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Abstract
This thesis examines the intersection of cultural discourse and economic policies of the Hungarian
populist radical right party, Fidesz. It classifies the cultural discourse of the governing party as
neo-traditionalist by examining how the party’s leader, Viktor Orbán, rhetorically shapes his vision
of the nation, espouses traditional values, and uses missionary politics to create a personalized
moral code under the guise of cultural Christianity. It examines the government’s economic
policies of nationalization and re-privatization, crony capitalism, and national work program
within a neo-feudalist classification. This research finds that the neo-feudalist economic policies
of Fidesz serve as a reinforcement mechanism that legitimizes the cultural discourse espoused by
Orbán. Furthermore, the neo-feudal economy is reshaping the social system into a highly
centralized and hierarchical structure and having lasting macroeconomic effects, including
demographic issues and increasing levels of wealth inequality. This emerging illiberal model of
governance is not only reshaping Hungary’s political, economic, and social systems, but also
contributing to a larger movement away from the tenets of liberal democracy within CEE.

Keywords
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INTRODUCTION
The year 2020 has been deemed the “year of the converging crises.”1 The global COVID-19
pandemic, unprecedented climate disasters, and economic turmoil have inundated much of the
world and disrupted the ways of life for billions of people. In reality, for Europe, 2020 experienced
these successive “crises” in a longer line that seems to have plagued the continent for more than
ten years. Starting with the effects of the American financial crisis that reverberated across Europe
in 2008 and the resulting Eurozone crisis, followed in short by a declared migration crisis in 2015,
the region seems to have spent the last decade operating in a constant state of “crisis.” As
governments have grappled with the new reality of unprecedented economic intervention to
mitigate and contain these crises, a growing debate has emerged that questions whether the
governing model of liberal democracy can adequately respond to the extraordinary circumstances
that Europe faces. A so-called third wave of right-wing populist sentiments has emerged in the
face of this debate; in particular, the wave has had a profound impact on the Central and Eastern
European (CEE) region. The term delayed transformational fatigue has emerged conceptually to
understand the resulting “stalled” democratization processes of former communist nations and the
resurgence of “neo-traditionalist” cultures that have developed in the wake of the Great
Recession.2
One such country which has seen popular political success by questioning the effectiveness of
liberal democracy is Hungary. Hungary, which was lauded for its successful transition to a market
economy in the 1990s, has steadily moved to a new hybrid governing model by the ruling Fidesz

1
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party, self- deemed “illiberal democracy,” since it took power in 2010. In the words of the party
leader and prime minister, Viktor Orbán, illiberal democracy seeks to overcome the inefficiencies
of liberal democracy that fail to “protect families… and the country from public indebtedness.”
By adopting an exclusionary nationalist discourse that calls for the return to traditional values and
embarking on an unorthodox set of economic policies, Fidesz has declared its intention to move
Hungary away from a liberal democratic governing structure of its Western counterparts and create
a new type of system. Ten years after the party took power and embarked on a rhetorical and
policy-oriented transformation of the country, it is clear that its electoral success is not just a
symptom of recession-oriented economic grievances. It is inecessary to understand the nuanced
cultural and economic implications of this emerging form of governance within Hungary to
illuminate its effect on the country and its potential implications for the region.

I.1 RESEARCH QUESTION AND STRUCTURE
Deviating from previous research, this thesis aims to understand both the economic and
cultural discursive aspects of a populist nationalist party, Fidesz. The research question asks How
do the economic policies and the cultural discourse of Fidesz intersect to create a successful party
program? From this query emerges two secondary research questions. The first asks: What are the
societal consequences of the neo-traditional cultural rhetoric that Viktor Orbán espouses? The
second question, which emerges from the developing economic program of Fidesz, asks: What are
the lasting macroeconomic consequences of the neo-feudalist economic policies that Fidesz has
enacted?
After a theoretical discussion of populism, delayed transformational fatigue, neotraditionalism, and neo-feudalism in Chapter 1, the subsequent chapter will discuss the cultural
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discourse of Fidesz, eventually classifying Orbán’s rhetoric as neo-traditionalist. Chapter 3 will
analyze the economic program of Fidesz in its tenure, highlighting the neo-feudalist system that
has emerged. Chapter 4 presents the main finding that the intersection of the economic policies
and cultural rhetoric from Hungary’s ruling party manifests in a system of reinforcement where
the economic program both funds and legitimizes Fidesz’s cultural vision for Hungary. The
chapter then delves into the lasting consequences of this new cultural and economic system,
looking at macroeconomic indicators and the shifting social system.

I.2 CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE EXISTING LITERATURE
As the theoretical chapter will underline, the existing body of literature on populism is vast
and includes left-wing and right-wing variants, but this thesis limits its scope to right-wing
nationalist populist politics in Central Europe. There has been ample academic debate over the
reason for the rise of nationalist populism in the wake of the Great Recession, with a current
division in the field over whether the root is cultural or economic. Researchers like Baker have
argued that the success of pundits like Donald Trump and the rise of right-wing populism can be
attributed to the real economic woes and insecurities that the middle class has faced due to
globalization.3 Other scholars like Bale have largely credited the success of populist discourses in
Europe to a strong resurgence of identity politics as parts of the population react to the social shifts
and the rise of multiculturalism in the last few decades.4 In 2016, formative research done by
Inglehart and Norris found that the economic insecurity argument that highlights the rise of
globalization as a cause for increased demand for populism cannot be discounted, yet there is

3
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strong evidence that supports the thesis that populism’s popularity is associated with a cultural
backlash against progressive societal change.5 While studies like that of Norris and Inglehart
contribute to a growing demand in the field of populism studies for moving beyond the binary
causal classification of culture or economy, there is not a wide breadth of literature devoted to the
intersection of the two. In 2017, Noam Gidron and Peter Hall endeavored to understand the
intersection of the cultural and economic demand for right-wing populism through a cross-national
survey of 20 countries, finding that social status is linked to support for these movements. They
concluded that both the economic and cultural developments of individuals impacted their social
status and may have contributed to their willingness to subscribe to right-wing national
sentiments.6
Specifically, in the region of Central and Eastern Europe, Ost has contended that right-wing
populism offered a compelling narrative against the economic woes of the working class but was
also the result of the indifference of ‘callous politicians’ who seemed uninterested and unable to
prioritize their economic wellbeing.7 Stanley, however, points to empirical evidence that the rightwing variant of populism in CEE is largely a “cultural backlash” against the “politics of transition”
and the multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism that many feel was forced upon them in the wake
of their democratic transitions.8

In his discussion of delayed transformational fatigue, Kubik

argues that the delayed onset of right-wing populist success in CEE two decades after successful
transitions to market economies demonstrates that populism is not solely connected to economic
prospects. Thus, to approach the concept of populism or Fidesz’s success through a singular
economic lens would omit an important part of the equation: the cultural discourse. Therefore,

5

Inglehart and Norris, “Trump, Brexit, and the Rise of Populism: Economic Have-Nots and Cultural Backlash,” 3.
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building on the work of researchers like Norris and Inglehart, as well as Kubik, this thesis hopes
to contribute to the growing demand for literature on the intersection of cultural and economic
aspects of right-wing populism.
It will contribute in a novel way by evaluating the supply of economic programs and their
intersection with the cultural discourse of one of the most electorally successful right-wing populist
political parties, Fidesz. The benefits of this analysis go beyond identifying what economic and
cultural circumstances facilitate the rise in popularity of such a party but allow for a detailed
understanding of how a party like Fidesz uses economic and cultural discursive tools to
successfully retain power and shape their own vision of society.

I.3 METHODOLOGY
This thesis will employ a singular case study of Fidesz’s discourse and economic policies from
the period of 2009 to 2020. While a comparative study could potentially identify trends in the
economic policies and cultural rhetoric of various nationalist populist parties throughout CEE, this
singular analysis is justified in the pursuit of a nuanced understanding of how this particular party
has achieved electoral success.9 The premise of this research focuses on the party program
constructed by Fidesz in the wake of the global financial crisis of 2008; scholars like Kriesi and
Pappas have demonstrated that vastly different economic impacts and populist political reactions
were seen in the wake of the Great Recession, thus warranting particular attention to Fidesz.10
Furthermore, this thesis aims to understand the cultural discourse of a right-wing populist party,
which authors like Ruth Wodak have argued are highly contextual and case specific to each
national environment. She has advocated that only by recognizing that each populist movement

