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diplomats. There are general legal issues to tackle for lawyers 
interested in international law and regulatory legislation. Specifically, 
how should foreign policy misinformation and disinformation 
produced by national authorities, including Parliament, be analyzed 
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of fake news.5 On the other hand, some governments tend to abuse 
citizens constitutional rights if they feel threatened by fake news 
producers. 

Foreign policy thinking, communication, and execution face legal, 
constitutional, and empirical-practical problems. These problems are 
often associated with controversial definitions and labeling of large 
amounts of news, speeches, statements, or calls as being, partly or 
wholly based on, fake news or disinformation/misinformation. There 
are many academic and country-specific policy debates and studies 
about proper approaches to regulating either social media (as a major 
source or the main disseminator of disinformation and misinformation) 
or regulating “fake news” in general.6 However, a paradoxical 
problem, usually ignored—but certainly exists—that deserves more 
systematic academic attention is that there is an issue of production 
and dissemination of disinformation/misinformation, or indeed, mal-
information, produced by the EU M.S., the EU authorities, experts, 
journalists/media, and ironically, fact-checking initiatives themselves 
within the foreign policy field. This is the key issue discussed in this 
article. There is somehow sidelined an issue of more systematic 
production and/or dissemination of sometimes rather fundamental 
misinformation, disinformation, and mal-information in foreign policy 
thinking, policymaking, and analysis by governmental authorities, 
experts, media, and fact-checking initiatives. Still, as the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine demonstrates, foreign policy is in no way an 
unimportant issue for smaller or medium-sized states. Moreover, some 
foreign policy issues such as those in the Caucasus region, or those 
with a focus on Russia, are either blurred for local audiences (e.g. 
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different perspectives. Therefore, this section contains only a single 
controversial issue for an in-depth discussion. 

What follows explains how fake news, hoaxes, disinformation and 
misinformation are understood and defined (either legally, or in 
professional-political discourses) in V4 countries. This allows us to 
understand why there have been different approaches chosen to malign 
threats alleged 
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governments, parliaments, diplomats, media, etc.?); (d) If this is so, 
how is it possible that fake news/disinformation/misinformation are 
produced not only by “foes,” but also by those players (e.g. 
governments or ministries of foreign affairs) where one would not 
expect that to be the case in a liberal democracy?) (e) What possible 
lessons can be learned? 

The term “clarifying concepts” requires the following inquiries: (a) 
What is the definition of fake news/disinformation/misinformation? 
(b) Who defines the terminology for fake news 
/disinformation/misinformation and their producers, and on what 
criteria within the selected countries chosen for the study? (c) What is 
meant by “vulnerability” to foreign (specifically, Russian) influence? 

 By “suggesting hypotheses,” the author aims to tentatively answer 
at least some of the above-mentioned questions. There is some 
hypothesis suggesting—that there exists some contextualized and 
temporal direct relationship between enforcing freedom of speech on 
platforms while, at the same time, believing in some conspiratorial 
tendencies and promoting/disseminating misinformation. Be that as it 
may, as it is typical for exploratory research, one ends up with more 
questions than answers—thus providing a fertile research ground for 
more qualitative or quantitative follow-up research.
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perhaps be called the “Congruence Index.” This important difference 
in the terminological specification (in contrast to the original authors’ 
perception) reflects indicators used (as cited above, with the important 
impact of the political landscape and public administration) as well as 
reflects in general rather skeptical long-term research results on the 
possible direct impact of propaganda of any type. For example, an 
important variable is missing in this index—general quality and 
quantity of foreign news as perceived by experts, the public, or ideally, 
as presented in qualitative and qualitative studies. On the other hand, 
there are some indicators whose analytical usefulness may be seen as 
questionable—e.g., cyber security capacity.20 

There are other indicators that would benefit from revisions, too. 
For example, within the cumulative indicator “Perception of Russia,” 
there are sub-indicators: “Russian military is better,” “Russia provokes 
conflicts,” “Russia is aggressive,” and “Russia is a threat.” First, it is 
strange that there is only one sub-indicator for China—“China is a 
threat.” Second, on what basis can an average analyst or non-expert 
assess Russia´s military abilities/qualities? Similarly, what is the 
difference between the last three sub-indicators (provokes conflicts, 
aggression, and a threat)? Be that as it may, how can one correctly 
assess whether Russia is aggressive when there are indeed wide 
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influence.”26 Others see this as just the distinct foreign policy path that 
was announced by the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2012 
to pursue a multivector diplomatic and economic foreign approach 
based mainly on the economic interests of Hungary’s—so-called 
“Eastern Opening.”27 

