing 
universities have been enlarged, new higher 
education institutions have been established 
all over Central and Eastern Europe. All these 
changes gave rise to a substantial pool of po-
tential student-gentrifiers, i.e. students who 
seek inner-city locations close to their uni-
versities and other typically student facilities 
(Krišjāne, Z. and Bērziņš, M. 2014; Bernt, M. 
et al. 2015; Kährik, A. et al. 2016).

The growing body of literature on gentri-
fication and studentification in post-socialist 
cities has highlighted so far, that compared 
to the West, students in post-socialist cities 
are more dispersed throughout the whole 
city; they concentrate not only in close to in-
ner-city locations, but they also tend to reside 
at large housing estates with good location 
and transport connections (Grabkowska, M. 
2011; Grabkowska, M. and Frankowski, J. 
2016). Moreover, leisure spaces of students 
and local residents are not always separated 
from each other. Instead, an overlap among 

the activity spaces of students, local residents 
and tourists can be observed, which lowers 
the level of segregation and decreases the 
chances of conflicts between students and 
other social groups (Murzyn-Kupisz, M. and 
Szmytkowska, M. 2015). In this respect it is 
an intriguing question how studentification 
under post-socialist conditions can contrib-
ute to urban diversity and what the general 
perceptions of the process are among local 
residents and policy-makers. 

In this paper we intend to focus on the in-
terplay between studentification, urban di-
versity and social cohesion on the example of 
Józsefváros, Budapest. Budapest (1.7 million 
inhabitants) is the capital city and the main 
higher education centre of Hungary, with 
high concentration of higher education insti-
tutions (HEI) where the number of enrolled 
students exceeded 136 thousand in 2014 [1]. 
Within Budapest Józsefváros has become the 
target of urban regeneration activities cou-
pled with large-scale university development 
programmes after the late 1990s. The local 
society has been permanently changing due 
to the arrival of a variety of social groups, 
including students. The gradual upgrading 
of the district and the growing diversity of 
the local society bringsus to the following 
research questions:
 – What is the relationship between studenti-
fication and gentrification in Józsefváros? 
Is studentification the initial phase of gen-
trification as implied in the literature or 
gentrification and studentification are tak-
ing place side by side?

 – How does the influx of students and other 
young people affect the social cohesion 
the local society? What types of potential 
conflicts emerge due to their mass arrival?

Theoretical background

Studentification is often discussed in the 
literature in relation to gentrification (e.g. 
Smith, D.P. 2004, 2005; Smith, D.P. and  
Holt, L. 2007). Can studentification be con-
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sidered as a first step to gentrification? Are 
students the future gentrifiers who learn and 
practice the culture of gentrification when 
living in student neighbourhoods? These are 
fundamental questions from the perspec-
tive of the present study. Studentification, 
similarly to gentrification often leads to the 
displacement of long-term residents and the 
increase of property prices. In some analyses, 
students are considered as ‘apprentice’ gen-
trifiers, who contribute to the rising prestige 
of neighbourhoods through enhancing their 
aesthetic and cultural capital (Smith, D.P. 
2002, 2005; Smith, D.P. and Holt, L. 2007; 
Davidson, D. 2009; Murzyn-Kupisz, M. and 
Szmytkowska, M. 2015). Thus, similarly to 
artists, students are also often considered to 
be the pioneers of gentrification (Zukin, S. 
1989; Ley, D. 2003). 

However, as opposed to gentrification, 
studentification does not necessarily lead to 
a long-term upgrading of neighbourhoods; 
the initial upgrading process can often be fol-
lowed by downgrading. Moreover, studen-
tification can further reinforce marginality 
and the negative image of a neighbourhood, 
strengthening already existing problems 
(Sage, J. et al. 2012a). The motivations of the 
actors of gentrification and studentification 
are also different; students’ housing deci-
sions are normally based on consumption 
and leisure preferences rather than the ex-
ploitation of rent gap. Therefore, studenti-
fication also often takes place in better-off, 
middle-class neighbourhoods and not only 
in downgraded quarters (Murzyn-Kupisz, M. 
and Szmytkowska, M. 2015).

According to Smith (2002) and Smith and 
Holt (2007) changes generated by studen-
tification have four basic dimensions: eco-
nomic, social, cultural and physical. The 
economic dimension refers to changes like 
the revalorisation of the housing stock, the 
growing significance of renter-occupancy or 
– since short-term rental becomes dominant 
on the housing market instead of long-term 
rental – the emergence of speculative invest-
ments (Rugg, J. et al. 2002; Smith, D.P. 2008). 

The social dimension includes, for example, 
changes in age structure, household and fam-
ily composition, social stratification (class 
structure) and dominant lifestyles (Sage, 
J. et al. 2012b; Smith, D.P. and Hubbard, 
P. 2014). Changes in the third dimension 
(cultural) are mostly the results of different 
consumption practices of students. As a re-
sult, certain types of retail and services ap-
pear in the neighbourhood creating new or 
transformed spaces of consumption. Finally, 
regarding the physical dimensions, it is of-
ten argued that studentification leads to an 
initial upgrading of the urban environment 
because of the investment of landlords, local 
authorities and other actors. However, this 
upgrading is usually followed by a down-
grading process because of the lack of fur-
ther investment which is often reflected by 
the decline of property prices (Kenyon, E.L. 
1997; Hubbard, P. 2009).

For the sake of analysis regarding the re-
lationship between community cohesion 
and studentification, in our paper we try to 
match the above mentioned four dimensions 
of studentification with Forrest and Kearns’ 
(2001) categorisation which identifies five do-
mains of social cohesion: (1) common values 
and a civic culture; (2) social order and social 
control; (3) social solidarity and reductions 
in wealth disparities; (4) social networks and 
social capital; (5) place attachment and iden-
tity (Table 1). 

Regarding the first domain, most of the rel-
evant literature emphasise that in the process 
of studentification in-migrant young people 
represent lifestyles and cultural values which 
are distinctly different from those of the long-
term residents. Such differences can easily 
become subjects of tensions and conflicts 
between the two social groups. Common 
moral principles and codes of behaviour, for 
example, are of key importance to a cohesive 
community, and established inhabitants of-
ten report on activities of students (e.g. the 
noise of night-time parties) which generate 
conflicts in the affected neighbourhoods. It is 
evident, therefore, that differences in behav-
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iour of students and host communities can 
result in a hostile attitude between the two 
main groups (Hubbard, P. 2008; Smith, D.P. 
2011; Cochrane, A. and Williams, R. 2013). 

Within the second domain, social conflicts 
and threats to existing social order and their 
management are in the focus. The increasing 
concentration of students can intensify the 
problems of noise, environmental disorder 
and pollution (Cochrane, A. and Williams, 
R. 2013). In addition, factors like changes in 
the local housing tenure system and property 
market pressure on established residents (es-
pecially the less affluent) often foster a gener-
al dissatisfaction among members of the local 
community. These effects can cause conflicts 
between students and long-term residents, 
leading to an emergence of anti-studentifi-
cation movements and the decline of toler-
ance towards students (Kenyon, E.L. 1997; 
Hubbard, P. 2006; National HMO Lobby, 
2008; Sage, J. et al. 2012b). At the same time, 
the seasonal occupancy of flats often attracts 
burglars to student concentrations, increas-
ing crime rates and making such neighbour-
hoods high-risk areas (Kenyon, E.L. 1997; 
Allinson, J. 2006). 

As for the third domain of social cohesion, 
the mass influx of students to a neighbour-
hood can diminish social solidarity and also 

increase wealth disparities in the area. As we 
pointed out earlier, studentification – often 
part of a gentrification process – frequently 
leads to the relocation of old residents from 
the affected areas, resulting in the split of 
established local social ties (Macintyre, 
C. 2003; Smith, D.P. 2004, 2005; Allinson, 
J. 2006; Smith, D.P. and Holt, L. 2007). 
Moreover, it can produce new forms of social 
exclusion, new patterns of segregation by life-
style, life-cycle, tenure type, economic capi-
tal (Smith, D.P. 2008; Fincher, R. and Shaw, 
K. 2009; Hubbard, P. 2009; Chatterton, P. 
2010), or even by activity and consumption 
types (Chatterton, P. 1999; Chatterton, P. 
and Hollands, R. 2002). On the other hand, 
it is also worth mentioning that students can 
significantly contribute to local communities. 
For example, the acknowledgment of social 
obligationa and assisting others is an impor-
tant factor within this domain, and volunteer 
work and charity are important elements of 
the activity spectrum in several student com-
munities (Allinson, J. 2006; Smith, D.P. and 
Denholm, J. 2006). 

Within the fourth domain the quality of 
local social networks, social capital, interactions 
and civic engagement are to be analysed. It is 
important to stress that students as consum-
ers can significantly contribute to the local 

Table 1. The five domains of social cohesion* 

Domain Description
Common values and a civic 
culture

Common aims and objectives; common moral principles and codes of 
behaviour; support for political institutions and participation in politics.

Social order and social 
control

Absence of general conflict and threats to the existing order; absence of 
incivility; effective informal social control; tolerance; respect for difference; 
intergroup co-operation.

Social solidarity and reduc-
tions in wealth disparities

Harmonious economic and social development and common standards; 
redistribution of public finances and of opportunities; equal access to 
services and welfare benefits; ready acknowledgement of social obligations 
and willingness to assist others.

Social networks and social 
capital

High degree of social interaction within communities and families; civic 
engagement and associational activity; easy resolution of collective action 
problems.

Place attachment and 
identity Strong attachment to place; intertwining of personal and place identity.