9

That is not to say that this analysis is not beneficial to the wider study of arguably similar parties that enact
comparable party programs, like PiS in Poland.
10
Kriesi and Pappas, European Populism in the Shadow of the Great Recession.
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“combines and integrates form and content, targets specific audiences and adapts to special
contexts” can scholars “deconstruct, understand, and explain their messages…and their electoral
success.”11 Thus, given the aim to understand the intersection of highly contextual cultural
narratives and economic policies, as well as their lasting consequences on a particular society, this
thesis chooses to singularly focus on the case of Fidesz in Hungary.
The research will employ a mixed methodological approach, given that it aims to analyze the
intersection of cultural discourse and economic policy. To analyze the construction of Fidesz’s
crisis rhetoric and the resulting cultural narrative, this research will employ a critical discursive
approach. Specifically, this thesis will adopt the Discourse Historical Approach (DHA), which
“investigates language use beyond the sentence level” to understand the role “discourse plays in
the reproduction of non-inclusive and non-egalitarian structures and challenges in the social
condition.”12 The DHA emphasizes that language becomes powerful when it is employed by
powerful actors, with a powerful actor being defined as one who is able to establish “one’s will
within a social relationship and against the will of others.”13 Thus, this thesis will focus on the
language of one powerful actor in Hungary: the leader of the Fidesz party and current Prime
Minister, Viktor Orbán. It will follow the approach of other scholars in analyzing the speeches of
Viktor Orbán as representative of the position of the entire party of Fidesz.14 While the discourse
of specific actors may vary at the individual level, Orbán has maintained a strong position as the
leader of the party since 1993; he held office as Prime Minister from 1998 until 2002 and has
maintained that position continuously since 2010. In the general conceptual discussion of
populism, scholars often speak of a charismatic leader that becomes the face of the movement; for
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Fidesz, that leader is Orbán. This thesis will use both the official statements of Orbán that have
been released by the Office of the Prime Minister and interviews from media sources.
In addition to its discourse analysis, this thesis will look at the economic policies implemented
by the party and their intersection with the cultural narratives constructed. This thesis will use
government data, public access information from the European Commission, economic
publications like the Financial Times, and the work of other researchers to create a comprehensive
understanding of the government’s economic policies.
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Chapter 1: Theoretical framework

1.1 Populism Defined: A Discursive Approach
An extensive body of scholarly work has devoted itself to defining the term populism for
analytical purposes in wake of what is has been deemed a third wave of populist politics since the
Great Recession.15 The definition of populism has been widely debated, given its “chameleonic,
culture-bound, and context specific” nature that allows it to be molded rhetorically and
strategically in different environments.16 Because of populism’s malleable nature, one of the
prevailing definitional approaches to populism in recent years has been as a “thin-centered”
ideology that represents a Manichean outlook of the world.17
The ideological approach to populism emphasizes an antagonism between two homogenous
groups: the ‘virtuous’ will of the people and the ‘corrupt’ intentions of the “governing elite.”18 The
ideational approach to populism argues that politics should represent the “general will of the
people.”19 This definition of populism is useful for research because of its “thin-centered” nature
that allows for context specific analysis. With this classification, the commonly observed
hierarchical sentiment of “the people” being against “the elites,” which has been combined with
both right- and left-wing sentiments, can be studied under the single conceptual term of populism.
As will be discussed in the next section of the chapter, this definition of populism allows it to be
combined with other ideologies like nationalism, socialism or fascism.
15

Noam Gidron and Bart Bonikowski, “Varieties of Populism: Literature Review and Research Agenda," 4.
Arter, “The Breakthrough of Another West European Populist Radical Right Party?” 2010.
17
Mudde, “The Populist Zeitgeist.”
18
Mudde.
19
Gidron and Bonikowski, “Varieties of Populism,”6.
16
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In addition to the ideational approach, some scholars pursue the study of populism as a discursive
style. Benjamin De Cleen defines the discursive approach to populism as:
a discourse centred around the nodal points of ‘the people’ and ‘the elite,’ in which the
meaning of ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’ is constructed through a down/up antagonism
between ‘the people’ as a large powerless group and ‘the elite’ as a small and illegitimately
powerful group.20
Much like the ideational approach, populism approached discursively features a dichotomy of the
“virtuous good” and the “corrupt elite.” However, some scholars approach discourse as a
combination of ideology and rhetoric; scholars like Kirk Hawkins believe that discourse “is
manifested in distinct linguistic forms and content that have real political consequences.” 21 For
Hawkins, populism is “a worldview and is expressed as a discourse…yet, unlike ideology,
populism is a latent set of ideas that lacks specific exposition and contrast with other discourses
and is usually low on policy specifics.”22 The ideational and discursive approaches are similar in
that they both approach populism with an emphasis on the Manichean outlook and dichotomous
antagonism between the people and the elites; however, they vary in their methodological
approaches.23 When populism is approached as an ideology, it is viewed as “a bundle of ideas”
and thus, the study of political actors through party statements and programs can lead to a
dichotomous classification of populist or not populist.24 However, populism as a discourse allows
for rhetoric to be re-shaped and adapted to specific cases more fluidly than shifting an entire
ideology.25 As Laclau highlights, the discourse of populism consists of “empty signifiers” that can

20

Cleen, “Populism and Nationalism,” 5.
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be shaped rhetorically to construct the “us” and “them” in a way that is beneficial to the actors
constructing the narrative.26 Thus, methodological approaches to populism as a discourse allow
for more contextual analysis of populist manifestations in certain situations.27 Given that this thesis
aims to identify the intersection of cultural discourse and economic policies within the same
populist party over the course of time, moving beyond the dichotomous classification of populist
or not populist is beneficial. Thus, this thesis will theoretically approach populism as a discourse,
which will allow for nuanced reflections on the party’s cultural narratives over time.
It is important to note a third theoretical approach to studying populism, which is populism as
a political strategy. While this thesis intends to look at the political strategy of a party that is
classified as populist, it does not approach populism as a political strategy. The political strategy
approach frames populism through the study of policy choices, often focusing predominantly on
economic policy choices and methods of mass mobilization.28 However, many scholars critique
the political strategy approach because there is a lack of consistent policy advocated for by populist
parties. Weyland, for example, has pointed to the historical discrepancies in Latin American
populism during the 20th century, contrasting the vast difference between the protectionist nature
of populist economic policies in the middle part of the century and the populist neoliberal attitudes
towards the end.29 Even in modern analysis, using a policy-specific approach to define populism
would seriously limit the scope of studies on this phenomenon. Therefore, it is important to make
a distinction in the theoretical basis of this paper and its goals. While this thesis seeks to understand
the economic policy choices of a populist government, it is using the discourse of the party, not its
policy choices, to define Fidesz as populist.

26
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1.1.1 Variants of Populism
The study of populism can be divided into its program supplies and demand from the populace,
and it can be further delineated into its inclusionary left-wing manifestations and exclusionary
right-wing variants. Through utilization of a thin-centered definition, vastly different political
programs of Latin America and Europe can be represented under the concept of populism. Cas
Mudde and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser have outlined the distinct differences between a more
inclusive form of Latin American populism and the increasingly exclusionary nature of European
populism.30 They have shown that many Latin American populist movements have called
politically for a more radical and direct form of democracy and materially for the distribution of
resources to be directed more equally to historically marginalized parts of the community. 31 This
left-wing variant of populism, which tends to use a binary horizontal antagonism between the
people and the elites,32 differs greatly from a more exclusionary definition of “the people” seen in
Europe. While in Latin America, the focus of populists is on establishing material welfare systems,
European populists often propose programs to “protect” the established welfare systems through
a type of “welfare chauvinism” that seeks to deprive benefits from immigrants or minorities. 33
Politically, this right-wing variant of populism argues that elites have disengaged with the “silent
majority” and are no longer working on behalf of the average citizen.34
Mudde has devised the term populist radical right in an attempt to capture a variant of rightwing populism emerging in parts of Europe and arguably, the United States.35 Mudde’s term
focuses on authoritarianism and nativism, or the idea:

30

Mudde and Kaltwasser, “Exclusionary vs. Inclusionary Populism.”
Mudde and Kaltwasser, “Exclusionary vs. Inclusionary Populism,” 158-163.
32
Brubaker, “Between Nationalism and Civilizationism.”
33
Mudde and Kaltwasser, “Exclusionary vs. Inclusionary Populism,” 160.
34
Mudde and Kaltwasser, “Exclusionary vs. Inclusionary Populism,” 163.
35
Mudde, Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe.
31
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that states should be inhabited exclusively by members of the native group (“the nation”) and
that nonnative elements (persons and ideas) are fundamentally threatening to the homogenous
nation-state.36
The thin nature of populism, in these populist parties, is thickened with nationalist, right-wing
sentiments. In the case of parties like Fidesz, which many scholars would agree has ideologically
continued to move right,37 the term populist radical right and its associated nativism and
authoritarian tendencies, accurately depicts the party’s political program.

