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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
The process of European integration is closely linked with how Border; narrative;
borders are governed. This makes border narratives a revealing Euroscepticism; parties;

lens through which to study stances on European integration and ~ >chengen; European
Euroscepticism, including in party politics. This article analyzes ~ 'Ntegration
how parties in border regions narrated borders during the 2024

European elections, drawing on interviews with candidates and
campaigners from four internal EU border regions. Across party

families and levels of Euroscepticism, three narratives recur: open

internal borders as desirable and beneficial, internal border

closures as disruptive of everyday cross-border life, and open

internal borders as contingent on stronger control at the EU’s

external borders. The findings show that internal openness and

external control are frequently narrated as mutually dependent.

They also suggest that contestation over European integration is

often articulated through selective border narratives, in which

support for Schengen and free movement can coexist with
exclusionary demands for stronger external border control.

1. Introduction

European integration has fundamentally transformed borders in Europe. Nowhere is this
more evident than at the EU’s internal Schengen borders, where physical controls largely
disappeared in an area comprising 29 countries, and then reappeared during the Covid-
19 pandemic and following concerns over criminal activity or migration (Koinova et al.
2023). The EU’s external borders have come under particular scrutiny in response to
migration from third countries (Kriesi et al. 2021). At times of heightened salience,
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borders function as political symbols and reference points in public debates (Casaglia et
al. 2020; Scott 2012). However, as Mazzoleni (2023, 1-2) points out, research on party
competition has paid little attention to “territorial dimensions, including borders”. Sur-
prisingly little is known about how political parties frame borders in those places where
they are experienced most directly: border regions.

In border regions, political parties matter above all because they connect local experi-
ences of mobility and cross-border contact to wider political narratives about the EU,
openness and border control. This makes these regions very useful settings in which
to examine how political actors narrate the relationship between openness and
control. The present analysis covers narratives in four internal EU border regions: the
Danish-Swedish, Franco-German, Slovak-Hungarian and Polish-German-Czech
border regions. In border regions such as these, the everyday realities of cross-border
mobility make the relationship between border control and European integration
especially visible.

Euroscepticism and restrictive border politics have sometimes been associated with
parties on the radical right (Brack 2020; Klatt 2020; Roch 2024). Other scholars have
shown that party positions on the EU and borders are more differentiated (Pirro,
Taggart, and van Kessel 2018; van Kessel 2025). Building on this literature, the present
article asks how party actors in border regions narrated borders during the 2024 Euro-
pean election campaign, and how these narratives connected internal and external EU
borders. It further asks what these narratives reveal about the relationship between
party politics, European integration and border control. Interviews with 37 politicians
from border regions show that interviewees across party families often defended open
internal EU borders, while making them contingent on external border controls.

This article’s contribution is twofold: first, it speaks to border studies by showing how
party actors in cross-border settings narratively link internal openness with external
control. Second, it contributes to research on Euroscepticism and party politics by
showing that selective border narratives are one important way in which European inte-
gration is contested. In this way, the article shows that border narratives can be used to
connect border studies and party politics, as they reveal how politicians attach meaning
to the EU, to belonging and to security in election campaigns.

The article proceeds as follows: the next section combines insights from research on
the symbolic and narrative construction of borders with research on Euroscepticism in
party politics. The third section presents the methods of data collection and analysis, a
narrative analysis of 37 interviews with politicians from four border regions. In the analy-
sis, we identify three dominant narratives about borders: a narrative of open internal
borders being beneficial, a narrative of border closures and controls disrupting these
benefits, and a narrative of open internal borders depending on fortified external EU
borders. These narratives cut across party lines. Taken together, they show that border
regions are political spaces in which locally grounded experiences and practices shape
narratives of openness and control.

2. Narrating Borders in Party Politics

Borders are symbolically and practically entwined with the European integration process.
This process transformed many internal borders into zones of exchange and mobility,
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while simultaneously mandating - at least nominally - strong enforcement of the exter-
nal borders (Kriesi et al. 2021). This tension between freedoms on the inside and buttres-
sing against the outside has been captured in the metaphor “Fortress Europe” (Genschel
and Jachtenfuchs 2021).

Border scholars have long pointed out that borders are not only markers on the ground;
they are also socially and politically constructed through narratives that endow them with
meaning (Eder 2006; Newman 2006; Paasi 1999). Border regions are sites where ordinary
people and political actors engage in what has been called bordering practice (Opilowska
2025), i.e. discursive processes and shared understandings that define where lines of
inclusion and exclusion should be drawn. Border regions are therefore analytically
useful settings to examine how the EU is made meaningful through the narrative construc-
tion of who belongs, and who does not (Biirkner 2020; Eder 2006; Newman 2006).

Borders have been instrumentalized by political actors for political ends, for example
when Eurosceptic parties mobilized nativist sentiment around them (Lamour and Varga
2020). Politicians’ narratives about the relative merits of a particular border regime are
related to a more general worldview that concerns the EU, control and openness
towards outsiders such as immigrants (Kriesi et al. 2008). Their narratives of borders
can, therefore, illuminate wider understandings of sovereignty, belonging and security
(Biirkner 2020; Lauener 2023; Mazzoleni 2023).