Some authors rightly point to the increased vulnerability, but as a  
result  of chosen policies: “What the Hungarian government could 
really offer in return for the Chinese and Russian diplomatic support 
and some of these business deals favoring governmental oligarchs was 
increased vulnerability, starting with the Hungarian public sphere and 
ending with national security issues.”28 Indeed,  Balázs Orbán, political 
director to Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, has written in his book that 
Germany, Russia, USA, and China, together with Turkey (understood 
as historical Ottoman Empire) have been the most significant partners 
of Hungary.  Moreover, among the key ideas he expressed that “states 
pursue their own interests” and “the most important actors in foreign 
policy are states.”29 

Within this context, it may be true that the most disinformation 
during the elections campaign before the 2019 European Parliament 
elections among EU member states was disseminated in Hungary.30 
This trend seemed to continue in Hungary, where news spread by the 
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not play a significant role in any dissemination of Russia´s preferred 
narratives among foreign audiences. Rather, they are a source of 
narratives for the local pro-Russian media, in particular fringe media.32 
It is useful to cite an expert opinion that, although not focused 
specifically on the Hungarian situation, it is quite helpful here: 
 

The media, described as a tool of “Russian 
propaganda,” do not offer much more as an alternative 
than support for some of the Kremlin's power moves 
abroad, for example in Syria or Ukraine. They do not 
present the existing model of political and socio-
economic organization in the Russian Federation as a 
positive alternative. On the other hand, they concentrate 
various frustrations of a large part of the public, either 
from socio-economic development or from the wars led 
by the US and other Western states in various parts of 
the world, the legitimacy of which is at least 
questionable.33 
 

The argument is that Hungarian authorities tolerate “alternative” 
fringe news outlets, including those produced by foreign actors (e.g., 
Russia), precisely for identified reasons. This is simply because the 
Hungarian authorities and Hungarian pro-governmental media, 
occasionally instrumentalize these sources, and moreover, they 
themselves are involved in the production of misinformation and 
disinformation. Perhaps most importantly, the government enforces 
foreign affairs policies and communications that are more in line with 
(or less critical to) policies of certain foreign actors than in the other 
three V4 countries (or the EU as such). 

Indeed, there are many studies, some already cited (including the 
Vulnerability Index that uses data from the V-Democracy Index), that 
point to misinformation and disinformation produced by authorities 
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reaching about 45%. Clearly, the attitudes of Hungarians towards 
Ukrainians do not show any impact or susceptibility to Russian 
propaganda..38 

The second survey, in July 2022  showed that more than half of 
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opinion surveys do not contribute to analytical clarity either. This all 
leads to rather controversial analytical conclusions as well and it does 
not promote the best follow-up foreign policy options for those actors 
who follow the original interpretation of this index. In contrast, 
alternative and correct terminology (and change in analytical 
perspective) allows us to frame and explain divergent Hungarian 
findings in a proper analytical and comparative context. 

This pars pro toto overview actually revealed a rather serious 
problem in how the impact of foreign misinformation/disinformation 
or other seemingly relevant factors among some analysts is 
understood.42 

 
III. UNDERSTANDING FAKE NEWS, HOAXES AND 
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Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, in 
addition to the EU-central ban on certain Russian outlets,73
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experts and it would be appointed by the lower chamber of the Polish 
Parliament for a six-year term of office, by a 3/5 majority. The draft 
act also provides that if a website blocks an account or deletes a certain 
item, even though its content does not violate/infringe upon the law, 
the user can lodge a complaint with the service provider. The provider 
must confirm that the complaint has been received and it must be 
considered within 48 hours. If the provider dismisses the complaint, 
the user has the right to appeal to the Freedom of Speech Board, which 
will have to make a final decision within seven days. 
 

2. Slovakia 
 

There are two related regulations: Act on Media Services (2022) 
and Cybersecurity Act Update (2022). In the first case, the Media 
Services Board can only take action if potentially illegal content is 
being spread online.78 These include, for example, child pornography, 
extremist materials, posts inciting terrorism or national, racial and 
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platforms. The NSA only acted based on a “reasoned proposal” from 
the state’
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3. Czechia 

 
In Czechia there was no specific legislation.82 However, the Czech 

social media users already have the right—as defined in the law on 
Certain Services of the Information Society—to defend themselves 
with a lawsuit against the operator of the social network against the 
unauthorized blocking or deletion of a post. Or, on the contrary, for an 
undeleted post that he feels has been harmed. Yet, it is a relatively 
complicated legal process. 