1.2 Delayed Transformational Fatigue
After exploring the conceptualization of populism, it is important to put this thesis in the
context of a specific subset of populism associated with the term delayed transformational fatigue.
Delayed transformational fatigue is a term coined by Jan Kubik that seeks to encompass the rise
of “illiberal and populist politics in Central and Eastern Europe,” an area where many countries
attempted to transition into democratic governing systems in the 1990s.38 It largely focuses on a
growing trend of emerging right-wing nationalist populist parties.39 The term can be broken into
two key aspects of the recent success of populist parties in Central and Eastern Europe: delayed
and fatigue. The fatigue aspect of this conceptual term attempts to capture the economic, social,
cultural, and political conditions that led to a demand for right-wing populist politics. Fatigue
refers to the “cultural syndrome” or “condition of society” that has led, in part to the rise of

36

Mudde, The Populist Radical Right, 19.
Mudde, “To Save Hungary’s Liberal Democracy, Centrists Must Work with the Far Right | Cas Mudde.”
38
Kubik, “FATIGUE and POPREBEL: What Are They All About? A Programmatic Statement,” 3.
39
Fidesz, which arguably falls under Mudde’s populist radical right classification, holds many of the tenets that
delayed transformational fatigue seeks to explore. However, this does not imply that all of the parties and
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populism in this area of the world.40 The other significant aspect of this conceptual term is the
word delayed. For Kubik, the term delayed refers to the fact that despite economic downturns in
the region during the 1990s, there was no immediate significant rise in the popularity of populist
programs. In much of the region, it was years later, after the economy had started to recover from
the devastation of transitioning into market economies, that right-wing nationalist populist parties
began to see electoral success. This delayed aspect of populist politics has indicated to scholars
that the success of populist politics may be indirectly affected by economic conditions, and more
directly affected by the narratives that are constructed and how they are offered to the people. 41
The fatigue and delayed aspects of delayed transformational fatigue point to two clear sides
of the success of populist politics. Fatigue attempts to encompass the demand for populist politics
by the electorate and delayed encompasses the supply of the populist programs by political actors.
Dividing the study of populism into the supply side and demand side is an important distinction
that scholars have made in recent years. This research will predominantly focus on the supply side
of populism, focusing on the narratives and policies supplied by the Fidesz party and its leader,
Viktor Orbán.
Delayed transformational fatigue focuses on the study of Central and Eastern European
populism, which falls into the exclusionary variant that Mudde and Kaltwasser previously
discussed. The exclusionary form of populism instrumentalized in CEE is classified as right-wing,
often considered far right, and combined with nationalist sentiments. De Cleen has highlighted the
distinction between populism and nationalism, arguing that the nodal points of populist discourse
feature a hierarchical dimension, with the elites being elevated to a position of power over “the
people.” Nationalism, De Cleen argues, has an in-out dimension, in which the nation is defined as

40
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certain set of people that excludes all others as being outsiders.42 The right-wing variant of
populism in CEE contains both a nationalist and populist element, and it often defines a triad of
antagonism in society, with the people opposed vertically to the foreign outsiders and horizontally
opposed to the corrupt elites that work in conjunction with the foreign threat.43 One of the most
common manifestations of this “elitist other” in many CEE countries is George Soros, who is
personified as a foreigner that holds a great deal of wealth and influence. As a Jewish man who
made the bulk of his wealth through currency speculation, he is typified as an elitist outsider who
wishes to interfere in matters of national importance and work against the “will of the people.”44

1.2.1 Cultural Aspects of Delayed Transformational Fatigue: Neo-traditionalism
In his discussion of the contributing factors to the demand for populist political programs,
Kubik has highlighted four dimensions: the political, economic, social, and cultural.45 This thesis,
while not focusing on the demand side of populism, will direct its attention to the cultural and
economic aspects of Fidesz’s political strategy. The cultural aspect of delayed transformational
fatigue, as defined by Norris and Inglehart, involves a backlash against the rapid progressive
cultural change in which large portions of the populace see an “eroding (of) the basic values and
customs of Western societies.”46 Kubik discusses this growing demand to reject progressive
cultural values as neo-traditionalist sentiments, which relate to “cultural illiberalism,
authoritarianism, and conservatism.”47 Neo-traditionalist attitudes include a call “for ‘traditional’
social roles, particularly when it comes to gender and sexual orientation; and they are always
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vigilant to protect the purity of the (national) community against the perceived threats of
cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism.”48
Szelenyi and Csillag differentiate this new form of the ideology in CEE by highlighting its
combination of the traditionalist sentiments focused on “‘family, patria, and God’ with some form
of statism.”49 Neo-traditionalism in its emerging form combines traditional family values and
conservative principles with patriotism and a return to “Christian values.” In the case of countries,
like Hungary, that are now largely secular, the vacuum for some kind of religious moral compass
has been replaced by what Zúquete calls “missionary politics.” 50 Instead of relying on a religious
head to provide guiding traditional values, the political leader’s discourse enters the realm of a
type of “political religion” led by a charismatic leader who creates a “moral community invested
with a collective mission of combating conspiratorial enemies and redeeming the nation from its
putative crisis.”51
While some researchers, like Norris and Inglehart, focus on the growing demand for such
narratives in the electorate, this thesis will focus on the supply of neo-traditionalist narratives by
Fidesz, looking at how Orbán has constructed the nation, promoted traditional values, and filled
the religious vacuum with his own definition of Christian values.

1.2.2 Economic Aspects of Delayed Transformational Fatigue: Neo-feudalism
The second dimension of Kubik’s four contributing aspects to the rise of populism in CEE
that this thesis will address is the economic factor. Previous research has identified that social,
political, and cultural factors have played a significant role in the rise of populism, but economic
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grievances and general disappointment with globalism and its associated increase in inequality
cannot be discounted.52 Divergent to the research that focuses on economic-based demand, this
thesis will focus on the supply of economic policies from Fidesz in Hungary.
When seeking to analyze the ideologies of what is seen culturally as right-wing populist
parties in the region, their economic policies do not easily fit on the traditional left-right axis.
Szelenyi and Csillag have pointed out that “in the political mess post-communist Eastern Europe
finds itself, it is hard to tell who is ‘left’ and who is ‘right.’”53 In countries like Hungary and
Poland, a phenomenon emerged after the Great Recession began, in which the governments
undertook massive nationalization campaigns, signaling a left-leaning protectionist economic
approach. However, policies like the reduction of social benefits for certain sectors of the
population and subsequent selective re-privatization efforts also indicated a more right-leaning
economic approach.
In an attempt to qualify the emerging program of economic policies, scholars have
theorized a new type of classification of economic policies used by right-wing populists in CEE
as neo-feudalist. Once in power, these actors “pursue wide-scale privatization and renationalization programmes” aimed at redistributing wealth to a specific subset of the population.54
Kubik’s reference to neo-feudalist capitalism focuses on the fact that these regimes provide
economic security and advantages for a subsection of the populace; in many cases, those who
prove loyal to the regime, benefit greatly from a wealth of public funds. Istvan Kollai has even
argued that while neo-feudalism applies to economic policies, it has real cultural implications,
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leading to a hierarchical social system that is dependent on personalized coordination of society.55
His work supports the idea that an economic policy has real implications for cultural discourse.
Thus, this thesis will analyze the economic policies of Fidesz under the economic classification of
neo-feudalism to better understand how the government’s policies intersect with its cultural
definition of ‘the people’ and ‘the elites’ in its populist narratives.

1.3 Crisis Construction and Fear
An entire body of literature has been devoted to how political parties construct crisis narratives
to frame so-called ‘national interests.’ The term crisis, defined by Oxford English Dictionary as
“a time of intense difficulty or danger,”56 is in itself a subjective discursive construction. Crises
can be measured by their social, economic, or political impact, but ultimately it is through the
repetition and circulation of narratives that a collective group establishes what represents a crisis.
Authors like Weldes have shown that political actors often frame ‘national interests’ through
articulation, or “the process through which meaning…is created and temporarily fixed by
establishing chains of connotations among different linguistic elements.”57 After successful
repeated articulations, political actors can use the process of interpellation to create identities and
subject positions that define social relationships.58 Through creation of a dominant narrative, actors
can reinforce connections between linguistic ideas and reinforce the positions they deem
acceptable for certain parts of society. Populists, as political actors, can also construct their vision
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of “the virtuous people” and the “corrupt elites” through articulation and interpellation. Often,
these narratives are created opportunistically under the perception of crisis.
It has been previously noted that “populism gets its impetus from the perception of crisis,
breakdown, or threat” when there is “a breakdown between citizens and their representatives.”59
Wodak contends that right-wing populist discourse often constructs a narrative that seizes on the
fears of the electorate and is context specific; it can be job security concerns, fear of foreigners,
fear of loss of autonomy, or fear of the degradation of traditions and values. 60 Altheide has
observed that in recent years, “fear has become a dominant public perspective…with enough
repetition and expanded use, it becomes a way of looking at life. Fear has emerged as a framework
for developing identities and engaging in social life.”61 By constructing crisis narratives, rightwing populists have the ability to seize on the fears of the electorate and offer a dichotomous moral
code that clearly labels “the people” as moral and “the elitist Others” as immoral and the
embodiment of everything they fear. The simplified nature of the Manichean populist narrative
that paints the world in black and white moral distinctions offers appealing answers in the
complicated times of economic or political ‘crisis.’
As noted in the introduction, Fidesz entered into its majority position in parliament in the
midst of the Great Recession and Euro-crisis. Europe has arguably been inundated with ‘crises’
for most of the party’s tenure. Thus, the rhetorical framing of these crises at the national level and
the discursive articulation and interpellation of enemies has served to legitimize fears. This has
played a major role in Fidesz’s construction of the “other” and the “self,” and allowed Orbán to
rhetorically shape his vision of Hungarian society and the nation. Evaluating the crisis rhetoric of
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the party will further contribute to the larger analysis of the neo-traditionalist cultural values the
party has espoused throughout its tenure in office.