A strand of the literature on politicians’ narratives about borders focuses on Euroscep-
ticism (Brack 2020; Biirkner 2020; Krasteva 2020). A Eurosceptic party is defined in this
article as one whose overall stance on European integration is more opposed than sup-
portive. Existing research has long located the strongest Euroscepticism on the radical left
and the radical right of the political spectrum (Taggart 1998). Radical left parties are here
defined as parties to the left of social democracy, typically marked by anti-capitalist pos-
itions. Radical left Euroscepticism is commonly linked to criticism of the EU’s perceived
neoliberal orientation (De Vries and Edwards 2009; Kriesi 2020; Lauener 2023). Radical
right parties are defined as those parties to the right of conservative parties, which
emphasize nativism as an ideology “that states should be inhabited exclusively by
members of the native group” (Mudde 2007, 19). On the right, Euroscepticism is often
rooted in nationalism and an emphasis on state sovereignty and border control (De
Vries and Edwards 2009; Ivaldi 2018; Mazzoleni 2023). Radical right parties, in particu-
lar, have been shown to view borders through a security lens, for example in relation to
migration (Brack 2020; Roch 2024) and crime (Klatt 2020).

However, some scholars have cautioned against overstating this ideological divide.
Thus, van Kessel (2025) argues that radical right parties should not automatically be
equated with Eurosceptic ones. Some radical right parties favor aspects of European inte-
gration that they see as benefiting their state, such as economic integration or
cooperation to limit immigration from third countries (Lorimer 2024). Furthermore,
radical right parties are not homogeneous, and their Eurosceptic message is often malle-
able (Cavallaro, Flacher, and Zanetti 2018; Heinisch, McDonnell, and Werner 2021).
Prior research also suggests that party actors may adapt narratives to regional contexts.
For example, Biancalana et al. (2025) show that radical right parties tailor their narratives
to particular regional settings. And while centrist parties have long been held to be more
pro-European (Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002), scholars have identified contagion
effects on mainstream parties in terms of Eurosceptic messages from challenger parties
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(Bale et al. 2010; Meijers 2017). For example, center-right parties hardened their position
on migration in response to competition from radical right parties (Downes, Loveless,
and Lam 2021). Pirro, Taggart, and van Kessel (2018) identify frame diffusion and co-
option of Eurosceptic positions by mainstream parties as important effects on party
systems. These do not generate full ideological convergence, but they help explain why
mainstream parties may copy specific narratives from Eurosceptic parties, especially in
the face of crises such as Covid or the migration crisis.

Narratives are defined here as accounts through which actors make sense of political
realities, assigning meaning, causality, and moral judgment (Roe 1994) to borders. Elite
narratives, such as those put forward by politicians and policy-makers, matter because
they shape how political conflicts are framed and which solutions are seen as legitimate
(Boswell, Geddes, and Scholten 2011; Jones and McBeth 2010; Stone 1988). For example,
the distinction between internal and external EU borders is not only an institutional and
legal reality. It is also a narrative resource that political actors mobilize strategically to
make claims about the problems associated with the external border regime and about
how this regime ought to be reformed. Narratives diffuse through party rhetoric,
media reporting, and electoral strategies (Boswell, Geddes, and Scholten 2011). Although
certain narratives can become dominant, they are not fixed; they can be contested and
reinterpreted (Boswell, Geddes, and Scholten 2011). Ultimately, as Eder (2006) empha-
sizes, successful narratives must possess a degree of plausibility in order to resonate
with an audience.

The next section outlines the case selection as well as the methods of data collection
and analysis used to investigate politicians’ accounts of internal and external EU borders.

3. Data and Analysis

The present article is based on an analysis of qualitative interview data gathered in border
regions. One-to-one semi-structured interviews were carried out with 37 candidates,
party officials and campaigners during the 2024 European elections. The election cam-
paign and its immediate aftermath were selected as a moment of high political salience:
although European elections tend to see much lower turnout rates than national elections
(Clark 2014), the campaign period is one of the few moments when European issues are
given some prominence and when party actors actively communicate their positions on
European integration to voters.' This makes this period particularly well suited for ana-
lyzing how politicians narrate borders.

Interviewees were recruited from the Danish-Swedish, Franco-German, Polish-
German-Czech and Slovak-Hungarian border regions. These regions are all internal
EU and Schengen border regions, but their individual histories and local circumstances
vary.

The Danish-Swedish border region is defined as the transnational metropolitan
@resund region (Oresund in Swedish). Denmark and Sweden are part of a Nordic and
Scandinavian context, characterized by long-term collaboration, mutual understanding
and a shared historical heritage. However, disputes about divergent policies on drugs
and nuclear power, and later migration and crime, caused rifts in the relationship.
Since 2015 both countries have repeatedly introduced border controls, citing concerns



JOURNAL OF BORDERLANDS STUDIES . 5

about refugees, crime or Covid (Svensson 2023). By 2024, these controls had to some
extent become normalized.

The French-German border region is defined here as Alsace, Moselle, and the border-
adjacent districts of the German states of Saarland and Baden-Wiirttemberg. Following a
conflictual history that culminated in the Second World War, a post-war watershed in
bilateral relations not only initiated a period of Franco-German reconciliation; it also
began the wider European integration project (Wassenberg 2024). The border region
has since become the site of dense local and regional cooperation, an economic power-
house and a symbol of Franco-German friendship and European integration.

The Polish-German-Czech border region is defined here as the German state of
Saxony as well as southern Brandenburg, the Polish lubuskie region and the southwes-
tern parts of the dolnoslaskie region, alongside eastern Czechia. This trinational
border region looks back on a violent history of aggression, boundary changes and
forced population movements that still forms part of living memory. Dense cross-
border cooperation networks developed at the local level since the 1990s (B6hm et al.
2023), but border closures and controls in response to Covid, as well as concerns over
irregular migration and over environmental problems in the region, caused major dis-
ruptions and disagreements.