*According to Forrest, R. and Kearns, A. 2001.
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economy – and their effects can be more 
salient in smaller towns or towns with high 
percentage of students (Steinacker, A. 2005). 
Most of the students have notable free time, 
purchasing power and a vibrant social life. 
Therefore, they ‘can help create lively, mixed-
community neighbourhoods with an attractive 
mix of uses, high levels of local services, and 
vibrant cultural activities’ (Munro, M. et al. 
2009, p. 1808; see also: Macintyre, C. 2003; 
Allinson, J. 2006). However, some servic-
es such as schools can disappear from the 
neighbourhood, because of the changing lo-
cal needs caused by the departure of fami-
lies. It is also a well-known phenomenon that 
in-migrant students establish relationships 
mainly with other students when they seek 
friendship or accommodation (Smith, D.P. 
and Holt, L. 2007; Hubbard, P. 2009). As a 
consequence, several neighbourhoods wit-
ness the sharp separation of established resi-
dents and students. Lessons from European 
social mixing policies have significant rel-
evance at this point: the mixing of different 
groups does not necessarily lead to a real 
community (Kenyon, E.L. 1997; Boersma, 
K. et al. 2013). Nevertheless, according to 
Rogaly and Taylor (2015) permanent co-
habitation can strengthen cohesion between 
students and established residents and pro-
duce new social ties among them. 

Finally, the most serious barrier for stu-
dents to embrace a strong place attachment 
and identity is the lack of time. First of all, stu-
dent households have a temporary character, 
with residents spending only 6–9 months an-
nually in the dwelling. Secondly, a large part 
of the students are transient inhabitants and 
after 3–5 years most of them continue their 
professional and housing career in other 
neighbourhoods or cities, and never come 
back. Thirdly, rapid turnover of renters in 
studentified areas seriously hampers the ef-
forts to establish strong social ties with old 
residents (Allinson, J. 2006; Munro, M. et 
al. 2009). Such factors clearly work against a 
strong social cohesion at the neighbourhood 
level.

Setting the scene: Józsefváros (Budapest) a 
‘diverse neighbourhood’

Our research was carried out in Józsefváros, 
the 8th District of Budapest (Figure 1). The 
district had 76,250 inhabitants on the eve of 
the 2011 census, of whom the proportion of 
non-Hungarians was high with 11.9 per cent 
(compared to Budapest’s average of 4.8%). 
The Gypsy/Roma is the largest ethnic minor-
ity group in the district, in some pockets they 
comprise around 40–50 per cent of the local 
population. There are also sizeable commu-
nities of international migrants (especially 
those coming from South Eastern Asia and 
Africa) in the district and particularly its 
central neighbourhoods are popular desti-
nations for foreign (e.g. Chinese, Vietnam-
ese) immigrants. Józsefváros is culturally the 
most diverse district of Budapest which is 
also widely acknowledged by local residents, 
media and policy documents.

Józsefváros has a highly diversified hous-
ing stock as well, which is the outcome of 
the multi-layered building activities since 
the middle of the 19th century, and also the 
versatile regeneration activities having taken 
place since the late 1990s. The inner part of 
the district was built well before World War 

Fig. 1. Location of Józsefváros within Budapest
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I, with 3–4 storey tenement buildings. As an 
outcome of the communist slum clearance 
programme of the 1970s, pre-fab high rise 
buildings appeared in the area replacing 
some parts of the old dilapidated housing 
stock. From the late 1990s a large-scale slum 
clearance programme was launched, and the 
renovation of rundown buildings as well as 
the construction of new ones speeded up 
considerably (Photo 1). 

Between the last two censuses (2001–2011) 
about 5,000 new (mostly upmarket) dwell-
ings were added to the local housing stock of 
approximately 33,000, which means a 12 per 
cent growth within a decade. This was one 
of the highest values among the 23 districts 
of Budapest during the period. The share of 
rental dwellings (both public and private) 
was 20.7 per cent in 2011, whereas it was 
only 10.6 per cent in Budapest. The weight 
of public housing was is the highest here in 
the city with 11.5 per cent in 2011 (compared 
to the Budapest average of 5.0%).

Due to the extension of the housing stock 
and recent regeneration activities, above 

average residential mobility was recorded 
in Józsefváros. In Budapest, on the eve of 
the 2011 census 45 per cent of the residents 
had moved to his/her dwelling in the pre-
vious ten years, this figure was 52 per cent 
in Józsefváros. High level residential mo-
bility has also brought about demographic 
and socio-economic changes. Even though 
– similarly to Budapest – the demographic 
profile of Józsefváros shows clear signs of 
ageing, yet, the share of younger households 
(singles, families with or without children) is 
higher than the city’s average. 

Newcomers who moved to Józsefváros after 
the turn of the millennium have clearly con-
tributed to growing social and cultural diver-
sity. Furthermore, due to immigration, the so-
cial status of the area has been slowly growing 
but this is spatially an uneven process; in some 
parts of the district it is more pronounced and 
more visible than in others. The most intense 
changes took place in the neighbourhoods that 
were transformed by local government led ur-
ban regenerations (e.g. Corvin Quarter near 
the Grand Boulevard) where the old housing 

Photo 1. Large-scale, local government initiated regeneration activities in the centre of Józsefváros 
(Photo by Boros, L.)
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stock has been completely replaced by newly 
built apartments (new-build gentrification)  
(Photo 2). 

The district is very attractive for students 
who can benefit from the great variety of 
rental dwellings and the affordable prices. 
As the Józsefváros Integrated Development 
Strategy emphasises, the district is a higher 
education centre with national significance 
since 10 per cent of the students studying in 
Hungary are enrolled at Józsefváros-bound 
institutions. The concentration of HEIs is 
also outstanding here: 11 universities and 
colleges with 18 faculties are located in the 
area [2]. This is an important driving force of 
the studentification process which goes hand 
in hand with other more classical forms of 
gentrification. Józsefváros with a diversified 
housing stock and hospitality and leisure 
facilities offers an ideal place for students 
between the ‘boring’ outskirts and the ‘tour-
istified’ city centre.

To sum up, the quality of the housing stock 
in Józsefváros has significantly improved 
over the last two decades. New constructions 

and regeneration activities have brought 
about slow but steady influx of younger and 
partly higher-income households (Kovács, Z. 
et al. 2013). The previous negative image of 
Józsefváros has also improved as a result of 
urban regeneration activities, coupled with 
studentification and gentrification. The local 
government considers studentification as a 
useful tool for improving the reputation of 
the district and an essential element of ur-
ban rehabilitation – especially in the case of 
the new campus of the National University 
of Public Service (established in 2012) at the 
Orczy Quarter (Photo 3). Rising real estate 
prices can also partly be explained with the 
growing presence of students in the district 
(Czirfusz, M. et al. 2015; [1, 2, 3]).

Research methods

This paper is based on a series of in-depth in-
terviews conducted with national- and city-
level policy makers, as well as residents and 
entrepreneurs of Józsefváros. The interviews 

Photo 2. Corvin Promenade the epicentre of new-build gentrification in Józsefváros with upmarket dwellings 
and a new shopping mall (Photo by Kovács, Z.)
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were undertaken within DIVERCITIES, a 7th 
Framework Programme research project fi-
nanced by the European Commission (full ti-
tle: Governing Urban Diversity: Creating So-
cial Cohesion, Social Mobility and Economic 
Performance in Today’s Hyper-diversified 
Cities), between October 2013 and January 
2016. Although DIVERCITIES was not spe-
cifically about studentification, yet, questions 
on the neighbourhood, the respondents’ per-
ceptions about the local society, their social 
ties and the role of local policies provided 
ample information on the topic. 

For the sake of the study, a total of 109 in-
depth interviews (19 with policy-makers, 50 
with residents, 38 with entrepreneurs and 
2 with other experts) were analysed. The 
interviewees were recruited through three 
main channels. First, several policy-makers 
and entrepreneurs were directly approached 
after they had been identified as relevant 
potential respondents (e.g. through web 

search). Second, various institutions and key 
informants acted as entry points and medi-
ated between us and the interviewees. For 
example, RÉV8 Plc.3 had a crucial role in this 
process, since this company had developed a 
broad social network in Józsefváros because 
of former regeneration projects and the ac-
tive cooperation with local residents. Third, 
‘snowball sampling’ was applied in some 
cases, mobilising local social ties to contact 
potential respondents. 

During the recruitment of interviewees 
our aim was to compose a diverse but bal-
anced sample for three sub-groups. The 
group of policy-makers consists of officials 
of the Hungarian central government and 
Budapest municipality as well as associates 
of non-governmental organisations. In the se-
lection of the 50 residents a healthy mix was 

3 RÉV8 is a company founded by the local government 
of Józsefváros. Its primary aim is to manage local 
urban renewal programmes. 

Photo 3. The new campus of the National University of Public Service accommodated in the 19th century clas-
sicist building of a former military school (Photo by Boros, L.)
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achieved according to age, gender and educa-
tional attainment. As for their length of resi-
dence in Józsefváros, 26 persons moved to the 
district for twenty or more years (long-term 
residents), while 9 people moved there less 
than five years ago (newcomers – i.e. people 
moving to the area – have a vital role among 
the interviewees because of the ongoing gen-
trification process in Józsefváros). The group 
of entrepreneurs in our sample well reflects the 
heterogeneity of the economy of Józsefváros, 
including traditional handicraft shops (e.g. 
hat-maker), retailers (e.g. ethnic food stores), 
tourism and hospitality businesses (e.g. ho-
tels, restaurants), consulting and engineering 
services (e.g. construction companies) and re-
pair services (e.g. car mechanic). 

Main research findings

We analyse here the relationship between 
studentification and social cohesion accord-
ing to the five dimensions set by Forrest 
and Kearns (2001): (1) common values and 
a civic culture; (2) social order and social con-
trol; (3) social solidarity and reductions in 
wealth disparities; (4) social networks and 
social capital; (5) place attachment and iden-
tity. In doing so, our focus is mainly on how 
cohesion is manifested in these categories 
between students moving into Józsefváros 
and the long-term residents.