1.4 Chapter Summary
This theoretical chapter has dealt with the term populism, justifying the choice to approach
the concept discursively. It attempted to take a chameleonic term that is widely used and specify
its purpose in this research to focus on the rise of right-wing nationalist populist parties in CEE.
Through a discussion of delayed transformational fatigue, it further delineated the purpose of this
research to investigating the supply of neo-traditionalist cultural discourse and neo-feudalist
economic policies within the party program of Hungary’s ruling party, Fidesz. By examining the
process of crisis construction, this section looked at how populist discourse can articulate and
legitimate fears to rhetorically shape their vision for a more advantageous version society. The
next section will focus on the construction of cultural narratives, ultimately classifying them as
neo-traditionalist.

25

Chapter 2: Neo-traditionalist Cultural Narratives
2.1 Setting the Stage: Hungary in the 2000s
As previously presented in Chapter 1, one general observation of the nature of the relationship
between populists and crises is that “populism gets its impetus from the perception of crisis,
breakdown, or threat” when there is “a breakdown between citizens and their representatives.”62
In the case of Fidesz, the rhetorical opportunity to establish itself amidst crisis arose in a perfect
storm of a political scandal in 2006, followed by the global economic crash of 2008. Fidesz
established itself as the main opposition against the governing party, the Hungarian Socialist Party
(MSZP), from 2002 until the elections of 2010, and the early 2000s marked a time of increasing
political polarization between the two parties. MSZP’s tenure in office from 2002 until 2006 was
characterized by generous welfare programs and excessive government spending. The party
introduced popular initiatives like a 13-month pension plan, which pleased voters but also resulted
in sovereign debt increasing to over 60 per cent of GDP and an imbalanced budget with a
government deficit over nine per cent.63 The 2006 election featured campaigns by both Fidesz and
the MSZP that promised continued generous welfare programs, despite the precarious state of
Hungary’s national budget.64
Only a few months after Fidesz’s unsuccessful 2006 bid to gain control of parliament, the party
was given its first opportunity to seize on a crisis, this time a political one. Despite the fact that the
governing MSZP party had campaigned on increased welfare benefits, a leaked tape of a party
meeting showed that the Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurscany had no intention of keeping the
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economic promises he had made. The tape featured Gyurscany saying “we lied in the morning, we
lied in the evening,” and that “only divine providence, an abundance of cash in the world economy,
and hundreds of tricks” had kept Hungary’s economy from collapsing during the party’s first
term.65 The revelations from this tape and the subsequent mass riots in Budapest presented Fidesz
with its first opportunity to assert itself as the necessary bridge to bring the government back to
the people.
The second major event to rock Hungary in a short period of time was the global economic
crash of 2008. Despite austerity measures that were enacted by MSZP, the high levels of foreign
debt and a precarious domestic situation made Hungary especially susceptible to worldwide
economic downturn. From July to October of 2008, the Hungarian currency, the forint, lost over
20 per cent of its value, and many mortgages and business loans, held in foreign currencies, faced
the prospect of defaulting.66 By November, the MSZP government had accepted a joint bailout
loan of $25 billion from the International Monetary Fund, the European Union, and the World
Bank. However, this bailout, while successful in stabilizing the country’s freefalling economy,
came with wildly unpopular austerity conditions like lower pensions, increased retirement age,
wage freezes for government employees, and budget cuts for state subsidy programs. 67
These two consecutive events, a political crisis followed by an economic one, exposed a deep
resentment and distrust among the Hungarian population towards the socialist government, and
Fidesz seized upon the opportunity to shape the crisis narrative in their favor. This section will
examine the cultural narrative that Fidesz espoused in the 2010 election and their subsequent
tenure in office, looking at how its leader discursively shapes the nation and defines the “us” and
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“them.” It well then explore the finding that Fidesz espouses traditional family roles and values
based on a vague definition of “European Christian values.” Finally, it will identify how the ruling
party has attempted to discursively create a moral community within an arguably secular nation
through Zuquete’s concept of missionary politics.68 It will conclude by analyzing these cultural
discourses to classify Fidesz within the scope of a neo-traditionalist cultural program.

2.2 Defining the Nation
As discussed in the theoretical section, the terms populism and nationalism hold some similar
discursive qualities, including the delineation of the “us” versus “them” that serves to create a
dichotomy of those that should be feared and those that can be trusted. One major discursive
difference between these concepts is that populism constructs a hierarchical antagonism between
the “will of the people” and the “elites,” while nationalism creates a vertical opposition between
those within the defined nation and those outside of it.69 Fidesz, as a populist radical right party,
discursively combines a populist and nationalist vision of the Hungarian nation and its enemies in
what can be described as a triad.70 As Brubaker notes, right-wing populist rhetoric often denotes
the ‘good and virtuous’ people as one angle of the triad, with the national outsiders “juxtaposed
horizontally.”71 These outsiders threaten the people, and within the nation, the vertically
antagonizing elites are seen to be either cooperating or ‘exacerbating the danger posed by the
aliens.”72
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2.2.1 Constructing the Elites and the Outsiders
In the case of Hungary, given the events of the first decade of the 2000s, Fidesz’s rhetorical
framing of the elites initially focused heavily on the MSZP government. In the 2010 election,
Fidesz ran on a vague policy platform, shying away from specific proposals of how the party would
deliver the country from its economic woes.73 Instead, Fidesz promised to deliver a “revolution”
from the abuses of the corrupt socialist government; in the aftermath of the April 2010 election,
Orbán declared “Hungarians have overthrown the system and created a new one. The old system
of leaders misusing their power was replaced by one of national unity."74 Although Fidesz did
make frequent analogies and connections of the MSZP party and the corrupt former communist
governments,75 it is noteworthy that MSZP did not remain the focus of Fidesz’s rhetorical framing
of the nation’s enemies for long. Previous discourse analyses from 2010-2018 show that Orbán’s
enemies were increasingly framed externally from the nation as the party moved beyond the 2010
election.76
One plausible explanation for the lack of focus on MSZP as an active “threat to the
Hungarian nation” is the party’s poor electoral performance in 2010. As Becker has noted, MSZP
enjoyed 42 per cent and 43.2 per cent of the vote in 2002 and 2006, respectively. In 2010, the
party’s support dropped 22.3 percentage points to 20.9 per cent of the vote.77 With a major electoral
victory and a two-thirds majority secured in the 2010 election, it is plausible that Orbán felt the
strength of his internal mandate and became less concerned with the political threat posed by
MSZP. As a result, the internal “corrupt elites” were largely framed as the “left” and “the previous
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socialist government,” with these enemies becoming a peripheral component of a larger global
conspiracy against the Hungarian nation.
Previous analysis of Orbán’s rhetoric from 2014 to 2018 reveals the development and
radicalization of a larger discursive external enemy that formed in the cultural narrative over its
second term.78 While it manifests in different iterations, including the IMF, the European Union,
and George Soros; Orbán’s speeches have become increasingly antagonistic towards the “Global
Left.” Integrated into his economic anti-globalization rhetoric, Orbán spoke in 2017 of an “empire”
that “seeks to eliminate nations and seeks to create a Europe with a mixed population.” 79 He
cautions that
We stand in the way of a financial and political empire which seeks to implement this plan
– at whatever cost. In recent years Soros’s NGOs have penetrated all the influential forums
of European decision-making. They are also present in the backyards of some Hungarian
parties.80
In a singular statement, Orbán implicates the European Union, George Soros, international NGOs
based in Hungary, and Hungarian political parties like MSZP as working in coordination to
dismantle the Hungarian nation. This catch-all global conspiracy of enemies that has increasingly
frequented Orbán’s speeches since 2017 serves an important rhetorical purpose. It allows for a
deep interconnection to be made between the external enemies of the nation and internal elitist
enemies of the populace, who work in conjunction against the “virtuous people of the Hungarian
nation” in the triad of people-elite-enemy.81 With opposition parties holding little legislative or
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political authority in Hungary, Orbán is able to externalize the threat against the nation to
institutions like the European Union, which arguably still holds a level of financial and judicial
control over the party. By combining the European Union, often through the epithet of “Brussels,’
with the long-time right-wing scapegoat George Soros, and the national opposition, Orbán is able
to blur the lines between these actors and package them into one catch-all enemy of the Hungarian
nation. These outsiders are portrayed as colluding with the national enemies, including the former
socialist government and NGOs that are not preferential to the regime.
Another noteworthy development in Orbán’s portrayal of Hungary’s enemies is that his
criticism became more targeted and radicalized from the beginning of his second term in 2014.
My previous research has highlighted that before 2014, the European Union was a periphery point
of criticism for Orbán;82 however, after winning office again in 2014 and the subsequent migration
crisis, “Brussels” became a prime target of Orbán’s rhetorical criticism. His speeches frequently
criticize the goals of “Brussels bureaucrats” to create a “European empire” of a “multicultural,
mixed population.”83 His discourse from 2016 starts to adopt a war-like tone,84 calling for the
people to “repel the arrows”85 and “advance to battle”86 against European leaders that wish to
impose their viewpoints on the Hungarian nation. The repeated articulation of “Brussels” as the
enemy and the increasingly aggressive tone that Orbán takes in describing the European Union
helps to rhetorically reinforce that it is a formidable and threatening enemy against the Hungarian
nation.
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2.2.2 Constructing the People
As De Cleen has clarified, populism and nationalism both focus on the discursive nodal
points of “the people” and the “enemy,” whether it be those aliens outside of the nation or the elites
within the nation that do not defend the best interest of the people.87 In Orbán’s populist lens of
the people, he often frames the “virtuous people” as those who lost out on globalism and were hurt
by the actions of the previous socialist government. During the 2010 election, Fidesz iterated a
vague election manifesto that made general promises like allowing “an ability for every man to
look after his family” and “honest jobs and honest wages.”88 Orbán frames the “people” as those
who did not benefit from the mass privatization of land in the 1990s and who have largely suffered
from the predatory practices of international capitalists, like foreign banks. 89 This rhetoric points
to the “hardworking Hungarians” who did not gain from the massive international corporations
and global networks that entered Hungary’s liberal market in the 1990s as the “virtuous people”
who were hurt by the previous government’s unwillingness to put their best interest first. As the
next chapter will highlight, this, of course, is contradicted by the economic system that developed
in Hungary after Fidesz took power, which is based on preferential treatment and crony capitalism.
Orbán’s nationalist discourse interacts with his populist vision to create the “in-out”
dichotomy of who falls into the categories of “us” and “them.” He has adopted a vision of the
nation that is ethnically homogenous, European, and adheres to “Christian values.” As discussed
in the “enemies” section of constructing the nation, Orbán has become increasingly combative
against the European Union and “Brussels” for imposing an ideology of multiculturalism in the
region. Orbán rejects this, instead calling for what he argues has long been an ethnically
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homogenous society: “We consider it a value that Hungary is a homogenous country.”90 While
historically questionable, Orbán often enacts a common populist rhetorical tool of reminiscing on
a mythical past that was better to the people. Like Trump’s intonation of “Make America Great
Again,” Orbán calls for the return of a fabled time when the state was ‘ethnically pure,’ saying
“Hungary has never been multicultural.”91 Part of this definition clearly calls for the rejection of
migrants coming from outside of Europe, but this also targets the long present Roma community
in Hungary as outside of the defined nation.
For Orbán, it is important to note that the European identity is incorporated into his
definition of the Hungarian nation. In 2016, in the wake of the Brexit debate and internal British
discussions on the Europeanness of the people, Orbán declared “if you are a Hungarian, you are
European… that is not a question.”92 This form European identity, however, rejects the idea of
current “European mainstream” of multiculturalism and liberalism.93 Instead, Orbán reshapes what
it means to be European, tying the identity to Hungary’s “Christian roots.”94 The Prime Minister
has adopted frequent usage of the term “European Christian values,” arguing that he is creating a
“Christian democracy” in Hungary.95 While these terms frequent Orbán’s speeches, they are less
involved with any actual church or scripture; with only 15 per cent of Hungarians admitting to
regularly attending church but 80 per cent identifying as Christian, 96 it is clear that serves as a
cultural identifier more than a religious one. Many interpret this call for European Christian values