For the border region between Slovakia and Hungary the focus here is on the border
region’s western parts because Slovakia’s sizeable ethnic Hungarian minority is more
concentrated in the southwestern areas (Balogh and Pete 2018). Issues related to the
Hungarian minority have been the key factor in Slovak-Hungarian relations, which
have improved since the late 1990s, although tensions have resurfaced periodically.
Since both countries joined the EU in 2004 and the Schengen Area in 2007, cross-
border mobility has intensified, with many bridges having been (re)built along the
rivers Danube and Ipel’.

The interviewee recruitment strategy was based on party family and geography. First,
the net was cast wide in the choice of parties contacted. A broad spectrum of radical right,
radical left and more centrist mainstream parties was contacted. This was done to inves-
tigate border narratives not only in parties normally presented as Eurosceptic but also in
those mainstream parties usually defined as more pro-European (Rovny et al. 2025). The
aim was not to produce a representative sample of all major parties in each national party
system, but rather to capture a broad range of border narratives articulated by party
actors from different party families. Thus, the study prioritized breadth across the
selected border regions over completeness within each individual case. Second, candi-
dates and party officials were approached who have a connection to border regions.
This proved challenging because Poland is the only country in the sample that used
regional constituencies in the 2024 European elections. Party lists were examined to
identify those with links to one of the border regions under consideration, such as can-
didates from Alsace in France or Saxony in Germany, from southwestern Slovakia, or
from the Polish lubuskie and dolnoslaskie regions.

To classify parties, this article draws on the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) that
quantifies party ideologies and positions on a range of issues. Table 1 shows, for each
country, with representatives of which parties interviews were carried out, as well as
the party family (according to CHES) and the CHES score on two measures: their
general position on European integration (from 1 = strongly opposed to 7 = strongly in
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Table 1. Overview of parties covered.

CHES EU
CHES party position CHES overall

Country Party Party name in English family score ideology score

Denmark Radikale Venstre (RV) Social Liberal Party liberal 7 491
Dansk Folkeparti (DPP) Danish People’s Party  radical right 1.91 8
Det Konservative Folkeparti Conservatives conservatives 5.55 7

(DKF)

Sweden  Sverigedemokraterna (SD) Sweden Democrats radical right 2.68 8.53
Liberalerna (L) Liberals liberal 6.84 6.74
Vansterpartiet (V) Left Party radical left 332 1.58
Moderaterna (M) Moderate Party conservatives 5.74 7.58

France Les Républicains (LR) The Republicans conservatives 5.27 7.73
Renaissance (RE) Renaissance liberal 6.27 6.27
Parti radical de gauche (PRG)  Radical Party of the n.a. n.a. n.a.

Left
Reconquéte (REC) Reconquest radical right 1.64 9.73
La France insoumise (Fl) Unbowed France radical left 3 0.82
Germany Die Griinen The Greens green 6.79 3.06
Sozialdemokratische Partei Social Democratic socialist 6.37 3.47
Deutschlands (SPD) Party of Germany
Alternative fiir Deutschland Alternative for radical right 1.89 9.26
(AfD) Germany
Die Linke The Left radical left 3.72 1.42
Czechia  Akce nespokojenych obcani  Action of Dissatisfied no family 3.07 4.22
(ANO2011) Citizens
Obcanska demokraticka Civic Democratic Party  conservatives 4 7.13
strana (ODS)
Starostové a nezdvisli (STAN)  Mayors and liberal 6.64 5.8
Independents
Poland Bezpartyjni Samorzadowcy Non-partisan local n.a. n.a. n.a.
administrators
Prawo i Sprawiedliwos¢ (PiS)  Law and Justice radical right 3.1 7.64
Nowa Lewica New Left socialist 6.9 2.41
Konfederacja Wolnos¢ i Confederation Liberty  radical right 1.52 9.39
Niepodlegtos¢ and Independence
Platforma Obywatelska (PO)  Civic Platform christian- 6.63 4.93
democratic
Hungary  Mi Hazénk Mozgalom (MHM)  Our Homeland radical right 2.11 9.29
Movement
Fidesz — Magyar Polgéri Fidesz — Hungarian radical right 2.89 8.61
Szbvetség Civic Alliance
Momentum Mozgalom Momentum liberal 6.78 417
Movement

Slovakia  Independent n.a. n.a. n.a.
Aliancia - Szovetség Hungarian Alliance regionalist 3.79 7.07
Sloboda a solidarita (SaS) Freedom and liberal 533 6.78

Solidarity
Progresivne Slovensko (PS) Progressive Slovakia liberal 6.95 4.56

Source: 2024 Chapel Hill Expert Survey (Rovny et al. 2025).

favor) and their overall ideology on a scale from 0 (extreme left) to 10 (extreme right).
Operationally, parties below the neutral midpoint of 4 are treated here as Eurosceptic,
in line with the conceptual definition of a Eurosceptic party as one whose overall
stance on European integration is more opposed than supportive. The parties listed in
Table 1 also vary substantially in their overall position on the EU, with parties such as
the Danish People’s Party or the Polish Confederation Liberty and Independence
being classed as highly Eurosceptic, whereas others, such as the Czech Mayors and Inde-
pendents party or the liberal Progressive Slovakia party are categorized as highly pro-
European.
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From some parties listed in Table 1, more than one candidate or party official was
interviewed. The table also shows that candidates and party officials were recruited
from across the political spectrum, ranging from radical left parties such as the
Swedish Left Party and the French Unbowed France Party, to the radical right, including
the German Alternative for Germany and the Hungarian Our Homeland Movement and
Fidesz parties. In what follows, the term “mainstream” is used to capture a broad spec-
trum of parties that are not on the radical right or radical left, including liberal, conser-
vative, christian-democratic, socialist and green parties. While some important parties
are not represented in this final sample, interviews do cover parties ranging from the
far left to the far right, as per CHES classifications.