First of all, the values of long-term residents 
and newcomers are usually quite different in 
the district, however, their motivations to 
move or stay here is often similar: to exploit 
the good location of the district and the ad-
vantages provided by the reasonable rents 
and housing prices. This reflects to some 
extent the gateway function of the district 
which is beneficial for young people and 
students. But when it comes to goals, com-
munity development and possible initiatives, 
the opinion of newcomers and long-term res-
idents differs – especially if we focus on the 
opinion of the most deprived social groups. 
The values and priorities of young people 
(including students) are very similar to 

those of early gentrifiers; they highlight the 
importance of safe and clean public spaces 
and highly appreciate the results of urban 
regeneration programmes.

“The situation around Calvin Square is untenable, 
homeless destroy so much the nicely renovated en-
vironment. [...] I do not like top-down measures or 
autocratic attitude but this should be handled some-
how because seeing that people use squares as toilet 
is very disturbing.” (Female, 29 years, teacher.)

On the other hand, long-term residents are 
more concerned about social issues, such as 
provision of public housing, job creation or 
social inequalities.

“There are a lot of empty apartments owned by 
investors or the local government while several peo-
ple lost their homes due to loans and unpaid bills. 
In the house where my mother lives, there are four 
empty flats. Why not rent them to those who are try-
ing to make their life better?” (Female, 30 years, street 
cleaner/public worker.)

Furthermore, in some cases, newcomers 
would like to see more changes or develop-
ment, and get into conflict with established 
residents because of the alleged passivity of 
the latter group. This conflict can be mani-
fested in a discourse characterised by dyna-
mism-passivity dichotomy:

“I see the newcomers, the youngsters, who are mo-
tivated and dynamic but there are the elderly people 
who think differently. Obviously, they are another 
generation and their way of thinking is different.” 
(Female, 32 years, real estate agent/developer.)

Participation in politics and local affairs 
is also different between the students and 
long-term residents. Most of the younger 
and newcomer residents said that they did 
not know anything about local community 
programmes. As a 25-year-old interviewee 
(male, private entrepreneur) answered the 
question whether he had any information on 
public initiatives: “No, not really, and I do not 
engage in such matters, because I do not see the 
meaning of these activities”. Older residents are 
not very active politically either, even though, 
they are more engaged in local affairs – there-
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fore, shared visions, common political actions 
or initiatives are not manifested.

Regarding social order and social control, 
several conflicts are caused by the co-exist-
ence of various (sub)cultures and lifestyles 
in Józsefváros. The main conflicts caused by 
studentification are rooted in the generation 
gap in general and the conflicting needs of 
various age groups related to the use of pub-
lic spaces in particular (Boros, L. et al. 2016). 
Student lifestyle includes activities like en-
gagement in noisy leisure programmes, con-
suming higher amount of alcohol or sport 
activities, resulting in tensions with elderly, 
and more moderate inhabitants. Such con-
flicts are concentrated primarily in the in-
ner parts of the district (Palota Quarter and 
Corvin Quarter) wherein the rate of elderly 
people as well as the concentration of student 
dwellings are higher than in other parts of 
Józsefváros. The owner of a restaurant and 
a hotel, for instance, referred to the differ-
ent lifestyles of students and other residents, 
which difference has an effect on his business:

“They [students] move in at the beginning of the 
semester, start partying, making lots of noise when 
playing their music instruments at the middle of the 
night. But then other tenants teach them how to be-
have, and they fit in soon.” (Male, 64 years, entre-
preneur.)

In the district there are several initiatives 
that provide opportunities for intermix-
ing for different social groups which might 
strengthen tolerance towards social differ-
ence. We mention here only two examples. 
The community garden of Leonardo (Photo 
4), includes people with different age, gen-
der, cultural background and qualifications 
e.g. brokers, foreigners, students, gypsy 
families, artists, pensioners, who get together 
for different activities in the summer season 
(Bende, Cs. and Nagy, Gy. 2016). The Gólya 
ruin-bar, created by young intellectuals, is 
an important meeting point for young intel-
lectuals, artist, and urban activists (Photo 5). 
Both examples (community gardening and 
ruin-bars) are relatively recent phenomena 
in Budapest, they became important part of 

the local community and cultural life after 
2000 (Lugosi, P.D. et al. 2010). However, how 
these initiatives bring together local people, 
it remains a question. 

Regarding the third domain of social cohe-
sion, social solidarity and reductions in wealth 
disparities, we can conclude that the economic 
performance of Józsefváros has improved a 
lot in the last decade and studentification 
contributed to this process significantly. 
Similarly to the experiences in the West, the 
in-migration of young people (among them 
university students) to Józsefváros contrib-
utes positively to the economic performance 
of the area through the appearance of new 
consumption groups, the renewal of the 
physical and economic environment, or the 
expansion of the local housing market. Both 
city- and district-level policy documents 
emphasise the favourable effects of the ex-
pansion of educational institutions and the 
growing number of students, for example, 
regarding the development of local tourism 
or the creative and innovative economic sec-
tors (Egedy, T. and Smith, M.K. 2016). 

Moreover, for some local inhabitants one of 
the most positive results of the urban change 
is that the overall prestige of the area is ris-
ing. Therefore, these people welcome the in-
flux of students and young families. 

“Well, frankly I might see diversity rather positive 
because in the past the district was more homogene-
ous in a negative sense, but with the renewed blocks 
of flats and with the arrival of a wealthier, more quali-
fied group the overall prestige of the neighbourhood 
has been rising. And from this point of view the 
growing social heterogeneity of the neighbourhood is 
a positive thing, I guess, because the former homoge-
neity was quite negative, and that meant mainly the 
presence of deprived, poor and criminal elements.” 
(Male, 36 years, journalist.)

The economy of the district, however, de-
velops socially and spatially very unevenly. 
There are robust wealth disparities among 
the different quarters of Józsefváros and so-
cial exclusion and marginalisation of some 
groups (e.g. the homeless, the poor, the 
Roma) is still a serious problem. 
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Photo 4. Leonardo community garden in the run-down neighbourhood provides an important meeting place 
for people with various background (Photo by Boros, L.)

Photo 5. Gólya (it means stork in Hungarian) is the first “Communal House and Co-operative Presso” in 
Józsefváros organising concerts, literary nights, theatre workshops for young people (Photo by Boros, L.)
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“I think the entire neighbourhood has become 
younger and more affluent, since poor people had to 
relocate as a result of this whole on-going [renewal] 
project. So all of those who had lived here before in 
low quality public housing, have moved towards 
outer areas. And now they cannot come back to buy 
the dwellings which are much more expensive nowa-
days.” (Female, 61 years, stylist/designer.)

We found weaker social cohesion within 
the district in neighbourhoods which have 
undergone intense regeneration such as the 
Corvin Quarter and other recently redevel-
oped residential areas where the population 
has changed dramatically. In these areas stu-
dents and young professionals are important 
target group for the real estate developers:

“…what is really important factor (for investing 
here) is the vicinity of universities. […] There is a high 
concentration of university buildings which is rela-
tively unknown at this time. But within a few years the 
penetration of health care and IT professionals will be 
exceptional.” (Male, 38 years, real estate developer.)

The fluctuation of residents according to 
age and social status generates wider social 
differences as well as a polarisation within 
the society. It negatively affects the possibili-
ty of creating interactions among neighbours 
(horizontal connections) and among different 
social groups (vertical relations) as well.

“There are 14 apartments in our old building, but 
only nine of them are occupied. Half of the residents 
are elderly people and the rest are young – they are 
under 35 and have moved in during the past few 
years. The middle-aged are missing in the block … 
I have very limited contact with my neighbours. If I 
welcome somebody or ask them ‘how are you?’, it 
already means a closer relationship.” (Male, 30 years, 
private entrepreneur: programmer/website designer.)

According to our findings, the consump-
tion practices and patterns of students and 
long-term residents are quite different – 
which is a significant element of the parallel 
lives of various age/social groups (Photo 6). 

Photo 6. Typical consumption spaces of students and young intellectuals in the inner-part of Józsefváros 
(Photo by Fabula, Sz.)
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The separation of consumption decreases the 
chances of interaction and the development 
of personal relationships. In some cases, the 
different consumer base of businesses is a 
result of some kinds of ‘repositioning’ of en-
terprises (e.g. bars, restaurants, shops). The 
consumption gap between foreign students 
(with higher purchasing power) and locals is 
especially remarkable:

“… there are cafés with such high prices that I 
cannot imagine who can afford it among the locals, 
among Hungarians. Their consumers are the foreign 
students.” (Male, 51 years, entrepreneur.)

The on-going internationalisation of 
Hungarian higher education will most prob-
ably strengthen and make more visible these 
differences in the future. Several new enter-
prises (e.g. start-up ventures) aim to exploit 
the vicinity of universities and offer job op-
portunities for students or newly graduated 
career starters. Since the older, established 
residents cannot utilise these opportunities, 
the wealth and income disparities may wid-
en between old and new residents.

“We chose this office because we can hire students, 
who can work here between classes and exams. […] I 
think, Józsefváros is a promising area because of the 
vicinity of universities.” (Female, 39 years, start-up 
entrepreneur.)

Some of the literature on studentification 
point out, that the growing concentration of 
university students in a neighbourhood can 
lead to a general neglect of social obligations 
and the quality of the urban environment 
(see e.g. Kenyon, E.L. 1997). Nevertheless, 
as one of the established residents, who has 
been living in Józsefváros for more than ten 
years, noted it is not necessarily the case: 

“Many young people have moved in and honestly 
I am happy about that, because they pay the common 
fees of the building regularly and they take care about 
their environment more than the former residents.” 
(Female, 37 years, dispatcher.)

As far as the fourth dimension of social co-
hesion is concerned, we found that the pro-

cess of studentification has straightforward 
impacts on the social networks and social co-
hesion of the district. The personal networks 
of students and young newcomers are very 
much different from those of the older and 
long-term residents. Obviously, latter tend 
to have more and stronger local connections 
than newcomers – which confirms the find-
ings of Guest and Wierzbicki (1999). Since 
the newcomers’ personal networks extend 
well outside the boundaries of Józsefváros 
they usually keep contacts and exchange 
help with people living outside the district. 