90

“Hungary’s Future.”
“Hungary’s Future.”
92
“About Hungary - Prime Minister Orbán at the 27th Bálványos Summer Open University and Summer Camp
[Full Text in English].”
93
“About Hungary - Prime Minister Orbán at the 27th Bálványos Summer Open University and Summer Camp
[Full Text in English].”
94
“About Hungary - Prime Minister Orbán at the 27th Bálványos Summer Open University and Summer Camp
[Full Text in English].”
95
Walker, “Orbán Deploys Christianity with a Twist to Tighten Grip in Hungary.”
96
Walker.
91

33

as an exclusionary force, mostly pushing out non-white migrants or, in the case of the Roma
population, citizens.97 Orbán rejects multiculturalism as the “coexistence of Islam, Asian religions,
and Christianity;”98 so, it is clear that a Christian European Hungarian nation, in the eyes of Orbán,
involves white, ethnically Hungarian, ‘culturally Christian’ adherents. While the next section will
explore the implications of “cultural Christianity” on Fidesz’s espoused values and societal vision,
it is important to note the emphasis on European Christian values in Orbán’s definition of who
belongs within the nation.
Based on the discourse analysis employed in this section, it is clear that Fidesz, and Orbán
as its leader, espouses a view of the nation that incorporates both populist and nationalist discursive
elements. The people, at one corner of the triad, represent the ‘honest, hardworking Hungarian
nationals that were damaged by the effects of globalism.’ They are ethnically Hungarian, white,
European, and adhere to a cultural Christian identity. At the national elite side of the triad is the
MSZP government and those that ‘unfairly’ benefited from market liberalization in the 1990s.
Although, with time, it becomes evident that Fidesz’s definition of the national elites has expanded
to cover any opposition movement (or NGO) that objects to its policies. While they exist within
the in-out dimension of the nation, they are portrayed as in collusion with elitist outsiders like the
European Union and George Soros. Less influential, but equally excluded from this definition of
the nation is any person that is non-white or non-Christian. Table 1 depicts this triad.
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Table 1: Fidesz’s Discursive Triad

‘The National Elites’
Ex. MSZP

‘Elitist Outsiders’
Ex. European Union, George Soros

Outsiders

‘Vertically opposed Outsiders’
Ex. Non-white, non-Christian migrants
“The Virtuous People”
Ethnic Hungarians, European, Christian, Hardworking

2.3 Traditional Roles and Values
As briefly discussed in the previous section that evaluated Orbán’s rhetorical construction of
the nation, the concept of cultural Christianity frequents his vision of the virtuous people. Orbán
defines cultural Christianity as a “culture that has developed out of Christianity” and a “faith-based
knowledge and sensibility.”99 Unlike some of its Central and East European counterparts, like
Poland, Hungary does not have a high degree of religiosity. Only 15 per cent of Hungarians attend
church regularly,100 yet 43 per cent believe that being Christian is very or somewhat important to
the Hungarian national identity.101 These statistics indicate what Kubik describes as “dormant yet
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easy-to-mobilize (neo) traditional sub-cultures,”102 where a large part of the population does not
practice Christianity but responds positively to a “cultural Christian” narrative.
One tenet of traditional Christian values that Orbán regularly advocates is the return to the
heterosexual concept of the “traditional family of one man and one woman.” 103 Fidesz’s
commitment to a singular definition of the family was outlined from the onset of its first term; the
new constitution, or Fundamental Law, that was ratified in 2012, clearly delineated the family as
“the union of a man and a woman established by voluntary decision.”104 In addition to this
conservative heterosexual definition, the Fundamental Law places a great deal of importance on
the family: “We hold that the family and the nation constitute the principal framework of our
coexistence.”105 With a strong emphasis on family and a particular definition of what constitutes a
family, Orbán and Fidesz create a very exclusive definition of what are considered acceptable
family values. With this limited definition of the family comes an exclusionary rhetoric against
non-traditional views of sexuality and gender roles.
It is important to note that Orbán utilizes the culturally Christian definition of a family to justify
his position, but he also adopts pragmatic logic as well. The 2012 constitution defined the family
as “the basis of survival of the nation.”106 Hungary, much like the majority of European countries,
faces demographic concerns and a shrinking population. Since 2010, when Fidesz took power,
Hungary’s population has decreased from a little over 10 million people to 9.7 million in 2018.107
Orbán argues that the “liberal democracy says we should not differentiate” between the
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conservative definition of the family and non-traditional iterations, but “this is one of the reasons
why we are experiencing a demographic decline now.”108
As a result of this insistence on the traditional definition of a family unit and an emphasis
on demographics, it is unsurprising that Orbán’s rhetoric on gender issues and the role of the
woman in society is largely misogynistic. As the Prime Minister has highlighted when
promulgating his family policy, “demographic stands or falls on women.”109 This view of women,
specifically in heterosexual relationships, as a primary vehicle for reproduction and raising up the
next generation of Hungarians, is largely limiting of their potential contributions to society outside
of the home. Orbán has, on numerous occasions, emphasized his view that women are not suited
for certain sectors of employment; for instance, in 2015, when asked why there were no women in
his cabinet, Orbán responded “women cannot stand the stress of politics.”110 This rhetorical view
of the place of women in society has been largely supported by policies, including a slew of new
incentives to encourage increased reproduction; in 2012, the government announced a family tax
allowance that allowed for a tax deduction of one parent’s income, based on the number of children
they had.111 The stipulation that the deduction could only be used for one source of family income,
even if both parents were working, served to decrease the benefits of participating in a two-income
household. Furthermore, the tax benefit increased drastically with more children in the house;
when having two children, the benefit’s value increased 3.5 times higher than a household with
one child. When three or more children were in a single family, the benefit’s value increased tenfold, considerably increasing the incentive to have a larger family.
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In 2018, the government proclaimed it was the “Year of the Family” and introduced a policy
to pay off one million forints towards a mortgage held by any family with three or more children
and offered to pay off the student debt of any mother who would have more than two children.112
While such policies may seem to fall under promotion of increased demographics and traditional
family formations, it is also serves to promote the role of women as having a primary duty to have
large families and repopulate the nation. In a country that ranked the second lowest in Europe on
the 2020 Gender Equality Index,113 its leader continues to promote a vision of society where
woman play a largely supportive function for men and are confined to a more traditional gender
role.
In addition to advocacy for the limitation of women to traditional roles, Fidesz’s stance on any
non-traditional sexual preference or gender identification is strongly condemnatory. In addition to
blaming homosexual relationships as a contributing factor in demographic decline, Fidesz has
taken the official state position that “people are born either male or female.”114 With this refusal
to acknowledge any gender identification other than cis gender, Fidesz has again narrowed the
definition of what identity and roles are seen as conforming to his view of the Hungarian nation.
Moreover, the government has taken decisive acts to reinforce this narrative. In addition to banning
the recognition of same-sex marriage with the 2012 constitutional definition of a union of a man
and a woman as marriage, the Hungarian government has also outlawed the changing of a
transgender person’s gender on legal documents.115 These actions, which reinforce the narrative
that cisgender heterosexuality is the only culturally accepted identity, have been accompanied by
laws that limit the ability for competing narratives to gain traction. In 2018, the Hungarian
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government banned gender studies degrees in universities, stating “we do not consider it
acceptable for us to talk about socially constructed genders rather than biological sexes.”116 By
creating a dominant narrative that labels the mere discussion of gender issues or non-traditional
gender identification as something inappropriate and offensive, Orbán’s government stifles the
arena of opposing viewpoints.
While Fidesz’s views on gender roles and a traditional family structure can be largely justified
rhetorically as in the name of promoting demographic growth, recent proposed constitutional
amendments regarding the definition of the family, present more ideological considerations for the
party’s narrative. In November of 2020, the Fidesz-led parliament proposed a new amendment to
the Fundamental Law that defines “the mother is a woman, the father is man,” and a couple must
be married to adopt children.117 This specific definition would limit future same-sex marriage
adoption, which had previously been legal if one of the partners applied alone. This amendment,
on the sole basis of demographic growth, would seem counterintuitive in promoting an increase in
the number of families. However, the proposed change highlights its logic as traditional valuebased, arguing that this legislation would ensure that children are raised with a “‘Christian’
interpretation of gender roles.”118 The new bill states that it “ensures education in accordance with
the values based on Hungary's constitutional identity and Christian culture.”119
This recent legislative development represents the infusion of “cultural Christian” values that
are promoted in the discourse of Fidesz and Orbán. While Orbán represents demographic issues
as an imperative concern, he frames the promotion of traditional family values and roles as his
central objective. For Orbán, the nation is intertwined with the concept of family, but family is
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restrictively defined as the union of a cisgender man and woman, preferably with a significant
number of children. His policies and rhetoric discourage and even criminalize non-traditional
family formations in the name of religiously vague cultural Christian values.