As the main focus was on the 2024 European elections, most interviewees (27)
were candidates in those elections.” Other interviewed party officials included
national and regional MPs, representatives of border municipalities and assistants
to candidates, all of whom campaigned in the 2024 European elections. Most impor-
tant for the purposes of this study is that they were all from one of the case study
border regions.

Interviews were carried out in person and online. They all followed a common semi-
structured interview guide that covered four broad areas: (1) the main issues in the
specific border region in question, (2) borders in Europe in general, (3) the 2024 Euro-
pean election campaign, and (4) perceptions of European integration and the European
Union. The guide was designed to elicit whether and how interviewees connected borders
and the EU in the campaign context. It ensured comparability between cases, but the
interviews themselves were conversational in tone, offering interviewees the opportunity
to raise or elaborate themes they considered important. With the interviewees” informed
consent, interviews were recorded and transcribed, and the transcripts were pseudo-
anonymized.’

Narrative analysis was employed due to the focus on how politicians construct and
narrate borders. Narrative analyses of interview data seek to explore how people make
sense of their experiences through accounts that attribute meaning and moral assessment
to social and political phenomena. Rather than analyzing the formal structure of narra-
tives, the present study follows Plummer (1995) in focusing on the function that particu-
lar narratives perform, or what he calls “the social role of stories: the ways they are
produced, the ways they are read, the work they perform in the wider social order,
how they change, and their role in the political process.” (Plummer 1995, 19). The analy-
sis therefore treats interview accounts as narratives through which political actors inter-
pret borders, assign them meaning, and justify particular positions on openness and
control within the context of European integration.

For the analysis, the material was organized using the broad areas of the interview
guide, while also noting themes that emerged spontaneously across interviews, such as
references to the external border. Thus, the analytical focus is on the narrators’ (i.e.
the interviewees’) accounts of their experiences in specific local contexts (the border
regions). To facilitate cross-case comparison, the analysis identifies recurring narratives
to capture both locally situated constructions of borders and broader patterns that
emerge across border regions. This analytical approach allows researchers to preserve
sensitivity to local context while enabling systematic comparison.
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4. Three Narratives about Borders

In the data gathered from interviews with politicians about the general role of borders
and the specific role of “their” border region, three overarching narratives stand out:
open borders as positive and beneficial for border regions; border closures and border
checks as a threat to these border regions; and open internal borders as being contingent
on effective enforcement of the border regime at the external borders. Importantly, inter-
viewees from the case study regions, which were all internal EU border regions, were not
asked directly about the EU’s external borders. References to external border control
emerged from the interviews themselves when respondents discussed borders in the
EU more generally.

4.1. Narrative of Open Borders Being “A Wonderful Thing”

A very prominent narrative is one of support for open borders in the border regions in
which interviews were carried out. While the term “open borders” was deliberately not
defined in interviews, interviewees framed their narratives around two interlinked under-
standings of the term: passport-free travel within the Schengen Area and free movement
within the single market. Across the party spectrum, very few interviewees questioned
these open borders, which were frequently associated with European integration. A nar-
rative about the beneficial effects of open borders was detected in all the case study
regions except for the Danish-Swedish one.

Open intra-Schengen borders were described by an independent Slovak-Hungarian
border-town representative as “a wonderful thing”. He went on to say: “it is very
difficult to verbally express how great Schengen and open borders are - they are
super-great!” (HU_5_m). As noted above, the Slovak-Hungarian border cuts across
ethnic Hungarian communities. In this context, Hungarian speakers’ narratives about
the benefits of open borders were often linked to the preservation of links across the
border: thus, a candidate from the radical right Fidesz party (HU_6_f) depicted open
borders as “generally important [...] from a national-policy angle, to unite the nation
- that is, so that the movement of Hungarians beyond the borders is not made
difficult.” On the Slovak side, a Hungarian Alliance candidate echoed this narrative by
saying that open borders are “a very positive thing, because we were previously unable
to visit the kin state [Hungary], or later with a passport only” (HU_2_m). In other
words, both these interviewees defined community as something that transcends the
border between the two states and attached a positive moral value to open borders
that permit contact across the border among Hungarian “kin”.

Free movement within the single market, including free movement of labor, is another
aspect of the same narrative of the benefits of open borders. For example, none of the
candidates in the Franco-German border region raised the issue of intra-EU migration
of their own accord. When asked about EU citizens crossing a French border - originat-
ing in South or Central Europe especially — these interviewees did not see any problems
with this, including a candidate from the radical right Eurosceptic Reconquest party. The
narrative that open borders as part of the single market bring material benefits was also
detected elsewhere. Thus, the three liberal Slovak interviewees presented open borders as
a cornerstone of European integration, a sentiment echoed by a German socialist



JOURNAL OF BORDERLANDS STUDIES . 9

politician, who described open borders as “an absolutely fundamental part of European
integration” (DE_5_m). These interviewees described open borders within the single
market as “one of the biggest advantages of the EU” (SK_3_f) that brings tangible
benefits such as economic growth, increased trade, investment, and opportunities not
only in the border region but across the EU. In this narrative, open borders are presented
not only as linked to economic benefits but as the causes of these benefits.