Although family ties are the most impor-
tant among personal networks, similar life-
style and stage in the life-cycle increase the 
chance of developing bonds and providing 
mutual help among residents. This observa-
tion highlights the importance of differentia-
tion between social, cultural and age groups 
when analysing social ties (Forrest, R. and 
Kearns, A. 2001), since solidarity and mutual 
help is more likely to work within groups 
than between members of different social 
and cultural groups. 

This is similar to the findings of van 
Beckhoven and van Kempen (2003): in most 
cases the residents mostly live along each 
other not together (‘parallel lives’). On the 
one hand, trust and support are manifested 
on the scale of the house or block. On the 
other hand, the spatiality of the personal 
networks (i.e. friends and family) has a sig-
nificant role in developing and maintaining 
supportive relationships and these cannot be 
connected to a particular scale or neighbour-
hood. 

Regarding place attachment and identity we 
found that our case-study area (Józsefváros) 
is a typical inner-city district where historical 
traditions are well-perceived by local people, 
most of whom have a distinct ‘Józsefváros 
identity’. Within our sample clear distinction 
could be made between long-term residents 
and newcomers (i.e. students, young gen-
trifiers) in this respect. For the latter group 
increased mobility and lower level of place-
attachment is a significant obstacle to more 
intense social contacts:
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“Here a newcomer group settled in which had been 
targeted [by developers and real estate agents] so 
that new apartments would be purchased by young 
middle-class people; but in general they do not like 
the 8th District. They do not come here by real choice 
in most cases but because they can afford only these 
dwellings… Therefore, I do not think they really iden-
tify themselves with this neighbourhood.” (Female, 
42 years, consular officer and interpreter.) 

Discussion and conclusions

The principal aim of this study was to exam-
ine the effects of studentification on urban 
diversity and social cohesion in the post-so-
cialist Hungarian context. Our first research 
question was: how studentification is related 
to the gentrification in the case-study area of 
Józsefváros? According to our findings, stu-
dentification in Józsefváros is not the pioneer 
phase of gentrification, but – especially in the 
rehabilitation areas – it runs more or less par-
allel with it. In this respect it shows certain 
differences compared to other post-socialist 
and Western experiences. 

Firstly, because physical upgrading in the 
originally dilapidated district has been tak-
ing place for quite a while (10–15 years). The 
built environment has gone through spectacu-
lar changes, the local economy substantially 
strengthened, new functions (i.e. higher edu-
cation, shopping, leisure, hospitality industry) 
settled to the area. As a consequence, a lot of 
young people, among them students, discov-
ered the district, and moved here. The spatial 
pattern of studentification has also changed 
accordingly. Earlier it had a dispersed spatial 
pattern like in other post-socialist cities (see 
Murzyn-Kupisz, M. and Szmytkowska, M. 
2015), but due to the excessive urban reha-
bilitation programmes studentification (and 
also gentrification) has become geographical-
ly very much concentrated. The mushrooming 
of ruin-bars and other cultural and leisure fa-
cilities also strengthens the spatial concentra-
tion of students. Thus, the spatial separation 
of housing, education and leisure (nightlife) 
activities of students is not that strong in the 
Budapest case as in other post-socialist cities. 

Secondly, since the district is subject of ro-
bust (state-led) regeneration activities, new-
comers are coming mainly from outside the 
district and Budapest (partly from abroad). 
They have no place attachment at all, and 
consider their stay temporary and reside in 
the district as transitory urbanites (Haase, 
A. et al. 2012). Most of the students use the 
place as a springboard in their career, and 
after graduation most of them leave. The at-
titude of students is, however, very much re-
sembles those of the young, highly educated 
newcomers, i.e. early gentrifiers.

The second research question concerned 
the impacts of the influx of students on 
the social cohesion of Józsefváros. In the 
present stage of urban transformation stu-
dentification clearly contributes to the de-
mographic, cultural, social and economic 
diversity of Józsefváros. However, its effects 
are perceived very differently by the local 
residents, depending on factors like location, 
social status and professions (i.e. ‘ordinary 
residents’ versus entrepreneurs). Residents 
living outside the core area of regeneration 
often mention the lack of interaction between 
newcomers and long-term residents, while 
also highlighting the role of different atti-
tudes and lifestyles. At the same time resi-
dents of the renovated areas who are mostly 
new inhabitants do not perceive any weak-
ening in social cohesion, since they have not 
got previous experiences regarding the local 
society. The interrelation between studenti-
fication, neighbourhood diversity and social 
cohesion is clear: those parts of Józsefváros 
which have not been affected by regenera-
tion activities and notable student influx are 
more cohesive. 

Our empirical research identified several 
factors that hamper the development of a 
cohesive society: the significant difference in 
lifestyles and values, high level of socio-spatial 
inequalities, intense population turnover and 
the exclusion of less-affluent residents, or the 
weak place attachment of the new residents. 

Nevertheless, Józsefváros and its popula-
tion can profit from other processes which 
can also foster cohesion in the area, e.g. ac-
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knowledgment of diversity and acceptance 
of otherness as a result of increasing social 
mix, the diversification of the housing stock, 
the contribution of students to the commu-
nity’s living costs and local developments.

Studentification has been used actively by 
the local government to improve the image 
of the district. The growing number of stu-
dents and higher education institutions is 
portrayed as an asset of Józsefváros in local 
policy documents. 

However, there are also factors that may 
hamper the future continuation of studenti-
fication. Once the value gap reaches a certain 
level and the area becomes simply overval-
ued by the market much harder forms of 
gentrification can sweep away the existing 
student enclaves. Or, some parts of the hous-
ing stock become utilised for other purposes 
e.g. tourism. Right now there are obvious 
signs of this phenomenon in the inner part 
of the district where relatively high share 
of dwellings is used for Airbnb purposes 
(Dudás, G. et al. 2016). These developments 
will threaten even more the social cohesion 
of Józsefváros than studentification. 
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BOOK REVIEW

Davis, D.K.: The Arid Lands: History, Power, Knowledge. Cambridge–London, MIT Press, 2016. 296 p.

Arid lands, characterised by limited amounts of pre-
cipitation, cover substantial part of the Earth. They 
mainly occur in high pressure areas of the tropical 
zones or in the innermost parts of the continents. Arid 
lands and deserts are natural phenomena. Yet, de-
bates about them are deeply embedded in culture and 
politics, as are related notions, such as the perception 
of deserts as ‘degraded wastelands’ that need to be re-
claimed. Diana K. Davis’s book, uniquely, addresses 
the historicity of debates about arid lands, and gives 
an analysis of the discourse of desertification from a 
political ecology approach, arguing that the global 
environmental debate about desertification and the 
United Nations anti-desertification programmes were 
highly influenced by former colonial discourses.

The short-format and concise volume was pub-
lished by the MIT Press in the series ‘History for a 
Sustainable Future’, and follows the line of influential 
volumes on environmentalism and political ecology. 
Diana K. Davis, geographer and veterinarian, is pro-

fessor at the Department of History, University of 
California at Davis. Davis has authored several pub-
lications in the field of political ecology and environ-
mental history, including the award winning work 
‘Resurrecting the Granary of Rome - Environmental 
History and French Colonial Expansion in North 
Africa’ (Davis, D.K. 2008). Her recent book keeps the 
goal of the previous one while bringing the emphasis 
from North Africa to a more global understanding 
of the topic.

The analysis follows a chronological order. The 
author argues that the perception of arid lands as 
‘wasteland’ was not at all common in antiquity, nor in 
the medieval period. While this notion has its roots in 
Judeo-Christian thought, it gained significant ground 
only with the great early modern geographical  
(re)discoveries and 19th-century colonisation. Davis 
shows how colonial discourses, which blamed local 
populations for alleged destructive land-uses lead-
ing to desertification, permeated later in 20th century 
anti-desertification programmes including the UN 
anti-desertification project. In line with this chronol-
ogy, after introducing the topic in Chapter 1, the book 
discusses Classical, Early Christian and Medieval un-
derstandings of arid lands (Chapter 2), then related 
concepts from the age of discoveries (Chapter 3), the 
rise of imperialism (Chapter 4), and the 20th century 
(Chapter 5), whereas the final section is devoted to 
the 21st century (Chapter 6).

The first and introductory chapter ‘Deserts, 
Dogma and Dryland Development Policy’ starts 
with a very practical question. There were several 
well-intentioned development programmes focusing 
on drylands as well as international projects aimed 
at combatting desertification, overgrazing and de-
forestation, and improving agriculture. Such pro-
grammes evoked much criticism for their outcomes, 
however. Irrigation caused salinisation in many 
places. Afforestation was often not satisfactory due 
to limited rainfall. Rangeland development projects 
also changed the situation to the worse in many cases 
for causing increased degradation. Davis argues that 
the core of these problems should be examined from 
an historical-political perspective. First of all, the 
eye-catching term ‘desertification’ has no universal 
definition. Recent academic research in quaternary 
science and ecology reveals that the extent of deserti-
fication was heavily overestimated in the 20th century 
in many places, and the high variability of precipita-
tion is a more influential factor in the development of 
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arid lands than anthropogenic drivers. Blaming local 
populations for destructive land-use practices like 
burning, overgrazing and deforestation goes back to 
the colonial period, and still plays a significant role 
in more recent debates. Yet, management practices of 
the local, mainly nomadic, people actually adapted to 
the high variability of the drylands, and they were in 
fact being practiced sustainably for a long time. Anti-
desertification programmes, however, have often led 
to the marginalisation of local populations, affecting 
them even more seriously than the desertification it-
self. The historical analysis in the next chapters helps 
better understand how perceptions of drylands have 
been changing over the longue durée.