The responsibility lies with the operator. This responsibility is not 
excluded if the content of the server contains the statement of a third 
party. However, the condition for the emergence of liability is at least 
slight negligence in relation to the illegality of the published 
information. In the case of digital media, the acquirer’s knowledge that 
illegal information is stored on its infrastructure plays a key role. The 
operator must, therefore, usually be notified of the illegality. After that, 
he must delete the information, otherwise, he bears responsibility for 
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months. The association asked national authorities to provide a 
relevant court order or decision of the Police or other relevant state 
bodies. No such order or decision was made available. The association 
explicitly stated this was an extraordinary and unprecedented measure, 
subject to regular revisions on a monthly basis. The ending of blocking 
was explained as “there is no immediate threat to national or 
international computer security associated with these domains.”83 

Interestingly, two local NGOs, Otevřená společnost and Institute 
H21, sued the Ministry of Defense in administrative court cases as a 
result of this blocking. They argue that the approach by the state was 
illegal. In their view, blocking was not an independent decision of 
private subjects.84 

There was a brief political discussion about the criminalization of 
disinformation from late 2022 through early 2023. It was based on a 
legal recommendation suggested by Michal Klíma, a governmental 
plenipotentiary for disinformation. However, this idea—as well as the 
plenipotentiary—was dismissed.85 
 

4. Hungary 
 

There was no specific legislation save for similar (but more 
extensively considered)  the Slovak Press Act and the Polish Press Act.  
In other words, there is reference to factually false statements being 
published in any media content.86 Moreover, following the COVID-19 
outbreak, there was a new update to the law on the Crime of 
Scaremongering, that criminalizes the spreading of misinformation 
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blokovani-propaganda-rusko-cesko-domena_2203061532_pik. 
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2022), https://www.otevrenaspolecnost.cz/aktuality/8064-upresnujici-prohlaseni-k-
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Court for a ban on disseminating such information. Such a request shall 
be examined within 24 hours in a non-administrative procedure. The 
time limit for appealing against such a decision with the Court of 
Appeal is equally short, and the publication of a correction, either a 
reply or an apology, must take place within 48 hours at the expense of 
the obligated party (Art. 11 (3) and (4)). [See https://perma.cc/4294-
U9WT to Access Table]. 

After examining this broader context reflecting governments’ lead 
or supported efforts in tackling misinformation, disinformation and 
mal-information, it may be enlightening to see whether, when, and why 
there was misinformation, disinformation and mal-information 
produced and/or disseminated in or by the legacy media and on social 
media by authorities, journalists, diplomats, experts and fact-
checking/debunking Initiatives in the V4 countries. This is not meant 
to put on the same footing long-term propagan



AN EXPLORATORY COMPARATIVE STUDY ON MISINFORMATION   111 

analysis, a particularly rich history of scholarship has put mistakes in 
IR down to cognitive biases and limitations of decision-makers.”93 In 
other words, if one assumes that information disorder produced and/or 
disseminated by some journalists or media, experts and diplomats, as 
well as fact-checking and debunking authorities is first of all the result 
of mistakes. Thus, it can be correctly labeled as misinformation. 
However, this assumption is challenged in some cases by persistent 
adherence to some of these mistakes even when confronted with facts, 
as it happened in some further discussed cases. Thus, some actors 
continue to adhere to wrong ideas despite the fact that the opposite 
evidence is available to them and they know about this evidence. One 
can assume they produce disinformation or even mal-information. The 
latter case can be seen as an example of a domestic campaign that 
actually hurts the image of external actors. Many of these examples 
can be illustrated at through coverage and commentaries of the 
Georgia-Russia War of 2008 in the following years. 
  

A. The Georgia-Russia War of 2008 
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was anti
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article it mentioned, “Russian invasion to Georgia in 2008.”113 Liberal 
newspaper Denník N published an article by Georgian ambassador in 
which he claimed that there was a “full scale military aggression of 
Russia against Georgia” in 2008.114 Similarly, liberal newspaper SME 
usually attributed aggression to Russia in commentaries, while it’s 
news reporting it was more objective.115 The Czech newspaper Lidové 
noviny seemed to blame mostly Georgia, but it did publish foreign 
opinions that blamed Russia.116 The Czech liberal newspaper MF 
DNES also seemed to blame mostly Georgia for the conflict, but it did 
publish foreign opinions that blamed Russia for the conflict.117 

The Hungarian liberal news website index.hu was less objective in 
its coverage of the conflict mentioning Russia as the attacking side: 
“The Russian attack, which has claimed more and more victims, is a 
response to Georgia's sending armed forces to restore constitutional 
order in the breakaway South Ossetia province, which has been under 
constant attack from Georgians.”118 The news website origo.hu 
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published an article marked as “analysis of an international lawyer” 
which clearly stated that Georgia was the aggressor.
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collective interpretation.”136 Zsolt Gál, a political scientist from 
Comenius University in Bratislava, Slovakia, expressed an 
essentially identical opinion: “This probably should be seen as a 
symbolic identification of a new power center of the EU (“Brussels 
is a new Moscow”), and it is likely an effort to create the impression 
that Hungarian politicians do not participate at adopted 
decisions.”137 