References to Schengen, the single market and European integration show that the
open internal borders regime is clearly linked to the EU. One Czech interviewee from
the conservative Civic Democratic Party explicitly linked open borders to European inte-
gration as a process of removing national barriers to economic integration, or “negative
integration” (cf. Scharpf 1998):

I am strongly in favor of an open borders regime if we are herewith adding value to the pos-
sibilities of national states. I very much liked the phase of negative European integration ...
the phase when integration helped to remove real existing cooperation obstacles, more or
less until the Maastricht Treaty. (CZ_2_m)

The absence of any critical narratives about EU citizens crossing borders suggests that
these citizens were narrated as members of a wider community of Europeans rather
than as outsiders. Going further, many interviewees developed the narrative of open
borders being desirable into one where open borders have a positive effect on neighbor-
ship and attitudes in the border region in question. For example, a Czech candidate from
the liberal STAN party, who described open borders as “one of the EU’s greatest achieve-
ments” (CZ_3_m), especially highlighted their role in facilitating cultural exchange. In
the Polish-German-Czech border region, the bold claim that borders are virtually invis-
ible and “do not exist in our consciousness” (PL_5_f) was clearly part of a common nar-
rative repertoire: almost all interviewees from this region noted approvingly how normal
it had become to cross the border for shopping, sightseeing and tourism, and for Poles
and Czechs to work on the German side, though not vice versa. At the same time,
among Czech interviewees and one Slovak interviewee this came with a concern about
brain drain. Polish radical right and mainstream candidates alike also claimed that
these contacts between people on both sides of the Polish-German and Polish-Czech
borders had abolished “mental barriers” (PL_5_f, also PL_4_m). Again, the claim in
this narrative is that open borders themselves promote exchanges and greater cultural
openness, which is judged to be morally desirable.

The narrative that open borders have positive effects was not limited to mainstream
candidates and campaigners from generally pro-European parties. Politicians from
radical right parties also frequently articulated positive narratives about open internal
EU borders. In France, Czechia, Germany, Hungary and Poland, politicians from
radical right Eurosceptic parties presented open intra-EU borders in a positive light.
For example, an interviewee from Hungary’s radical right Our Homeland Movement
party said, “in many territories the border’s opening has been positive; where small Hun-
garian villages have been dead-end settlements up until accession to the EU and Schengen”
(HU_1_m). A German interviewee from the radical right Eurosceptic AfD envisaged an
EU of sovereign member states as a future ideal: when pressed on the role borders
would play in such an EU, he replied: “The borders will remain open.” (DE_2_m). In
this respect, the interviews suggest that support for internal openness formed part of a
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broader cross-case narrative repertoire rather than belonging to one party family or one
particular border region alone. They also suggest that, across the political spectrum,
cross-border mobility of EU citizens for activities such as commuting, labor mobility,
kin-state contact, shopping or tourism are accepted across the political spectrum.

The Danish-Swedish border region is the only exception to the overall pattern. Here,
representatives of party families with varying stances towards the EU expressed support
for some form of border controls. Those from parties of a more pro-European persuasion
did so with much regret, whereas Eurosceptic politicians on the radical right wholeheart-
edly emphasized that national jurisdictions should control how borders are handled.
Eurosceptics to the left, while arguing for a borderless world and free movement,
expressed support for some controls at the internal borders, as the following irresolute
quote shows: “We believe that control is needed to reduce drug-related crime. That’s
something we think is very important. But we don’t think there should be any border
controls when it comes to ... There should be free movement.” (SE_3_{).

Support in this region for border controls included support for reintroduction of per-
manent border controls, as expressed by a candidate from the Eurosceptic Danish
People’s Party: “[If we leave Schengen] we don’t have to have border control be approved
by the EU Commission. If border control was permanent, then we could use technology
much better.” (DK_2_m). As noted at the outset, this border region has been beset by
disagreements over the two countries’ divergent approaches to migration and by
cross-border crime. It was in this context that the border’s openness was presented as
a security threat. This sets the Danish-Swedish border apart in this study, as border con-
trols had to some extent become the normal modus operandi long before the 2024 Euro-
pean elections. This is the only region in which support for border controls cuts across
party families, from mainstream parties to the radical right and, to some extent, the
radical left. The Danish-Swedish case shows that principled support for internal openness
was often qualified by demands for selective controls aimed at specific flows, especially
those associated with crime.

To summarize, except for the Danish-Swedish border region, open borders within the
Schengen zone and the EU were narrated overwhelmingly as beneficial and desirable. In
most of the cases examined here, support for internal openness, which was attributed to
European integration, formed an important part of the narrative repertoire. The main
pattern is cross-party coherence, while differences lie more in the reasons interviewees
gave for valuing internal openness. However, there is some variation in context-specifi-
city, as is particularly evident in the Slovak-Hungarian and Danish-Swedish border
regions. Yet, the widespread narrative of open borders being “a wonderful thing” was dis-
rupted in crises when borders reappeared, prompting sharply divergent responses among
politicians, as the next section shows.