The analysis starts with the ideas of the Greek his-
torian Herodotus, who is said to be the author of one 
of the first descriptions of the Sahara. Written knowl-
edge about deserted lands increased with the expan-
sion of the ancient Greek civilisation, as for example 
Alexander the Great brought many writers to his 
campaigns to North Africa and Asia. These descrip-
tions influenced many later scholars, including the ge-
ographer Strabo. The knowledge of arid lands in the 
Roman period came from both earlier Greek sources 
and first-hand experience with arid Roman provinces. 
In Greek and Roman texts deserts were depicted as 
naturally dry regions that hinder travel and are usu-
ally inhabited by nomadic peoples, but, in turn, offer 
many valuable products. The idea of environmental 
determinism, which claimed a decisive impact of cli-
mate on the life and characteristics of the inhabitants 
of a given land, was first expressed by Hippocrates, 
then by Aristotle. These early sources about the con-
nection of climate and human traits had a strong in-
fluence on the way the inhabitants of arid lands were 
perceived by Europeans in the later centuries.

Christianity brought many changes in the evalua-
tion of arid lands. In the Old Testament deserts are 
depicted as wilderness, places of chaos and temp-
tation. Another negative picture of arid land is the 
Fall of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden to 
the unproductive deserted land, which could only 
be made productive with hard work. But there are 
some more positive Christian approaches as well, 
which presented the desert as site of protection and 
refuge, or as the locus of ascetic perfection for ear-
ly monks called the Desert Fathers. After the early 
Muslim conquests Europeans had much less direct 
knowledge about deserts. Pilgrimages to the Holy 
Land experienced the landscape of the desert more 
from a spiritual aspect, and provided limited infor-
mation about the environment. 

The next chapter, entitled ‘Exploration, Desiccation, 
and Improvement’, is dedicated to significant shifts 
in the notion of the desert after the geographical 
discoveries. Knowledge of the habitable world was 
increasing. Yet, this did not lead to the rejection of 

environmental determinism inherited from ancient 
Greek texts. Quite the contrary happened. For exam-
ple, Montesquieu claimed in his political writings that 
the arid and harsh climate of Asia has an influence 
on the despotic political culture of the region. The 
theory of desiccation, which states that deforestation 
causes aridification, was supported by the studies of 
prominent scholars of the Enlightenment on different 
aspects of the hydrological cycle and the link between 
forest cover and humidity (e.g. Edward Halley, John 
Woodward and Stephen Hales). This idea was then 
improved and spread mainly by French naturalists, 
physiocrats and politicians (such as Pierre Poivre, 
François-Antoine Rauch, George-Louis Leclerc, de 
Comte Buffon and François-René de Chateaubriand), 
who argued for solutions against aridification. The 
moral claim of land improvement was also fuelled by 
liberal economic thought, which blamed pre-capital-
istic managements for inefficiency and causing deg-
radation. The tools of land development programmes 
in France and England, such as the privatisation of 
common lands, the control of transhumant pastoral-
ism, or the afforestation of the sand dunes in Gascony 
in Southwestern France, were later introduced to arid 
lands in newly colonised areas as well.

In the chapter ‘Imperialism and Desert Blame 
Game’ the author discusses how desiccation theory 
became even more popular with the rise of colonial 
expansion. The idea of desiccation by anthropogenic 
factors appeared in many writings, ranging from 
French authors to Humboldt and the American 
George Perkins Marsch. Marsch for instance, simi-
larly to his contemporaries, claimed that deserts are 
desiccated forests, which were destroyed by ‘nomadic 
invaders’ and by their animals like camels and goats. 
Perceiving deserts as degraded wastelands justified 
the ‘redemption’ of arid lands through ‘civilising’ 
projects under colonial control, just as the ‘primitive’ 
cultures of the colonised were often thought to be ‘re-
deemed’ by their Christian colonisers. French Algeria, 
which became a colony by the 1830s, was one of the 
first sites where colonial arid land development poli-
cies were implemented. Restrictive measures were 
introduced, which later became dominant in the 
management of arid lands in other regions as well. 
These included “sedentarizing nomads, controlling 
or eliminating grazing, supressing fire, improving 
livestock, creating forest reserves and reforesting, and 
increasing agriculture, both irrigated and rain-fed” 
(p. 116). Similar policies were applied in the British 
colonies in South Africa and India. Local nomadic 
people were criminalised by new laws controlling 
forest use. Afforestation took place, and in the Thar 
Desert an irrigation canal system was constructed. 
These developments were often realised at the ex-
pense of food safety. A plausible example is the in-
troduction of a fast-growing tree species, Prosopis 
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julifolia, in India, which still has detrimental effects 
on herding as it supresses grass growth. Moreover, 
its fruit is not even edible for animals as opposed 
to those of native trees which it replaces invasively 
(Robbins, P. 2001).

 ‘The Twentieth Century: Desertification Comes 
of Age’ scrutinises how colonial dryland policies be-
came globalised in the twentieth century. Although 
the underlying idea of ‘desertification’ was apparent 
even before, the term itself was coined by a French 
forester, Louis Lavanden, as late as 1927. Dryland 
management policies, restrictions and laws were 
spread and transposed to the new French colonies, 
French West Africa (in the Sahel region) and to British 
colonies as well. The dominant notion of the day, 
which interpreted vegetation dynamics as progress-
ing towards a state of equilibrium, justified the theory 
of desertification. It implied that the scarce vegetation 
of the Sahel should be interpreted as remnant of a 
previous, arboreal condition of ‘climax’. In the 1930s 
droughts were experienced worldwide. The Dust 
Bowl in the United States led to the introduction of 
new soil conservation techniques, which were applied 
then in a number of regions as elements of a ‘univer-
sal’ dryland management package. After World War 
II several political changes took place, and new post-
colonial states were emerging. The United Nations 
Arid Development Program, however, had no one 
to employ but former colonial dryland experts, who 
inevitably utilised the dryland development methods 
from the colonial period. The battle against deserts 
continued, and the idea of anthropogenic desertifica-
tion was disseminated even more broadly. 

The last chapter ‘Conclusion: Embracing 
Variability’ highlights the continuity of dryland de-
velopment policies against desertification and offers 
some new aspects for the future. In the 1970s the 
Sahel region experienced serious droughts, which 
were followed by new anti-desertification projects 
of the UNESCO and FAO. In the last decades there 
has been an increasing amount of research reveal-
ing that the concept of desertification was exagger-
ated, and that climate variability is more influential 
a factor in such situations than anthropogenic driv-
ers and arid lands should simply be understood as 
non-equilibrium environments. ”It was not until 1994 
UN Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) 
that climate was added as a cause of desertification 
along with human activities.” (p. 160). The crisis nar-
rative of desertification proved to be so powerful that 
it is applied in non-arid regions as well. The author 
finds worrisome, that in the 2014 UNCCD report 
‘Desertification: the Invisible Front Line’ desertifica-
tion was mentioned as a driver of resource wars and 
the rise of political extremism in arid lands, which 
she interprets as a new wave of environmental de-
terminism. She argues that the ‘combat against de-

sertification’ narrative was used to accumulate power 
in postcolonial states and to delay democratisation 
projects. These developments often marginalised lo-
cal populations, what, according to Davis, might have 
a lot more to do with conflicts in arid regions than the 
contested process of ‘desertification’. Davis looks for 
solutions by providing examples from Chad, Niger 
and the Syrian steppe. She offers the implementation 
of integrated dryland development, which is based 
on decentralisation, participation, recognition of in-
digenous knowledge, and the use of flexible manage-
ment systems adapted to the variability of arid lands.

There is not much to criticise in this excellent book. 
A minor concern might be that the chapters sometimes 
overlap, and the steady flow of biographies and names 
of influential people can be a bit confusing. The book 
is very efficient in the sense of connecting the history 
of desertification discourses to concrete places around 
the globe from North and South Africa to France, India 
and the USA. It also sheds light on the networks of 
knowledge and experts within anti-desertification 
programmes of the United Nations. Nonetheless, 
there may be some space left beyond the Anglo- and 
Francophone world for further investigation to recon-
struct how the discourse became global and how it 
channelled local perceptions of ‘spreading drylands’. 
Arid territories and anti-desertification campaigns in 
China and Russia (or the Soviet Union) are mentioned 
several times in the text. Yet, the possible role of these 
countries in formulating the global desertification nar-
rative is not examined directly. For example, while 
other authors like Linton, J. (2004) successfully ex-
plore the influence of Soviet scientists in the ‘global 
water crisis’ discourse of the seventies, similar connec-
tions were not investigated in this volume. 

From an Eastern Central European perspective 
it is interesting to ask how these discourses were 
translated and mobilised, and how they affected our 
understandings of arid lands and similar local envi-
ronments. Unforgettably exotic pictures of the over-
grazed Sahel, for instance, were present in all elemen-
tary school geography textbooks in Hungary when 
I went to school in the 1990s. Countries of Eastern 
and Central Europe were not involved directly in the 
colonisation of arid lands, and they do not have real 
deserts for their own climate is too humid. There are 
some places, however, especially sandy regions like 
the ‘Błędów Desert’ in Poland, the ‘Moravian Sahara’ 
in Czechia or the Kiskunság region in Hungary, which 
are often regarded as local equivalents of a desert. 
In the case of Hungary, which is the most prone to 
drought from these countries, ‘desertification’ was 
indeed a vivid topic in many periods. As a quick 
search in Arcanum Digitheca, an online collection of 
Hungarian printed sources, shows, the Hungarian 
version of the term desertification (‘elsivatagosodás’) 
was used as early as the 19th century, but I found the 
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first use of the term with regard to an area in Hungary 
in the 1930s, when Hungary, just like many other parts 
of the globe, experienced severe droughts. River regu-
lation and deforestation were claimed to be the cause 
of ‘desertification’ on the Great Hungarian Plain. 
Extensive afforestation and irrigation programmes 
were meant to address these problems, especially in 
the Sovietised period, when they were influenced by 
similar projects in the Soviet Union (Jankó, F. 2013; 
Borvendég, Z. and Palasik, M. 2016). 

