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The Pandora’s Box of Fudan Hungary

Ágota Révész

A Chinese university opening a campus in the so-called “West” for the first time 
would have been a major advancement in the globalizing strategy of Chinese high-
er education. Yet the case of Fudan University opening its first European campus in 
Hungary seems to have contained several pitfalls from the start. This essay high-
lights some of them, such as the effects of a Cold War context on national higher- 
education strategies and the uncertain future of internationalization in higher 
education. The way the discourse around the university developed proved to be a 
Pandora’s box unleashing woes: it showed that efforts to globalize higher educa-
tion have become subordinate to geopolitical considerations and are regarded as 
questions of national loyalty, particularly in states involved in a growing resurgence 
of Cold War–type coalitions. 

In February 2010, during his election campaign to become prime minister of 
Hungary, lawyer and politician Viktor Orbán said, “Although [Hungary] sails 
under a Western flag as an EU member state, the wind of the world econo-
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peripheral position of Hungary has long been a cause for concern among the 
country’s political elite, and in many cases, there was a choice, perceived or other-
wise, between Eastern or Western alliances.4 Moving further along the line set by 
the prime minister to welcome collaboration with the East, a major actor in Hun-
garian financial policy, Norbert Csizmadia, hailed the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RECP), a historic free-trade agreement signed by fifteen 
Asia-Pacific nations in 2020. In an opinion piece for a Hungarian business news-
paper, he framed the agreement in the following manner: 

[The RECP] further strengthens the unfolding of the Eurasian global era. The process 
started in 2013, when China launched the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which marked 
the end of a five hundred year Atlantic era. The Belt and Road is about repositioning 
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ed States. This assertion antagonized liberal circles in Hungary who saw CEU as 
an intellectual recovery after decades of occupation by the Soviet Union. But de-
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Another difference between CEU and Fudan University that may have stoked 
government pressure was CEU’s connection to the elite of the Democratic Party 
in the United States. This connection came not only through George Soros, a not-
ed mega-donor to the Democratic Party, but through major donors to both CEU 
and the Democrats like Donald Blinken: U.S. ambassador to Hungary from 1994 
to 1997, father of the current U.S. Secretary of State Anthony Blinken, and bene- 
factor of the Vera and Donald Blinken Open Society Archives, which is a unit at 
CEU that mainly contains materials on and does research on the Cold War era.8

The Budapest campus of Fudan University received strong political support 
in China. In February 2021, the Chinese government officially published that the 
consummate leader of China, Xi Jinping, “supports the opening of a Hungarian 
campus of Fudan University.”
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tional Bank. On the initiative of the bank’s governor, György Matolcsy, the tri-
lateral partnership agreement launched the first double-degree MBA program be-
tween China and Central Europe in 2018.15

Despite these perceived benefits, there were several aspects of the project 
that came to be seen as risky for the future of both Hungarian higher ed-
ucation and Hungary in general. First and foremost was the budget for 

campus construction that totaled US$1.77 billion, of which Chinese state loans 
would cover roughly US$1.48 billion. Although there were several business mod-
els for opening an affiliated university as a foreign enterprise–including campuses 
that partnering schools have opened in China, such as the Ningbo campus of the 
University of Nottingham, and the Suzhou campus operated jointly by Xi’an Jiao-
tong University and the University of Liverpool–Fudan Hungary was designed as 
a government investment using money sourced from Hungarian taxpayers.

This arrangement was complicated by other challenging aspects, starting with 
high tuition fees that made attending Fudan Hungary prohibitively expensive for 
the average Hungarian student. The entrance of an academic giant also risked dis-
turbing the traditional balance of higher education in Hungary, which is mostly 
based on free public universities. Another risk was the potential for Fudan Hun-
gary to become a domestic brain drain, in light of its salaries for professors that 
would have been eight to ten times higher than the national average. Finally, in 
what many viewed as evidence of government corruption, a Chinese construction 
company was contracted to build the future campus, and the property was set to 
occupy most of the area once designated for affordable student housing. 