4.2. Narratives of Border Closures as “Traumatic”

While the narrative of open internal borders being materially and normatively desirable
is dominant in most of the border regions under consideration, narratives in reaction to
the sudden reappearance of borders - be it during the Covid-19 pandemic or for other
reasons, such as Germany’s October 2023 decision to introduce border checks at its
borders with Poland, Czechia and Switzerland — were more varied. Some interviewees
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reacted with sympathy or indifference. In the Danish-Swedish border region, memories
of Covid had already faded by 2024. In the Slovak-Hungarian border region, some poli-
ticians were quite understanding of Covid-related border closures. For example, a
Slovak-Hungarian candidate said: “this was an entirely new situation for which no-one
was prepared” (HU_2_m). In the Polish-German-Czech border region, some intervie-
wees had barely noticed these closures, did not consider them harmful or claimed that
other Covid containment measures such as curfews had had worse effects than border
closures.

Others were much more critical. For example, a critique of border closures was for-
mulated by a French candidate from the radical left Eurosceptic Unbowed France
party: “The reflex during Covid, with certain ministries, was to limit movements. Geo-
graphical borders were tested in this crisis situation. However, borders must remain
open.” (FR_5_m). Such a narrative contrasts the sudden visibility of borders with their
prior invisibility. The reactions show how important open borders were to some poli-
ticians’ understanding of daily life in their region: in this narrative, connecting is a func-
tion that borders “should” perform, and when they do not, this is presented as harmful.
In the Slovak-Hungarian border region, four interviewees — both Hungarian- and Slovak-
speaking — were very disparaging about border closures. A border town representative
from Fidesz was the only Hungarian interviewee to bring up Covid of his own volition
and was highly critical of the closures: “I could not agree with them, and do not believe
they have really affected the number of cases or even the spread of the whole thing.
Therefore, it is not certain that these [border closures] were necessary.” (HU_4_m). In
the Polish-German-Czech border region, a Polish candidate recalled his shock at
seeing the police and army at the border during the Covid border closures. Czech inter-
viewees, too, were united in criticizing the Covid measures, which they found “chaotic”
and “poorly coordinated” (CZ_1_f, CZ_3_m). The negative effects on families, workers,
local firms, and cross-border traffic were outlined by all these interviewees in some detail:
as one German interviewee from the far right AfD put it: “Many Poles work on our side
but live in Poland. [...] Many Poles are employed in the last remaining glassworks
company in Weiflwasser, and in the hospital and care facilities. For them it became
real hardship.” (DE_3_m).

German politicians in the Polish-German-Czech border region described the border
closures as a “catastrophe” (DE_4 m), a “calamity” (DE_3_m) and as “traumatic”
(DE_5_m), and they claimed that these closures illustrated the fragility of Schengen
and undermined the advantages of the single market. These interviewees understood
borders’ ordinary function as connecting: when borders departed from this function
and took on a barrier function, at least some border regional politicians from across
the political spectrum tended to see this critically.

Unlike the supportive narratives of open internal borders, the critique of border clo-
sures was rarely framed in relation to the EU. In general, closures were implicitly nar-
rated as actions by member states that disrupted the everyday routines made possible
by Schengen and the single market. As noted at the outset, border narratives can illumi-
nate broader stances on sovereignty and control. A Fidesz candidate tied the Covid
measures to the more general question of sovereignty over borders, arguing that Covid
had shown that “interestingly enough, when the member states want to close their
borders, they are able to do it.” He added that “terror threats and pandemics, or - if
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unhalted - illegal migration may lead to internal border controls” (HU_3_m). In this
narrative, border closures are a legitimate tool of state control to contain threats.
Similar narratives were also detected on both sides of the Danish-Swedish border.

However, other narratives about border closures or control question their efficacy and
highlight the downsides of border controls. Thus, in the Polish-German-Czech border
region, several Polish interviewees were critical not only of the Covid-related border clo-
sures, but also of Germany’s decision to reintroduce border controls, which undermined
the “brotherly borders” that were being built through EU-funded cross-border
cooperation (PL_1_m). According to a Polish candidate from a radical right party
coalition, the reintroduction of controls by Germany was a reminder that borders had
not disappeared, as it had been perceived after Poland’s accession to the Schengen
Area. A party official from the Christian-democratic Civic Platform considered these
controls a serious problem for the inhabitants of the border region and criticized the
decision. However, other Polish interviewees contested this narrative by expressing
understanding for Germany’s decision, drawing on a similar threat narrative as the
Fidesz candidate quoted above, highlighting illegal immigration into Germany as a
reason. This shows again that different politicians draw on different narrative repertoires
when explaining their positions on border closures.

In sum, the narrative that border closures and controls make life difficult for border
region residents appeared in most of the case study regions. While this narrative was
not unanimous, it was widespread among interviewees. Here too, the strongest contrast
is not between party families but between narratives that framed closures as disruptive of
everyday cross-border life and narratives that justified them in the language of sover-
eignty or security. Critical positions build on the more general narrative of open
borders being especially beneficial for border region residents. When this normative
expectation of openness is violated, strong emotional and political responses follow.
One contrast between cases suggests that reactions to closures were shaped partly by
how deeply cross-border routines had become embedded: where established routines
were heavily cross-border, criticism was prevalent across party families. In contrast, in
the Danish-Swedish border region - where border controls had already become
routine - acceptance of these controls was more common, and this acceptance also
cut across party families.