As Davis puts it, “The power of stories of envi-
ronmental change has been widely underestimated 
for too long.” (p. 175). In her book she analyses the 
powerful story of desertification in a powerful and 
inspiring way. This concise, well-written book offers a 
fascinating new understanding of drylands. It gives a 
great historical overview of perceptions of arid lands 
from the antiquity to recent years, and excavates the 
origins of the discourse of desertification. The use 
of clear language and well-chosen informative illus-
trations helps a lot in comprehending the narrative, 
whereas detailed notes and references are valuable 
tools for further investigation. The inherent power 
of the book lies in that it has a very clear message 
for the future of environmental management. It chal-
lenges the way of seeing the desert as an inherently 
degraded landscape and offers the approach of see-
ing them as diverse environments with a highly vari-
able climate. Therefore, for Davis, they should not 
be ‘redeemed’ or ‘restored’, since they can be man-
aged sustainably by understanding their variability 
and by taking into consideration local knowledge 
and management practices as well. This volume will 
certainly have a great impact on arid lands research 
and management. In addition, it employs methods 
and provides approaches that are highly applicable 
to various fields in political ecology, history of science 
and environmental management, well beyond the 
history of drylands. 

Noémi Ujházy1
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Szirmai, V. (ed.): “Artificial Towns” in the 21st Century: Social Polarisation in the New Town Regions of 
East-Central Europe. Budapest, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Centre for Social Sciences, Institute for 
Sociology, 2016. 501 p.

In different parts of the world, Artificial Towns, 
new towns and planned cities frequently represent 
materialised visions and utopian concepts of com-
munity. Due to the close relation between functional 
and architectural structures and societal ideals, this 
type of settlement is influenced by changes of the 
socio-economic system in a particular way. There 
is a requirement of adapting to new societal needs, 
and the question emerges how this adaptation affects 
socio-spatial relations in different contexts. This is the 
main focus of the book “Artificial Towns in the 21st 
Century”. It is dealing with characteristic processes 
of societal re-evaluation and considers the potentials 
and problems of fitting such towns to new social 
realities and needs. 

The 501-page-long edited volume is an out-
come of the research project ‘Social Polarisation 
in the Hungarian and Eastern-Central European 

“New Town” Regions. Impacts of Transition and 
Globalisation’. The leader of the project and editor 
of the volume, Viktória Szirmai, head of department 
at Kodolányi János University of Applied Sciences, 
proposes the main aim of the volume as follows: 
“The mission of this book … is to present polarisation 
mechanisms, contemporary social structural relation-
ships and their economic, political and architectural 
determination in new towns…” (p. 15). As the subtitle 
of the book indicates, the focus is the new towns that 
were developed in communist times in Central and 
Eastern Europe (CEE). However, at the beginning of 
the book, which introduces the characteristics that 
are inherent to this type of settlement and distinguish 
Artificial Towns e.g. from socialist high-rise housing 
estates, a clear definition of Artificial Towns would 
have been helpful for the reader. 

New towns are usually interpreted as prototypes 
of the socialist way of life and, in some cases, nation-
building projects, as well as a solution of the housing 
question without reproducing social inequality. Their 
development is associated with forced industrialisa-
tion in the communist regime. Hence, their economic 
base was often mining or heavy industry. 

After the political changes in and after 1990, these 
economic sectors experienced a fundamental reas-
sessment and devaluation. As a direct outcome of the 
shift new patterns and dynamics of regional economic 
development emerged, and socio-spatial polarisation 
began to increase in the whole of Central and Eastern 
Europe. These processes had a strong impact on the 
development of the new towns as well. Areas which 
were affected by the decline of traditional industries 
and which were not capable of developing a new 
economic basis often showed high and increasing 
dependencies on public transfer payments. This is, 
beyond others, reflected in the standard of housing 
and living conditions. 

Many regional economies within CEE countries are 
severely challenged by asymmetric power relations in 
the globalised economy. Hence, socio-spatial dispari-
ties have been rising considerably in rural as well as 
urban contexts (see e.g. Tsenkova, S. 2006; Smith, A. 
2007; Brade, I. et al. 2009; Smith, A. and Timár, J. 2010; 
Ehrlich, K. et al. 2015). It is against this backdrop that 
large-scale high-rise housing estates and new towns 
from the communist times are frequently struggling 
with processes of downgrading and depopulation. 
As different chapters of the volume show, Artificial 
Towns established in state-socialist planned econo-
mies have managed to cope with the profound trans-
formation of the social and economic framework after 
1990 in different ways.
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Although there are numerous studies on urban de-
velopment after communism, most of them focus on 
capital cities (see e.g. Stanilov, K., 2007; Borén, T. and 
Gentile, M. 2007; Andrusz, G. et al. 2008; Brade, I. et 
al. 2009), whereas in-depth analyses of new towns are 
rather scarce. The present book is bridging this gap 
to a certain extent in the field of post-socialist urban 
studies. The development of Artificial Towns is a prime 
example for how challenges of the transformation pro-
cess take shape on the local and national levels, and 
how they influence the social well-being of the local 
population. Thus, investigating socio-spatial devel-
opment of these towns seems a particularly relevant 
issue. Moreover, extensive empirical information on 
socio-spatial structures in case study towns mainly in 
Hungary but also in Poland and Slovakia, as well as 
the comprehensive comparison with other urban types, 
provide a sound basis for urban planning strategies. 

Pierre Merlin, professor of the Town and Regional 
Planning Institute of the University Paris-Sorbonne, 
emphasises in his recommendation to the book that 
the variety of the presented studies might help de-
velop strategies to support that “the socialist towns 
of Central Europe” are turning to “successful old 
towns”, even if numerous factors have an impact on 
the process which are hard to predict (p. 13). Detailed 
description of the eleven new towns in Hungary and 
the specific local trajectories of selected case studies 
(also including architectural characteristics and urban 
structural features) provide a remarkable insight into 
urbanisation processes in the communist and post-
communist periods. Still, it would have been a ben-
efit for the book to better embed the results of these 
studies in contemporary discourses in international 
urban research. 

The book consists of four major parts written by so-
ciologists, economists, geographers, architects and ur-
ban planners. The first part discusses general theoreti-
cal considerations of the development of new towns in 
the 21st century. It scrutinises such diverse issues like 
the period when socialist new towns were established, 
general characteristics of CEE urbanisation, and na-
tional peculiarities in Hungary, Poland and Slovakia. 
In her introduction Viktória Szirmai juxtaposes the 
development of new towns in Eastern and Western 
Europe after World War II with the transition period 
after 1990, and even makes an outlook to new towns 
or planned settlements in the developing countries. 
Her main question while looking for signs of failure 
or successful renewal is “whether the development 
of new towns was the possibility of a new urban de-
velopment model or an unfulfilled promise” (p. 38). 

Chapter 2 focuses on the development of socialist 
new towns, its underlying doctrines of urbanism, as 
well as their dominant social and ideological mecha-
nisms. Szirmai describes the impacts of the trans-
formation during the 1990s on Central and Eastern 

European (CEE) urbanisation, too. In the scientific 
literature, the identified processes have often been 
connected with the question if the urbanisation in 
communist and post-communist contexts represents 
a typical catch-up development or follows a specific 
trajectory (e.g. Brade, I. et al. 2009). Szirmai takes a 
modern and global approach to urbanisation. For her, 
cities are shaped beyond global and transnational 
power relations “by each country’s specific histori-
cal features or regional power and political-social 
conditions” (p. 48). 

The following chapters outline the impacts of com-
munism, post-communist transformation and glo-
balisation on urban development and urban social-
spatial structures in the national contexts of Hungary 
(Szirmai), Poland (Grzegorz Węcławowicz) and 
Slovakia (Péter Gajdos). Here the authors provide 
detailed historical information on interdependencies 
between the change from socialist to post-socialist 
societies and socio-spatial differentiation on the local 
and regional levels. The focus is the complex connec-
tion of urban-rural relations against the backdrop of 
industrialisation and deindustrialisation.

The second part of the book gives an in-depth de-
scription of the historical development and social-spa-
tial polarisation in selected new town regions, which 
were established in line with programmes of rapid 
industrialisation communist governments imple-
mented in these countries. Out of the six new towns 
the authors of the book scrutinise four are located 
in Hungary. They include the regions of Tatabánya 
(analysed by Júlia Schuchmann), Dunaújváros 
(Nóra Baranyai), Komló (Levente Halász) and 
Kazincbarcika (Márton Berki). A case study from 
Poland on Tychy by Grzegorz Węcławowicz and 
Dagmara Mliczynska-Hajda, and another study 
from Slovakia on the Nová Dubnica region by Péter 
Gajdos and Katarína Moravanská supplement the 
findings of the Hungarian case studies. 

Beyond discussing historical considerations, the 
authors extensively analyse the impact of economic 
transition and social polarisation on the selected 
town regions. Descriptions are mainly based on cen-
sus data, the results of in-depth interviews as well as 
local policy and planning documents. The authors 
point out key problems that are typical for most of 
the towns they investigate, like over-aging and de-
population due to declining birth rates and negative 
migration balances, and social problems, in particu-
lar unemployment. It would be interesting here to 
learn more about the personal living conditions of 
the inhabitants and about how they evaluate the qual-
ity of urban surroundings in the study areas. Socio-
economic disparities, both between and within urban 
areas, also mirror the residents’ ability or inability of 
social participation, and determine their unequal ac-
cess to social goods like health and education.
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The third part of the book takes different compara-
tive perspectives. It aims to identify and explain the 
ways new towns in Hungary responded to the eco-
nomic crisis. Adrienne Csizmady and Zoltán Ferencz 
investigate whether these towns have been experi-
encing a similar increase in socio-spatial differences 
as large towns in Hungary with more than 100,000 
inhabitants, and juxtapose the two urban types 
along population statistics and questionnaire sur-
veys. Beyond others, the authors consider migration 
plans of the residents and different structural zones 
within those city regions. They focus on changing 
centre-periphery relations and processes of social seg-
regation. As their results reveal, the social structure 
of inner city areas in bigger traditional cities reflects 
the conventional Western trends with an increase of 
higher status groups, while this tendency does not 
apply to the new towns. 