2.4 Missionary Politics
As the previous two sections have highlighted, the concept of cultural Christianity frequents
Orbán’s rhetoric, calling for a return to the vaguely defined European Christian values that focus
less on institutionalized religion. They emphasized the lack of institutional adherence to a specific
Christian faith in Hungary, with a high number of Hungarians identifying as Christian and seeing
that identity as integral to their national identity, while rarely partaking in formal religious
practices. This void of a strong religious institution, like the Roman Catholic church in Poland,
can be traced to the country’s communist period, when there was a strong socialization process to
discourage religious practice.
In Hungary, the dominance of Roman Catholicism and a significant minority presence of
Calvinism in the early 20th century was severed by the incoming communist government of 1949;
church land and schools were nationalized, and the clergy were forced to sign agreements that
limited their activities.120 Despite the fact that these limitations were in place for less than four
decades and autonomy was restored to the various religious groups by 1988, their effect on the
role of religion in Hungary were long lasting. Currently, Hungary is ranked 20th in Pew’s ranking
of European countries’ religious commitment, with only 14 per cent of Hungarians saying
institutionalized “religion is very important in their lives.”121 While the communist legacy had a
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profound impact on the relationship of the population with the institutionalized church, remnants
of the country’s previous strong association of church and state seem to have left a lasting mark
on their national identity. During the time of the Austro-Hungarian empire, a religious political
system was incorporated; despite an official declaration of “freedom to exercise religion” in 1848,
a tiered system evolved in which only adherents of “recognized” sects of religions like Catholicism
and Lutheranism were allowed in parliament. During this period, church and state became highly
intertwined, and Christianity dominated both the political and religious spheres of Hungary.
Perhaps, as a result of this historical legacy and modern political invocations of the country’s
Christian past, Christianity has become an integral part of the Hungarian national identity.
Accordingly, the lack of institutionalized observance or emphasis on religion, combined with high
levels of self-identification of Christian and intertwining of Christianity with national identity, has
allowed for the governing party to supply a discourse of values and morals that are based, in name
mostly, on the concept of Christianity.
Without a formal religious leader or institution to base the Christian values that Orbán regularly
draws on in his speeches, a type of missionary politics has developed in the county. Zuquete’s
concept of missionary politics is used to describe a 21st century phenomena of “political religion,”
which centers on a “charismatic leader” and his “narrative of salvation, outsiderhood and
ritualization, and the creation of a moral community invested with a collective mission of
combating conspiratorial enemies and redeeming the nation from its putative crisis. 122 Zuquete
defines the concept of “missionary politics” as a study of the ‘nonmaterial dynamics in
contemporary radical populist movements” that illuminate the “extraordinary member
commitment.”123
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Zuquete’s concept of missionary politics points to the presence of a charismatic leader who
defines the moral standards for the community or nation and offers “salvation” and protection for
the nation under attack. Weber defines “charismatic” in a biblical sense as defying prevailing
worldviews124 and creating “discourses of justification against the established order” to provide a
“radical founding of a novel structure of legitimacy.”125 Zuquete highlights the religious
connotation of the term, despite its modern interpretation of “likeability or attraction,” and argues
that often such a leader takes on a religious-like leadership. Orbán, in the place of any notable
religious leadership in Hungary, plays the role of the charismatic leader. He announced in an
infamous 2014 speech, the advent of a new type of governance, deemed “illiberal democracy,”
that prioritizes the needs “of the community and the nation” over individuals, denies liberalism as
the “central element of state organization,” and is based on “Christianity and family values.”126
Orbán’s proclaimed source of legitimacy is directly from the people; he frequently touts the
electoral performance of the party and the system of national consultations disseminated to the
population as his mandate to make changes. He uses this authority to reject liberal ideas of
individualism, multiculturalism, and equality that he says have created a “nightmare” in Europe
and the United States.127
Orbán, as the charismatic leader who advocates for a novel type of governing structure, has
taken on the role of defining the country’s moral values and principles. As the previous section
highlighted, Orbán has defined moral correctness within the realm of “traditional values,” citing
marriage as a traditional heterosexual relationship and the family structure as the core of the
nation’s existence. He emphasizes the nation as historically founded on the tenets of Christianity,
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which in this case is used in exclusionary terms to mean largely non-Islamic and non-Jewish.128
Scholars have highlighted that Orbán’s Christian values differ from traditional Christian values
and represent more “white conservative values”129 in their rejection of immigrants, call for
criminalization of homelessness, and emphasis on promoting a ‘workfarist’ society that cares only
for those that actively participate in the nation’s development and economic growth. This version
of Christian values bypasses the tenet of helping those in need and is based on rejecting those that
do not fit the specific mold of what is deemed morally acceptable.
In addition to acting as a charismatic leader and defining the hegemonic values and morals
of the nation, Orbán portrays himself as a savior of the “besieged Hungarian nation.” The first part
of this chapter dealt with the construction of enemies in the rhetoric, including the European Union,
George Soros, and opposition parties. Previous analysis130 has found an increasingly conspiratorial
tone to Orbán’s portrayal of his enemies, and a call to go to battle against them. In the 2018,
following the migration crisis, Orbán declared that “Europe is under invasion…Africa wants to
kick down our door, and Brussels is not defending us.”131 According to Orbán, non-Christian
immigrants are a direct threat to his new form of governance and prescribed values, thus the people
must be protected by them. Amidst the enemies besieging Hungary is ‘Brussels’ itself, which seeks
to impose multiculturalism and “open borders;” as a result, Orbán promises to “repel the arrows,”
“point bayonets,” and “advance to battle” against the European Union elites.132 He calls
international NGOs and members of the Soros-founded Central European University “Soros’
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mercenaries” that aim to “weaken, to destroy, and break national governance.”133 As the leader of
Fidesz and the people, Orbán presents himself as the savior of a traditional way of life that he
wishes to return Hungary to. With a personalized interpretation of Christianity, Orbán combines
the religious and political through charismatic leadership, defining the accepted moral values for
the nation and acting as the leader of a new form of governance that rejects liberal democratic
standards.