4.3. Narrative of Open Internal Borders Requiring Strengthened External
Borders

Support for open borders - both in terms of passport-free travel in the Schengen Area
and in terms of free movement - frequently came with a stipulation that internal free-
doms and open borders depend on securing the external borders. Importantly, this nar-
rative emerged spontaneously from the bottom-up in these internal EU border regions,
as the interview guide did not include a separate question about the EU’s external
borders. Still, the narrative was raised in every case study region. The narrative that
open internal borders depend on secured external ones is often accompanied by the
claim that external border controls are insufficient. And just as the narrative of
the benefits of open borders was embraced by mainstream politicians and those of the
Eurosceptic radical right alike, the narrative in favor of strong external borders was
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likewise promulgated not only by radical right Eurosceptics but also by mainstream
politicians.

In France, the praised openness of the Franco-German border was linked to a narra-
tive that the external border - located far away from the region - should be controlled
strictly. According to a radical right candidate from the region: “Monitoring Europe’s
external borders - We need to come together in a decision-making union to strengthen
Frontex. The goal is to improve, not to be dogmatic or ideological. Financial resources
need to be allocated.” (FR_4_m). This interviewee explicitly identified a lack of coordi-
nation at the European level as the root of the problems perceived in the external
borders regime. The same narrative of collective failure was also echoed elsewhere: poli-
ticians’ narratives in the Danish-Swedish border region were dominated by the causal
logic that open internal borders require securing the EU’s external border. As stated
by a candidate from the radical right Eurosceptic Sweden Democrats, “If you think
that the free movement within the EU is a good thing, then you must realize that it
requires strong external border protection.” (SE_1_m). This statement combines a
moral judgment (“If you think that the free movement within the EU is a good
thing”) with a causal logic (“then you must realize that it requires strong external
border protection”). This narrative featured very strongly among radical right Euroscep-
tic parties, and it was also put forward by more pro-European parties, e.g. the conserva-
tive Swedish Moderate Party, whose representative outlined his party’s agreement with
the radical right:

On the issue of external border controls, the Sweden Democrats and the Moderate Party
largely agree: strong external borders so that we don’t need internal ones. And in that
sense, we are more aligned with the Moderate Party’s official position and our stance on
this. (SE_4_m)

On the Hungarian side of the Slovak-Hungarian border, a Fidesz candidate likewise
linked the importance of open intra-Schengen borders with the protection of the external
border. Another radical right interviewee from this region presented open intra-EU
borders in a positive light but stipulated that the external EU border regime was the
key stumbling block, wishing to stop “especially the illegal migration” (HU_1_m). The
same narrative about the need to secure the external border against immigrants was
put forward by interviewees from the radical right AfD and Polish Confederation.
This narrative ties border politics directly to the EU. In some interviews, this link was
explicit, as in calls to strengthen the EU’s border agency Frontex or to improve coordi-
nation at the European level. In others, it was more implicit: dissatisfaction with immi-
gration into the EU was translated into criticism of the external border regime, noting
negative repercussions for the Schengen Area. The following quote by a conservative
Czech candidate illustrates this point: “people in Czechia are very sensitive about the
migration of people with culturally different backgrounds. An effective solution to
illegal migration to the EU is a must. Otherwise, the Schengen regime will be lost.”
(CZ_2_m). The narrative that strong external borders are needed in order to preserve
internal openness closely echoes the “Fortress Europe” metaphor outlined above. This
narrative was articulated by radical right Eurosceptic parties and mainstream parties
alike. As the above-quoted Swedish politician from the mainstream conservative Moder-
ate Party put it: “We don’t like internal border controls, but if we aren’t going to have



14 (& K SARMIENTO-MIRWALDT ET AL.

internal border controls, then we must have external borders that are strong enough to
support this free movement.” (SE_4_m). This sentiment was also echoed by an intervie-
wee from the mainstream Danish Conservatives. In Czechia, all interviewed candidates
argued that maintaining public trust in open borders required effective management
of external EU borders and migration challenges, as internal freedoms were presented
as depending on external security.

This also demonstrates the relevance of the internal border setting. Interviewees in
these regions narrated migration across the EU’s external borders as directly affecting
the openness of the internal borders. While other EU citizens crossing internal
borders for various purposes were treated as legitimate participants in a shared European
space, migrants from outside the EU were more likely to be constructed as outsiders
whose entry threatened internal openness.

Implied here is a criticism that the external EU border regime is too lax, especially in
halting immigration, which emerged as the main stated reason for stronger external
border controls. On the Polish side of the Polish-German-Czech border region, many
interviewees made the link between the free flow across open borders in the Schengen
Area and a necessary strengthening of the external borders of the EU. For example,
one party official from the christian-democratic Civic Platform stated that border con-
trols should be strengthened to catch illegal immigrants. According to her, Germany
decided to reintroduce border controls because of Polish failures to control the border
with Belarus, which is why her party would not intervene in Germany to convince it
to end the border controls. A second Polish interviewee from the same party claimed
that the EU should take more responsibility for protecting its external borders rather
than relying so much on national governments. This narrative was detected in all case
study regions. It also transcends party family, as it was promulgated by radical right poli-
ticians and those from mainstream parties alike.