Although these pitfalls worked their way into public discourse on Fudan Hun-
gary, the main arguments employed by the opposition (that is, liberal and left-
wing political parties) soon became those typical of the Cold War era. Like their 
predecessors, oppositional politicians and media outlets framed the pending de-
cision on Fudan Hungary as a war between two worlds. In this conflict, there was 
a choice between freedom of thought or communist oppression, Western or East-
ern values, and national sovereignty or Hungary becoming “a Chinese colony.”16 
The harsh war rhetoric, which included calling Orbán a “traitor of the West,” was 
intended to strike a chord with a Hungarian population that still harbored bitter 
memories of communism and Soviet occupation.17 

The question of the country’s Western or Eastern identity, which has been cen-
tral to national political battles for centuries, returned with renewed force. After 
the political director of the prime minister argued for a balance between the two 
identities and the creation of a third, saying there was no choice because “we have 
lived here for a thousand years on the route between the West and the East,”18 a  
prompt response came from the opposition: “We do have to choose between 
West and East!”19 Government plans for establishing Fudan Hungary moved fur-
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ther into the spotlight during the run-up to the parliamentary elections in 2022. 
Throughout this time, public discourse around Fudan Hungary shifted from aca- 
demic, social, financial, and legal considerations to an emotional fight between 
domestic political opponents. Because Hungary’s Western affiliation still enjoys 
popular support, liberal opposition in the form of the Hungarian Socialist Party, 
for example, was eager to embrace a platform that confirmed the country’s West-
ern identity. Toward this aim, liberal candidates for prime minister drafted a col-
lective letter to Xi Jinping, in which they pledged to halt the university’s construc-
tion if they won the elections.20 Thus, in order to close ranks and secure a win, 
opposition leaders instrumentalized Fudan Hungary to frame its development as a 
threat to national sovereignty. 

To be sure, there were many justifiable concerns surrounding the project, es-
pecially compared with the factors that led to CEU’s ousting. The Fudan Hungary 
proposal lacked transparency on important questions of profitability, risk versus 
opportunity, existing dynamics in Hungarian higher education, and possible cor-
ruption. The most important question of all, “Why should the campus be funded 
by Hungarian taxpayers, if the tuition fees would be out of reach for an average 
Hungarian family?” was also troubling. Though the opposition raised these ques-
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will not be able to cooperate with the Eastern world economy. And I do not want Hun-
gary to be locked into the knowledge of the Western world economy.21

What was striking about this statement was Orbán’s stress on economic knowl-
edge. The East-West distinction manifested itself here not in the realm of politics, 
values, or ideology. The two sides were not presented as mutually exclusive either. 
It seemed, instead, that the prime minister was trying to strike a balance between 
both sides and avoid conflict, while highlighting economic interdependence and 
the need to absorb knowledge from both superpowers. Were we to take his reason-
ing one step further, we could say there should be space for CEU and Fudan Hunga-
ry to coexist with transparent financing, respect for domestic priorities, and the 
inclusion of all stakeholders in their decision-making processes. For Fudan Uni-
versity (the parent university in Shanghai), it would be (or would have been) a 
huge reputational gain to open the first Chinese campus in the European Union. 
And it cannot be ruled out that some Fudan professors were hoping to enjoy great-
er freedom of expression abroad.

The question of opening to the East seems not to have been confined to Hun-
gary. Writing about the internationalization of education under the semiperiph-
eral position and conditions of the Nordic states, public policy scholar Kazimierz 
Musiał drew a similar conclusion on cooperating with Russia and China: “Per-
haps the Nordic countries . . . do not want to rely solely on the epistemic hegemony 
of the Western core powers. It may be a strategic choice or just a recalibration of 
their semiperipheral status vis-à-vis the alternative empires of knowledge.”22 But 
this research, conducted before the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, might 
yield different results today. With national security at the forefront of many inter- 
national collaboration schemes, seeking Musiał’s “alternative empires of knowl-
edge” no longer sounds realistic. The opportunities offered by a semiperipheral 
position, namely balancing out East and West or even alternating between them, 
are limited. As Sándor Zoltán Kusai, former Hungarian ambassador to China, has 
stated, “Hungary, as a small state in Central-Eastern Europe, is moving along a 
determined path in the early stages of a new Cold War, and a fundamental choice 
between opposing sides is inevitable.”23
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