Thus, one can safely argue that the government
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In 2010, a Polish military plane with the official delegation on 

board crashed near the Russian city of Smolensk. Since then, the 
Smolensk tragedy seems to be a reference point for questions of self-
definition and cultural identity of many Poles.
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Air Force flight in Smolensk.147 This was not the first time that the 
Polish Sejm passed a resolution concerning the interpretation of 
history.148 Clearly, the conspiratorial vision of events seems to 
correlate with the political vision in which there is no relevant 
political/ideological alternative.149 One does not need to know all the 
details about the investigation of this crash. If there was any evidence 
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identify some recent (Hungary, fact-checking portal EUvsDisinfo) or 
long-term (Poland, Slovakia) examples of mis/disinformation 
produced by authorities, diplomats or the media (pro-governmental 
media in Hungary and Poland or independent media in Slovakia), or 
by an EU-funded fact-checking organization. Interestingly, in all these 
examples, in one way or another, Russia can be identified as a central, 
although not necessarily unambiguously negative, actor. 

Generally, it seems that “the truth” in foreign affairs can be 
contextual, ideological, or source-dependent. The media’s reporting, 
and in particular, its commenting, is often biased, yet it seems that it 
serves as background material for issuing politically severe 
declarations and, sometimes, for making foreign policy decisions. 
However, political declarations define reality anew. Moreover, it was 
found that there are two different approaches concerning local efforts 
tackling misinformation/disinformation and mal-information within 
this regional informal foreign lobby state group. 

The first approach can be called “repression of 
the alternative media in an emergency situation,” addressing 
“occasional misinformation produced by alternative media,” or “other 
bodies are tolerated or dealt with mostly by fact-checking and 
debunking NGOs and only in extreme situations by state authorities.” 
This was the approach used in Slovakia and Czechia. At the same time, 
in Slovakia, the government (the Ministry of Foreign Affairs) and the 
independent (especially mainstream) media (including PSM) 
occasionally produce what one can call misinformation (no intention 
to produce disinformation, but nonetheless, they occasionally produce 
such outputs). In the Slovak case, mainstream media and authorities 
(diplomats) have no problem producing and sticking to 
misinformation, which is, in fact, disinformation. However, alternative 
media produces much more misinformation and disinformation, whose 
outputs remind more of gossiping. However, these alternative versions 
of local and especially foreign events produced (or, perhaps more 
precisely, using a “copy, translate and paste” method) by alternative 
media occasionally broaden perspectives offered by mainstream 
media. 

The Slovak government, as well as the Czech government, reacted 
quickly (and most likely unconstitutionally) towards selected 
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even respected international media outlets occasionally make mistakes 
in their foreign coverage.158 

In conclusion, some incorrect reporting and interpretations of 
important foreign events can penetrate deeply into the foreign policy 
thinking and discourses of political spectrum and diplomacy segments, 
including those of foreign policy experts and media in Hungary, 
Poland, and Slovakia, though less so in Czechia. This occurrence is 
probably related to cognitive biases and mistakes (Slovakia), 
ideological biases (mainly among some Czech, Polish, and Slovak 
foreign policy experts), (negative) historical legacies and 
memories (Poland), and more recent utilitarian political 
instrumentalization (Hungary). In that sense, one could see an 
alternative reality nourished by the Polish political conservative 
spectrum and some media probing into (in part) absurd ideological 
declarations made by a chamber of the Polish Parliament in 2022. 

An alternative, partial focus on the Georgia-Russian war in 2008 
by some Slovak diplomats, supported by an official but incorrect 
interpretation of that event, resulted in the dissemination of 
misinformation by Slovak diplomats on Facebook. It could perhaps be 
justified by an identically misleading understanding of the Georgia-
Russian war by the European Parliament on the tenth anniversary of 
this war. Hungary is a different case in point. There, the government 
knowingly produces misinterpretations of foreign policy (and, 
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analytically more relevant congruence index? Can we as scientists 
avoid including too many very specific questions that can be naturally 
answered only based on biased media reporting or following the 
political interpretation or exploitation of certain events? How is it 
possible that the EU-wide fact-checking and debunking initiative is 
unwilling to correct its wrong interpretation that concerns the Russian 
foreign policy goal that, if correct, has fundamental consequences for 
the EU’s foreign policy? 

These are all interesting research questions that deserve further 
exploration. Perhaps there is already a very useful and universal 
answer to all of these issues, as suggested by a former politician: “In 
politics, facts matter less than how they are actually perceived.”160 
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