As these interviews show, this narrative frequently constructs immigrants from
outside the EU as an out-group, posing a threat from which the EU must be protected.
Thus, the external EU border functions not only as a territorial boundary but as a sym-
bolic line between insiders and outsiders, delineating who is deemed to belong to a com-
munity of Europeans. This narrative excludes migrants, and especially irregular
immigrants, from that community. Member states with an external border such as
Poland or the EU collectively were variously identified as the appropriate authority
responsible for enforcing that boundary. Yet this exclusionary logic is not uncontested.
One German politician from the radical left rejected the narrative that external borders
must be secured altogether:

[Borders] are artificial lines on a map, and I also say in discussions, I have said again and
again when the migration issue was discussed, that anyone who believes that they can con-
clusively secure borders is living in a complete illusion. You can try all of this if you want,
then you increase the costs, so to speak, both for the refugees and for the societies that try to
raise these limits in some way, artificially. And the greater the suffering of the people, the
more opportunities they will find to overcome these boundaries, and in this respect, I per-
sonally consider boundaries to be a construct, which I hope will no longer exist at some
point in the distant future. (DE_4_m)

This last quote challenges not only the policy logic but the legitimacy of borders them-
selves. The critique of the “suffering of the people” suggests a clash between humanitarian
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values and measures to fortify external borders. A similar point was made by a radical left
Swedish interviewee who said about more controls at the external borders: “We, together
with all humanitarian organizations, believe that it violates human rights.” (SE_3_f).
However, these were two lone voices among the interviewees.

In summary, the narrative linking open internal borders to the fortification of the EU’s
external borders was widespread across the border regions being studied, from the main-
stream left to the radical right. Its broad appeal may lie in the narrative plausibility of the
claim that internal freedoms require external controls. At the same time, it was often tied
to perceived failures of the EU, whether through references to Frontex, to failures of
coordination at the European level, or to the stated vulnerability of Schengen. In this
sense, the interviews suggest a notable degree of coherence in how internal and external
borders were linked in political narratives during the 2024 campaign.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

This article investigated how political party actors in border regions narrated borders
during the 2024 European election campaign. Treating border regions as analytically
useful settings, it has shown that party actors repeatedly linked internal openness to
external control. In doing so, the article contributes to border studies and to research
on Euroscepticism by clarifying how contestation over European integration is narrated
through borders.

There are three main findings. First, across most of the case study regions, open
internal EU borders were narrated as both morally desirable and materially beneficial
for border regions. Support for open internal borders was articulated by parties across
the political spectrum and was linked frequently to Schengen, the single market and
the European Union.

Second, reactions to the reactivation of internal borders were more mixed, but many
interviewees framed border closures and controls, as during Covid or in response to
migration, as disruptive to everyday cross-border life. This narrative was less clearly
linked to the EU and focused more on the decisions of individual member states.

Third, and most importantly, support for internal openness was very frequently linked
to demands for stronger controls at the EU’s external borders. This narrative emerged
across all case-study regions and across most party families, even though interviewees
were not directly asked about the EU’s external borders. The interviews therefore
reveal a striking coherence in how internal and external borders were linked in political
narratives during the campaign.

These findings matter for both border studies and the study of Euroscepticism in party
politics. They show that border politics are not organized simply around openness or
closure. Instead, internal openness and external control are frequently narrated as
mutually dependent, which is clearly reflected in the logic often captured by the meta-
phor of Fortress Europe (e.g. Genschel and Jachtenfuchs, 2021). By targeting external
border controls primarily at migrants from third countries, these narratives reveal how
politicians link belonging to the right to move freely within the EU, while casting outsi-
ders as those who should face control and exclusion at its external borders.

For research on Euroscepticism and party politics, the findings do not support a
simple assumption that Eurosceptic or radical right actors are uniformly hostile to
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openness. Rather, they show that support for aspects of European integration, especially
internal free movement, can coexist with exclusionary narratives about the EU’s external
border. This supports earlier research that cautions against treating radical right parties
as uniformly Eurosceptic (Cavallaro, Flacher, and Zanetti 2018; Heinisch, McDonnell,
and Werner 2021; Lorimer 2024). Furthermore, many mainstream parties also promul-
gate the narrative that strong external borders are a prerequisite of open internal ones,
whether this reflects broader party-system influences, such as frame diffusion (Pirro,
Taggart, and van Kessel 2018), or parallel political adaptation. Selective border narratives
are thus one important way in which European integration is contested, with the contrast
between internal and external borders functioning not only as an institutional distinction
but also as a narrative resource.

The article does not claim that these narratives are unique to border regions, nor that
the border regional location causes them. Rather, border regions are particularly reveal-
ing settings in which the relationship between internal openness and external control
becomes visible in political narratives. In the interviews, this relationship was articulated
across cases. The specific regional context mattered in shaping nuances, such as kin-state
ties in the Slovak-Hungarian case or the security framing of openness in the Danish-
Swedish case. Likewise, the study was not intended to support representative claims
about all major parties within each national case, but to capture a broad range of
border narratives articulated by party actors in the selected regions.

Future research could usefully compare these narratives with those articulated by
party officials elsewhere, such as the national party leadership or headquarters to map
the extent of local divergence. It could also analyze narrative patterns in other border
regional contexts, including at the EU’s external borders. More broadly, the findings
suggest that attention to border narratives offers a productive way of bringing border
studies and party politics into closer dialogue.

Notes

1. Overall turnout in the 2024 European elections was higher than in the previous 2019 Euro-
pean elections (and higher in five of the eight case study countries) but remains much lower
than in the most recent national elections in all the case study countries.

2. One of these did not wish to be identified as a candidate because this, together with this can-
didate’s party affiliation, would have made direct identification too easy.

3. Ethical approval for this study was granted from Brunel University of London and the
Swedish Ethics Review Authority prior to contacting any potential interviewees.
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DK_1_m: male Radikale Venstre candidate, 17 June 2024, online
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HU_4_m: male Fidesz—-Magyar Polgari Szovetség border municipality representative (northern
Hungary), 24 May 2024, in person
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in person
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