János Rechnitzer, Judit Berkes and Ádám Páthy 
investigate the position of post-communist new 
towns in the Hungarian urban network. They carry 
out a cluster analysis based on data concerning occu-
pational structures, employment potential and social 
indicators like education. They demonstrate that in-
dustrial cities in the same cluster are struggling with 
similar difficulties. Nevertheless, some of them man-
aged to cope with the challenges of transformation in 
a more successful way, while others failed. Adrienne 
Csizmady provides detailed explanation for such 
different urban perspectives through a long-term 
comparison of socio-economic development in the 
eleven Hungarian new towns, which are gradually 
becoming old towns. Relying mainly on economic 
and demographic indicators she distinguishes three 
types of development, namely advanced, stagnant 
and declining towns. Her finding that some cities 
managed to succeed by utilising their socialist her-
itage might be surprising on the one hand. On the 
other hand, it points to the crucial question of how 
the symbolic and ideological content of new town 
architecture can contribute to a new urban identity 
and therefore improve future development prospects. 

Based on urban structure, the image of urban ar-
chitecture and the location, function and composition 
of the city centre in the selected six towns Kornélia 
Kissfazekas aims to confront planning ideas of com-
munist times with current reality. In fact, she high-
lights the similarity of planning principles in various 
countries despite different national contexts due to 
the massive dominance of Soviet-modelled urban 
planning policy. However, peculiar historical, local 
and geopolitical trajectories resulted in some differ-
ences. An important finding is the need for a new 
view on communist new towns in light of the fall 
of communism, and the Westernisation of society. 
Kissfazekas emphasises the reinterpretation and in-
creasing attention to the architecture of socialist real-

ism as an important urban strategy. This idea opens 
up new perspectives regarding the potential of such 
new towns as loci of national or cultural heritage and 
social identity-making.

The concluding final part discusses the impact of 
the heritage of communist new towns for contempo-
rary urban societies. This raises the question whether, 
and if yes, to what extent, the preservation of charac-
teristic features inherited from the communist period 
provides some potential for future community life. 
The research presented in the frame of the volume 
made clear that, despite a considerable trend of so-
cial differentiation, the new towns are still workers’ 
towns, where living conditions of the population are 
less favourable than the national average. Referring 
to the different degree of social and socio-spatial 
changes as well as changes in architecture since 1990 
Viktória Szirmai finally puts the question whether 
Artificial Towns are sustainable environment for their 
residents or rather an unfulfilled dream of a new ur-
ban way of life. 

The book does not claim to answer this and related 
queries finally. However, it sketches out a range of 
development opportunities and provides comprehen-
sive information on new towns in CEE, mainly based 
on demographic, social and economic statistics. In 
contrast, little information is provided on how the in-
habitants themselves perceive their environment and 
what they think about the future of their hometowns. 
I suppose it would be fascinating and important for 
further research in this field to learn more about the 
subjective perspectives of the inhabitants. It would re-
quire a stronger focus on qualitative approaches and 
methods, however, to reveal the significance of the 
structural heritage from communist times for the self-
perception of the people and for their everyday lives. 

In sum, the anthology is a very detailed and in-
formative scientific contribution to a better under-
standing of social development in new towns of post-
communist Central and Eastern Europe, but also of 
socio-spatial development in Hungary, Poland and 
Slovakia in general. All studies and chapters provide 
remarkable expert information and local knowledge. 
The analysis of different case studies clarifies that a 
comprehensive assessment of communist new towns 
is problematic for the variety of individual settings 
and development trajectories that are shaped by lo-
cal impacts and general socio-economic processes in 
a globalising world. Notwithstanding, some reflec-
tions on how these findings on communist Artificial 
Towns could contribute to the international scientific 
debate and what we can learn from them for urban 
contexts around the world could increase the value 
of the volume. 

The book contains 54 figures, 33 tables and 20 
maps. The appendix with a number of informative 
photographs taken by the authors give excellent 
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impressions of architecture and the condition of the 
built environment in the new towns presented in 
the studies. The volume is warmly recommended 
to social scientists, architects and representatives of 
urban and regional planning as well as to university 
students interested in regional and urban develop-
ment, especially in the Central and Eastern European 
context. 

Karin Wiest1
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Akkerman, T., de Lange, S.L. and Rooduijn, M. (eds.): Radical Right-Wing Populist Parties in Western 
Europe. Into the mainstream? London–New York, Routledge, 2016. 298 p.

Radicalism and the strengthening of the radical right 
parties have become dominant phenomena of recent 
political transformations. As a result, the topic of the 
transitions of radical right-wing parties has become 
a dynamically growing segment of political geogra-
phy and political science literature. This book is an 
important theoretical contribution to the core issue 
along with the inclusion-moderation thesis, which 
holds that participation in democratic institutions 
and procedures will amend the radical nature and 
ideology of political parties. Authors of the volume 
analyse the ‘mainstreaming’ of various radical 
right-wing parties in several countries and different 
political situations in Western Europe, which is also 
a rather current process in Hungary if we consider 
the transition of the party Jobbik. 

The authors provide us a description about the 
behaviour of radical right parties according to their 
goals and positions. In the 1990s, growing intolerance 
against immigrants and increasing populism gave the 
opportunity for many radical right-wing parties to 
escape from the margins. The French National Front 

(Front National, FN), the Austrian Freedom Party 
(Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs, FPÖ), the Norwegian 
Progress Party (Fremskrittspartiet, Frp) and the Swiss 
People’s Party (Schweizerische Volkspartei, SVP) be-
came supported by more than 10 per cent of the elec-
torate as a result of increasing disappointments of 
voters. After the turn of the millennium the Danish 
People’s Party (Dansk Folkeparti, DF) and the Flemish 
Interest (Vlaams Blok/Belang, VB) also crossed the 10 
per cent threshold and many other radical-right wing 
parties emerged on the scene so the upward trend 
continued for the radical right-wing party family. The 
average vote share of radical-right wing parties in 
national elections increased from 8.0 per cent in the 
1990s to 12.5 per cent by nowadays.

Some of these radical right parties even entered 
governments, either as cabinet members or as support 
parties of minority governments. Every radical right-
wing party had to face the dilemma between vote 
maximising and office-seeking. Participating in a mi-
nority government always comes with price and these 
parties had to give up their radical profile, but on 
the other hand, they could more likely achieve their 
political goals. In Austria, Switzerland, Italy, Norway, 
Finland and the Netherlands radical right-wing par-
ties took up the responsibilities that come with hold-
ing office, while the Danish People’s Party and the 
Party for Freedom (Partij voor de Vrijheid, PVV) agreed 
to support minority governments without formally 
joining them. In total these radical right-wing par-
ties participated in multiple coalitions, leading to the 
formation of 17 governments between 1990 and 2015. 
The main aim of this volume is to assess whether the 
described developments have induced radical right-
wing parties to move into the mainstream.

The book consists of two major parts and contains 
altogether thirteen chapters. The first part of the 
book sets the conceptual framework in general and 
presents the explanatory model for mainstreaming. 
Tjitske Akkerman, Sarah L. de Lange and Matthijs 
Rooduijn address in a general and comparative way 
the question whether and in what ways radical right-
wing parties have moved into the mainstream by use 
of expert surveys, comparative manifesto data analy-
ses and their own measurements. They assess how 
radical right-wing parties mellowed programmatic 
positions, broadened their scope of issues and toned 
down populist stances, or how mainstream right-
wing parties became more radical. 

The term ‘mainstream’ is widely used in po-
litical science, but definitions are generally lacking. 
According to the authors the term has at least two dif-
ferent meanings. On the one hand, it refers most often 
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to centre-left and centre-right parties like Christian 
democratic, conservative, liberal and social demo-
cratic parties. So it denotes parties that have a centrist 
position on the classic left-right scale and attribute 
importance to socio-economic issues. In this sense, 
the term ‘mainstream parties’ is often used in con-
trast to ‘radical parties’ and ‘niche parties’ (including 
radical right-wing populist parties, green parties, left-
libertarian parties and regionalist parties that exploit 
programmatic niches). On the other hand, the term 
‘mainstream parties’ is used to describe established 
parties that are loyal to the political system and op-
pose anti-establishment and anti-political move-
ments, which seek reforms to overthrow the existing 
political system, and the norms and values on which 
it is based. In this meaning the term ‘mainstream’ can 
encompass programmatic and positional centrism, 
the high salience of socio-economic issues, and be-
haviour and stances that show commitment to the 
principles of liberal democracy and to the formal and 
informal rules of the political game.

Radical right-wing parties potentially face high 
costs when they join the mainstream so it is a big 
question how to combine a populist stance with of-
fice after entering government. Many of their vot-
ers become disillusioned once they are in office. 
Government participation can have a moderating 
effect on radical right-wing parties’ stance because it 
is difficult to maintain an anti-establishment profile, 
as governing parties are in many way part of the es-
tablishment. In a minority government there might be 
more opportunities to maintain an anti-establishment 
profile than for radical right-wing parties that are 
member of a majority government. Mainstreaming 
can be a short-lived phenomenon, however, when it is 
only the coalition forcing them into the mainstream. 
When the government participation terminates, very 
often these parties return to opposition, and radical-
ise again. Thus, the phenomenon of mainstreaming 
is often not the result of internal change and may, 
therefore, be ephemeral. On the other hand, a radical 
(niche party) profile, and anti-establishment attitudes 
tend to be barriers to entering office but they can be 
rewarding electorally. Therefore, a vote-seeking strat-
egy may be a disincentive for radical right-wing par-
ties to move into the mainstream.