2.5 Creating Neo-traditionalist cultural discourse
In evaluating the rhetoric of Fidesz and its leader, Orbán, it is important to note the conservative
and traditional discursive elements, while also recognizing distinctive features in the narratives.
Jan Kubik justifies the term neo-traditionalist to emphasize the call for a return to “traditional
values” and the “protection of a national collective rather than an individual.”134 As the chapter
has demonstrated, Orbán’s rhetoric calls for a return to traditional values, with a particular focus
on the family unit and gender roles. For Fidesz, the family unit consists of a man and a woman,
joined in marriage, leaving no room for homosexuality. Through its rhetorical reiterations and
subsequent restrictive regulation, Fidesz has created a hegemonic narrative that a person must
identify, for all legal and social purposes, under the gender they were assigned at birth.
Furthermore, Orbán calls for an illiberal form of governance, in which the community is prioritized
over the individual, and an emphasis on multiculturalism and liberalism are replaced with a
devotion to Christian values. Through these iterations, Orbán establishes a traditionalist view of
society.
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In his theoretical discussion of neo-traditionalism, Kubik justifies the usage of the prefix “neo”
in the term to denote a space for discussion of the degree to which narratives are “manufactured
by cultural entrepreneurs and endowed with new features.”135 Furthermore, Szelenyi and Csillag
differentiate this new concept with its addition of a degree of statism to the adherence of “family,
patria and God.”136 Orbán’s discourse, while emphasizing the importance of family and God, also
incorporates a distinctive identity that is personalized to his charismatic leadership. He
instrumentalizes a vague set of “cultural Christian” Hungarian values in a way that can be shaped
against any threat or “enemy.” For Orbán, it is necessary to protect the “besieged” Christian nation
of Hungary, which justifies excluding non-white migrants, the Roma population, and any kind of
sexuality or gender identification that falls outside of the mainstream. For Orbán, liberalism is a
scourge on Christian values, and thus he is justified in rhetorically attacking “global leftists” like
the European Union elites, George Soros, and the opposition parties.
In doing so, he also continues to centralize the moral authority, as well as state authority,
around his persona. Through his missionary style pledge to be a savior of traditional values, Orbán
paints himself as the charismatic leader that Hungary needs, and thus solidifies his discourse as
culturally hegemonic. With this neo-traditionalist cultural narrative dictating the political sphere
and encroaching into the religious arena, Orbán asserts a great power in shaping the dominant
views on how Hungarian society should look. As the next section will demonstrate, a degree of
statism and control over the economic sector has largely coincided with this dominance over the
cultural sphere.
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Chapter 3: Economic Policies of Fidesz

3.1 Economic Policies When Entering Office
As the previous chapter highlighted, Fidesz has gone to great lengths to propagate a neotraditionalist cultural narrative since taking office. This espoused view of the nation has created a
traditional metric for who is deemed to be an acceptable part of that nation and what actions fall
within the nation’s cultural Christin values. Following overwhelming electoral success in the 2010
parliamentary elections, Fidesz also used its two-thirds majority mandate to enact economic
policies that complemented the cultural rhetoric it had created. After an election campaign that
was anti-globalist and argued for the adaption from a welfarist state to a “workfarist” state that
“provides work but also demands work from everyone,”137 the party set out to create a system that
emphasized that each member of the Hungarian nation, as defined by Fidesz, was entitled to having
their needs met as long as they contributed and worked to better the nation. This resulted in a
national work program that sought to employ as much of society as possible, as well as mass
nationalization and re-privatization of certain industries and a system of cronyism.

3.2 Renationalization of the Banks and Pension System
Following the country’s transformation from a centralized economy to a market economy
in the 1990s, Hungary underwent some of the highest levels of privatization in Europe. Up until
2010, Hungary led Central and Eastern Europe in its privatization revenues as a percentage of
GDP, resulting in it being seen as one of the most “globalized and liberalized economies” in the
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OECD.138 In 2010, when Fidesz took power, the government immediately went to work reversing
course on the mass privatization that had occurred in the previous two decades. As the party used
its parliamentary majority to overhaul the constitution, they removed the language that referred to
a right to “private property” and soon enacted corresponding legislation.
One area where the government began a campaign of renationalization was the banking
sector. In the aftermath of the financial crisis, Orbán was openly critical of foreign banks that he
argued had placed “unfair conditions” on loans to Hungarians. 139 He announced that they would
need to be “held to account,” and he promised by 2014 that “50 percent of the banking system
should be possessed by the Hungarians.”140 In order for the Hungarian government to regain
control of the banking sector, Fidesz implemented a series of tax initiatives and legislation against
the banks to increase their willingness to sell equity. For instance, in 2010, Fidesz passed a series
of financial taxes and levies that were three times higher than any other financial tax in Europe.141
Not only did the legislation aim to improve the country’s budget deficit by raising an additional
$837 million, but it also fit into Orbán’s narrative of protecting the average Hungarian from the
corruption of foreign financial institutions: “It is unacceptable, with common sense, to respect
banks as sacred cows at a time when a global crisis that started from the banks happens to be
sweeping over the world…the bank tax is fair.. and serves the interests of the people.”142
One of the effects of the financial tax, in addition to propping up the budget, was that it cut
into bank’s profits and enticed them to unload their equity onto the Hungarian government. At the
end of 2010, the Hungarian Banking Association announced that nearly every financial institution
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would be finishing the year with losses and no profit.143 In addition to new taxes, the government
enacted policies that forced banks to use exchange rates that favored the consumer and ultimately
resulted in regulatory coercion of the enterprises. As a result, the government successfully bought
GE Capital’s Budapest Bank and Bayerische Landesbank’s MKB in 2014, thus increasing its
control of the banking sector to over 50 per cent.144 Through additional indirect coercion, the
government acquired 15 per cent of Austrian Erste Bank in 2016 in exchange for agreeing to
decrease the steep banking tax it had enacted in the years prior.145 Despite the widespread
nationalization efforts in multiple sectors, including energy, telecommunications, and real estate,
the government allocated over 20 per cent of the total amount paid to acquire resources from 2010
to 2016 on the financial sector. By 2018, the Fidesz government had increased its share of the
banking sector from 30 per cent at the beginning of its tenure to 50.5 per cent, thus fulfilling its
promise to hold over 50 per cent of the market domestically.
In addition to re-nationalizing a large portion of the banking sector, the Fidesz government
began the process of overhauling and centralizing the pension system. In November 2010, only
weeks after national elections had taken place, the Fidesz government made the announcement
that it would be nationalizing private pensions into a public pension fund. Before 2010, the pension
system in Hungary had been a hybrid model, including a mandatory public pillar and a mandatory
private pillar that workers contributed to. In October of 2010, the government announced that it
would be withholding 30 billion forints from the private pension funds over a 14-month period, in
an effort to ensure the national budget made its deficit goal of 3.8 per cent of GDP.146 Only a month
later, the government decided to eliminate the entire private pillar of the pension system by
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announcing that contributors who did not express interest in keeping their pension in a private fund
would automatically have their private contributions transferred to the Hungarian Debt
Management Center Fund. This fund would be used to help pay down Hungary’s sovereign debt.147
Similar to Fidesz’s renationalization scheme for the banking sector, this move was justified by
vilifying the managers of private pension funds. Some fund managers were accused of criminal
negligence as Orbán declared that they were bad managers who had “lost the money on the stock
exchange.”148 By asserting that private fund managers were benefitting off of the labor of
hardworking Hungarians, the government was able to justify itself as the arbiter of the people’s
best interests; it was necessary for the state to take control to protect its people’s money. In a move
that also resembles its regulatory taking of the financial sector, the Fidesz government presented
the move from private pension funds to public funds as a choice. However, those that opted out of
moving their funds to the public pillar faced harsh consequences; non-compliance meant that all
future employer contributions to the public pillar would not be credited to the contributor but be
seen as a social tax that the government could use at its discretion. Those who opted out would be
ineligible to receive any state pension, despite having to continue to contribute to it.149
With only a month to decide, 98.6 per cent of contributors were effectively coerced into
agreeing to the public pension fund; this amounted to a contribution of 2.95 trillion forints, or
approximately 10 per cent of Hungary’s GDP, being injected into the national budget. As a result,
by June of 2011, Orbán announced that 1.35 trillion forints of the private pension savings that were
relinquished to the government had been used to pay down the national debt.150 Through the
nationalization of the pension program and regulatory taking of the banking sector, the Fidesz
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government spent its first term levying massive amounts of money to pay down national debt and
fund its own operations. During its capture of numerous sectors like banking and pensions, but
also telecommunications, energy, and real estate, the government paid over 83 per cent of its
nationalization deals to foreign companies, thus fulfilling its rhetorical goal of taking back
Hungarian industries into Hungarian hands. In the process, however, it also re-centralized the
economy and made it highly intertwined and dependent on the state.

