Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Guests,

It is a great pleasure for me to welcome you today at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

When I was on a working visit to Hungary last July, I had among other things the opportunity to visit an institution known as the Open Society Archives. Professor Rév, director of this institution, who is also present here with us today, was so kind as to show me around. This visit has made a great impression on me. 

Since the fall of the Iron Curtain, the countries of Central and Eastern Europe have set upon the path of freedom and democracy. The slogan of the 1990s was the “Return to Europe”, which in practical terms meant the accession of our countries to NATO and the European Union. Both these events symbolized and reconfirmed the fact that Central and Eastern Europe belongs to the family of Western liberal democracies. The last two decades have given us many reasons to be satisfied. Our countries have never been so well off in all respects. 

However, the Professor and I both noted a certain unwanted by-product of this process; i.e. a great loss of mutual interest among our nations and the resulting loss of their knowledge about each other. We both agreed that it was not only a great pity but that such lack of interest certainly was not to the benefit of further development in Central and Eastern Europe. 

The Budapest Archives is a unique source of knowledge about our common modern history. About the times when we shared the same fate of life under oppression. The times when our nations were not able to determine their own lot. The times that destroyed the hopes and lives of several generations.  A key part of the Archives is formed by the archives of Radio Free Europe, to be more precise its Research Institute. Today, we still cannot appreciate enough the significant role this Radio played in our modern history.  It is no coincidence that Radio Free Europe broadcasts from free Prague to those parts of the world that are not free, or not quite free.

It is a known fact that we cannot fully know our present without understanding our past. Therefore, if we want to raise awareness about our shared present, we cannot forget our shared past. And this was on my mind when I was leaving Budapest last year. I was firmly resolved to get somehow involved in this matter. 

The Agreement about to be signed in just a few moments is the result of these efforts. It enables scholarships from the International Visegrad Fund to be awarded for the purpose of study in the Open Society Archives; 8 scholarships will be awarded to researchers from Central Europe and 2 scholarships to researchers from the whole world. I am sure we will be hearing more about this Agreement from our two directors here.

However, before passing them the floor, please allow me to add a few words.  

The name of the Archives represents an important concept, i.e. the concept of “open society”. This concept is, in my opinion, still alive and very topical, and remains so twenty years after the birth of our modern democracies. Open society is not for granted. We need to strive for it every day. Let us recall that the famous book by Karl Popper promoting the concept of open society was called “The Open Society and Its Enemies”. 

An open society always has its enemies. And so do our open societies. Therefore, we should be on our guard. Extremism, racism, xenophobia are ever present threats to our democracy and freedom. Under no circumstances can we underestimate them. The paradox of democracy is the fact that it gives a large leeway to those who want to destroy it. The more distant the period of totalitarian rule is and the less people remember from their own experience what totalitarian rule is, the greater danger we are facing. Especially if we take freedom and democracy for granted.

But we cannot forget that our freedom is also a commitment. A commitment towards those who do not live in freedom. Towards those who are prosecuted for their political convictions. Towards those whose human rights are being trampled underfoot. 

Today we will take a small but significant step to remind us that our today’s freedom cannot be taken for granted.

Thank you for your attention. 