In the second chapter authors operationalise the 
three dimensions of mainstreaming and describe 
the data that they used to measure them. In addi-
tion, they analyse changes in party scores in order 
to discern general patterns of mainstreaming. They 
study whether the programmatic profiles of radical 
right-wing parties have changed over time, and if so, 
whether these changes signal that these parties have 
become more like mainstream parties. Akkerman, 
Lange and Rooduijn measured radicalness, anti-es-
tablishment character and ‘nichness’ of radical right 

parties. The most commonly used methods for the 
estimation of party positions and their salience are 
the analysis of election manifestos (manifesto based 
approach) or the analysis of actors’ (e.g. party mem-
bers, voters, experts) perceptions of parties’ positions 
and their salience. While manifesto-based approaches 
give us more reliable estimates because they rely on 
an extensive, predetermined coding scheme, percep-
tion-based approaches produce more valid estimates 
because they tap more easily into a general notion of 
left and right, and other party attitudes. 

Overall there is no indication that radical right-
wing parties tend to become less radical. Only the 
Danish DF has been in office continuously since the 
turn of the millennium and it is the party that has 
become most clearly mainstreamed. But it is the only 
example that fully confirms a correlation between ex-
perience in a coalition government and mainstream-
ing. In contrast, the Swiss SVP has also been continu-
ously in office, but this party has become more radi-
cal over time. Nevertheless, the Swiss case can be an 
exception because the seven members of the Swiss 
government are elected by the federal parliament and 
there is no real president or prime minister, and the 
coalition has never been based on a common legisla-
ture programme, so parties enjoy a considerable level 
of autonomy with respect to their representatives in 
government.

As the authors measured, from the early 2000s rad-
ical right-wing parties have on average begun to pay 
more attention to socio-economic issues, which could 
be taken as a sign of mainstreaming. However, main-
stream parties also experienced a period around the 
millennium when they more emphasised these issues 
than before, which makes the changes in the agenda 
of radical right-wing parties less distinct. Moreover, 
radical right-wing parties have started to pay more 
attention to sociocultural issues in this period, which 
means that they reinforced their niche party profile. 
Authors could clearly distinguish the radicalisation 
of the Dutch Pim Fortuyn List (Lijst Pim Fortuyn, LPF) 
and the Belgian VB, and the mainstreaming of the 
Austrian Alliance for the Future of Austria (Bündnis 
Zukunft Österreich, BZÖ) and the Dutch PVV. This 
means that the first two parties gradually devoted 
more attention to sociocultural issues and less to so-
cio-economic ones, while the latter two moved into 
the opposite direction. The comparative analysis also 
suggests that mainstreaming could indeed be related 
to the question of participation in government and, 
therefore, to shifts from vote- to office-seeking. For 
example, the mainstreaming of the DF, FPÖ and PVV 
occurred prior to the elections in which these par-
ties assumed office or in which they started to sup-
port a minority government. Inversely, the Belgian 
VB radicalised after a period of exclusion through 
the cordon sanitaire. At the same time many radical 
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right-wing parties began to re-radicalise during or 
after their government participation. All in all, these 
observations indicate that being in office may have a 
temporary mainstreaming effect.

In the third chapter Matthijs Rooduijn investigates 
whether voters for radical right-wing parties and 
mainstream parties have become increasingly alike 
over time. Many researchers argue that those who 
vote for radical right-wing parties tend to have lower 
socio-economic status and they can be considered as 
the ‘losers of modernity’ because they have to com-
pete with immigrants for low-skilled jobs. Rooduijn 
displays a mechanism which can also be observed in 
Hungarian political contexts. He claims that when 
mainstream parties are radicalising their message 
and use populist discourses they intend to convince 
voters who previously supported radical right-wing 
parties. On the other hand, radicalisation could 
also result that the more moderate voters leave the 
party. To assess the attitudes and sociodemographic 
characteristics of voters for the radical right-wing 
Rooduijn applied the European Social Survey (ESS). 
For every variable of interest, he pointed out how 
regression coefficients have changed over time. He 
expected that radical right-wing voters do not dif-
fer significantly from mainstream voters. In general, 
from a socio-economic point of view, radical right-
wing voters have not become increasingly similar to 
mainstream voters because they tend to have lower 
educational levels, and they belong to lower socio-
economic classes which status has not changed in the 
last decade. But when attitudes towards the European 
integration were measured, the author observed that 
radical right-wing voters were significantly differ-
ent from mainstream voters in 2004, 2006 and 2008, 
but not in 2012. It means that the gap between the 
two groups decreased considerably and according to 
his analysis this convergence is mainly the result of 
the radicalisation of the mainstream voters and not 
the ‘mainstreaming’ of the radical right-wing vot-
ers. Overall, since the beginning of the millennium 
there has been a distinct but decreasing gap between 
voters of the mainstream parties and voters of the 
radical right-wing parties, which is mainly due to the 
radicalisation of mainstream voters, for radical voters 
have not mainstreamed at all. 

The second section of the book is the largest with 
nine case studies about Western European coun-
tries. They focus on electorally successful radical 
right-wing parties with stable party organisations. 
Authors of this section selected only those parties 
that have already gained an electoral breakthrough 
and for whom national office is at least in the longer 
term a realistic option. Most parties, except for the 
Flemish Interest, the French National Front and 
the UK Independence Party (UKIP), also had the 
opportunity to enter national office. Many of them 

renewed their ideological profile just like the Swiss 
SVP and the Austrian FPÖ. The Finnish Finns Party 
(Perussuomalaiset, PS) did not have to start from 
scratch, partly because it was formed as a successor 
party of an agrarian populist party in 1995. The others 
are new parties that emerged in the 1970s or later, but 
not all of them started as radical right-wing parties. 
These parties managed electoral breakthroughs at 
one point or another, and gathered sufficient elec-
toral support and attention through media coverage 
to be able to put pressure on the policy agendas of 
the political competitors. They can also be character-
ised by a blackmail potential in the sense that they 
have been able to politicise issues like immigration, 
European integration or law and order issues, which 
forced other parties to amend their policy agendas.

Majority system is a hard challenge for FN and 
UKIP to gain access to parliament and these parties 
have great difficulties also in gaining coalition poten-
tial, as some of them, like the Belgian VB and the FN, 
have been subjected to a cordon sanitaire by other 
parties. This political isolation and stigmatisation by 
the mainstream parties resulted in the prioritisation 
of vote-maximisation because it is the most realistic 
option for radical right-wing parties. Yet, most of the 
other radical right-wing parties dealt with in the book 
(e.g. FrP, PS, PVV, SVP, FPÖ) have managed to gain 
coalition potential at a certain point. The Danish DF 
and the Swiss SVP participated more than once in 
national office, the others have only a one-time ex-
perience which noted that coalition potential can be 
gained but also can be lost again. The former two 
parties have got the longest history of (semi-)inclu-
sion into national office and continuous blackmail 
and coalition potential, while FrP, PS, FPÖ, PVV have 
got incidental or recent (semi-)inclusion into national 
office with substantial blackmail potential.

Nowadays, FN, which is commonly considered a 
model for the Western European radical right, is at 
a political crossroads ahead of the 2017 presidential 
elections. (Manuscript was submitted on March 30th, 
2017, before the French presidential elections took place. 
– The editor.) The filtered political rhetoric and de-de-
monisation has allowed the party to broaden its elec-
toral support and tap into new social groups such as 
women or younger voters. Presidential polls promise 
Marine Le Pen new electoral heights in the 2017 elec-
tions and public opinion polls suggest that the FN’s 
negative views of immigration, Islam or the EU are 
currently shared by a large proportion of the French. 
According to Gilles Ivaldi changes of the electoral 
market include a growing attitudinal convergence 
between the conservative and the radical right poles 
of the French electorate, which augments the poten-
tial for future coalitions. Although the FN seems to be 
gradually normalising in French politics, nonetheless 
a majority of the French still regard it as an extremist 
party with little governmental credibility. 
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This kind of incredibility towards the radical right-
wing appeared in Dutch elections held earlier this 
year. Led by Geert Wilders, PVV has been the focus of 
international attention ahead of the general elections 
in the Netherlands because events there bear some 
similarities to what happened in recent US and British 
elections. But it has not happened in the same way. 
Although Prime Minister Mark Rutte (People’s Party 
for Freedom and Democracy, Volkspartij voor Vrijheid 
en Democratie, VVD) lost 8 from 41 seats and Geert 
Wilders gained 5 to 15 seats, the resounding success 
of radical right failed this time. The map of election 
results shows that the base areas of PVV are near to 
the German border, mainly in the southern Limburg 
province and in the northern Drenthe.

To sum up, contributions to this volume revealed 
that Western European radical right-wing parties 
have been mainstreaming to relatively small extent 
on the dimension of radicalness, but there has been 
partial or substantial mainstreaming in the other di-
mensions such as niche profile, anti-establishment 
ideology and extreme right reputation. These par-
ties have overall remained radical in their positions 
on issues related to their nationalist ideology (im-
migration, authoritarianism, European integration).  
The inclusion-moderation thesis is partially inade-
quate in the case of radical right-wing parties because 
electoral competition generally has not pressured 
these parties to moderate. Exceptions to these find-
ings are UKIP and FN, where plurality or majority 
systems had a moderating effect. The case studies 
showed that mainstreaming can be a successful strat-
egy if the choice for office-seeking is internally sup-
ported by the party elite and activists. On the other 
hand, a radical profile, a niche party profile, and anti-
establishment attitude tend to be barrier to entering 
office but they can be rewarding in votes. Therefore, a 
vote-seeking strategy may be a disincentive for radi-
cal right-wing parties to move into the mainstream 
and lose the voters as a result of the moderate turn. 
They have to choose between the short-term vote-
seeker and the long-term office-seeker strategies. 

These questions are also relevant for the Hungarian 
Jobbik (and other parties in East Central Europe with 
similar radical right-wing platforms), which seems to 
have chosen the long-term office-seeking strategy, but 
the effects of this mainstreaming will come to light 
only in the 2018 elections.
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