3.3 Crony Capitalism
As Viktor Orbán took power in 2010 and declared that he would take the nation’s
businesses out of the hands of “globalist forces,”151 he pledged to bring the economy back into
Hungarian hands. However, Fidesz was less transparent about which Hungarian hands he wished
to allocate the nation’s resources to. One of the more veiled economic programs that has
characterized Fidesz’s tenure is the rise of crony capitalism and degradation of a competitive
market.
Janos Kornai has described what has been seen as a U-turn in Hungary as the liberal market
economy that developed robustly in the 1990s has slowly been reversed into a highly centralized
system that depends on the state. One such development is the growth of “Fidesz-közeli cég,” or
“a near-to-Fidesz company,” which Kornai highlights as a company that “does not belong to the
party, but the sole or principal owner of the company is a crony of the political center.” 152 Fidesz
began the process of intertwining its political machine with the major sectors of the economy
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through a series of regulatory measures that sought to make operating in Hungary especially
difficult for certain actors.
In the previous section, I discussed the regulatory measures used to push out foreign
financial institutions through exorbitant taxes; in addition to this, the Fidesz government enacted
legislation that excluded the ownership of certain sectors from foreign businesses and favored
those close to the party. For instance, after announcing a legal tender of public agricultural land in
2012, many Orbán associates, including the mayor of the Prime Minister’s home village, Lörinc
Mészáros, gained access to large plots of land. The New Land Act of 2013, which aimed to limit
the opportunity for foreign entities to own Hungarian agricultural land, set up partisan Land
Committees that would deem which entities were allowed to own land.153 In addition to these
limits, after winning re-election in 2015, the government announced that it planned to privatize
400,000 hectares of land, amounting to more than half of all state-owned land. The land was
auctioned off at a premium, with the condition that it cannot be resold or passed down through
inheritance, essentially returning the property to the state in the next 30 to 50 years. 154 The result
of such policies demonstrates a contradiction in the rhetorical promises of Fidesz. The party that
ran on returning the Hungarian economy to the Hungarian people did in fact limit the ability of
foreign entities to invest and acquire assets in Hungary; however, at the same time it developed of
a type of feudal system in which the land and resources were reserved for those that are loyal to
the Fidesz government.
The limitation of control over sectors of the economy for those loyal to Fidesz is not limited
to the agricultural sector. After spending its first term in office acquiring a majority stake in the
banking sector, the Fidesz government announced in 2016 that it would be re-privatizing the bank
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MKB for the price of $134 million.155 Lörinc Mészáros, close ally to Orbán and the beneficiary of
the privatization of agricultural land, was announced to be gaining a 46.8 per cent stake in the
bank.156 The government used similar regulatory maneuvers to limit the sale of tobacco sales. In
2013, under the pretext that the government was cracking down on sales of tobacco to ensure that
underage youth could not access it, Fidesz announced that only certified National Tobacco Shops
would be permitted to sell tobacco products. The result was the reduction of the number of tobacco
sellers from 42,000 shops nationwide to under 6,000.157 In order to register as a National Tobacco
Shop, each operator had to apply for a tobacco license through a highly subjective points-based
process that resulted in those with ties to Fidesz winning the tenders.158
The major acquisition of stakes in various sectors by the Fidesz government and subsequent
sale and tender of licenses to those with ties to Orbán resulted in the erosion of market competition
and has created a system of selective monopolies. Because the Fidesz government had also used
its two-thirds majority to centralize many of the supervisory agencies in charge of regulating the
monopolies and put party loyalists in charge of them,159 the developments went largely unchecked.
A Financial Times article in 2017 announced the emergence of “Orbán’s oligarchs: a new elite,”
indicating that it was not a traditional case of state capture in which oligarchs had used their
influence for political gain, but instead the ruling elite had handpicked who would prosper under
the new economic system.
One way in which this ‘crony capitalism’ seems to be funded is through public procurement
and government projects. A study from 2010 to 2016 showed that by value, 5 per cent of all
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government contracts awarded were given to four associates of Viktor Orbán: longtime friend
Lajos Simicska, hometown mayor Lörinc Mészáros, son-in-law Istvan Tiborcz, and friend Istvan
Garancsi. These contracts alone amounted to 1.88 billion euros and were, on average, thirteen
times the size of other contracts.160 In fact, a study of public procurements from 2009 to 2015
showed that there was only a single bidder in over 30 per cent of all tenders.161
Many of the projects procured by professed Fidesz loyalists, like the construction of
football stadium and restoration of a tourist train in Orbán’s hometown, are backed by EU
designated funds. For instance, from 2014 to 2015, Istvan Tiborcz, son-in-law to Viktor Orbán,
won a procurement of 65 million euros in EU funds to install LED lights in villages of the country
were Fidesz has strong support.162 Furthermore, a study by Transparency International in 2015
showed that Hungarian contracts were, on average, overpriced by 25 per cent compared to market
prices.163 Through government and EU-funded ventures and stacking regulatory oversight
organizations loyalists, Fidesz has successfully created an economic system that is centralized
around the party, thus tying economic success to the notions of its leader.

3.4 National Work Program
In addition to promising to take back the economy into Hungarian hands and less
boisterously handing much of it to party loyalists, the prime minister made a pledge in the 2010
elections to transform the country from a “welfarist” state to a “workfarist” state, that “provides
work but also demands work from everyone.”164 Part of this pledge involved decreasing welfare
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benefits and shortening certain social benefits, including decreasing unemployment payments to
only 30 days.165 With the shortening of unemployment benefits began a massive expansion of the
public works scheme that had been implemented during the 1990s transition. The Fidesz
government touted the program as a way to help the unemployed gain temporary work as they
transition back into the “primary labor force.”166 However, the program was highly criticized for
the lack of targeted efforts to train or reintegrate workers, with only 13.8 per cent of program
participants rejoining the labor market in 2014.167
Instead, the program continued to grow in size under Fidesz. From 2010 to 2015, funding
for the program quadrupled; in 2015, the program cost $964 million and employed 260,000
Hungarians.168 In 2016, the program represented 41.6 per cent of job seekers, with most being paid
under the national minimum wage.169 The result for Fidesz was an “official” positive outlook for
economic indicators. With the public works employees considered “employed,” the country’s
unemployment rates improved rapidly compared to its Central European counterparts. In the fall
of 2016, Hungary boasted an unemployment rate of 4.7 per cent compared to 8.2 per cent in Poland
and 9 per cent in Slovakia.170 Furthermore, the government again found a way to tie economic
success to party loyalty. Reports emerged that employers used arbitrary reasons to fire and rehire
workers through the discounted scheme, and some Fidesz associated mayors were reported to
leverage employment in the scheme in exchange for party loyalty.171
Despite criticism from the European Commission and opposition members, the scheme
fulfilled one of Fidesz’s promises: to transform Hungary to a “workfarist” state. Along with this
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rhetorical success, the party continued to centralize the country’s resources into a system that
intertwined political loyalty with economic success, creating not only a class of loyal oligarchs,
but also an impoverished sector of the population that relied on the party for its entire sustenance.

3.5 Creating a Neo-feudalist Economy
When evaluating the rhetoric and policies of Fidesz in light of the 2008 financial crisis,
it is important to note that the party does not espouse political ideas or policies along the traditional
economic left-right axis. In the years following the fall of communism in Hungary, the economy
became increasingly liberalized into a market economy. However, in a shift that Kornai equates to
a “half-turn,”172 the Fidesz government has increasingly intertwined economic activity with
political processes.
On the one hand, Orbán has decried himself the first leader to pull the country out of the
reminiscent influences of its communist past and condemned the strong “welfare” policies of the
socialist MSZP government that preceded his administration. Fidesz has enacted a flat income tax
and decreased unemployment benefits, signaling that the promotion of wealth redistribution is not
a priority. While this would indicate an inclination to allow market forces to prevail, the
government has increasingly stepped in to regulate sectors of the economy. Through massive
campaigns of renationalization discussed above, the Hungarian government has increased its
control of the financial, energy, telecommunications sectors, as well as the pension system.
However, even this regulatory taking is ideologically contradictory. What seems like a move
towards centralization of state resources has often resulted in the re-sale of assets like public
agricultural land and banks. With assets subsequently being offloaded, often to loyalists of the
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ruling party, those around Orbán seem to benefit greatly from capitalist forces. This emerging
hybrid model of economic functioning that declares itself to put the Hungarian people first but also
profits directly from regulatory taking and intervention can be best described by the term neofeudalism.
Neo-feudalism, discussed in the theoretical chapter, is a term used to capture the emerging
economic system of Hungary, and some other CEE countries, that draws similarities to the old
feudalist systems in Europe. Since taking power, the Fidesz government has used its two-thirds
majority in parliament to centralize the economic apparatus around itself. Much like in medieval
Europe, this centralized power allows Fidesz, and Orbán, to tie economic security to loyalty. In a
similar fashion to a Frankish king, Orbán and his administration have essentially declared
economic resources as the property of the state. By taking control of regulatory bodies,
nationalizing the pension to fund their national budget, and levying exorbitant financial taxes to
indirectly coerce foreign business to sell their stakes, the administration has showed that it can use
the current government apparatus to take control of any resource.
Once this dominance was established, the Fidesz government exercised its control to decide
who will benefit from the system and who will perpetually be pushed to the bottom of the economic
ladder. Public land and banks that were regulatorily seized by the government have been
selectively auctioned off to friends of the party in the crony capitalist system. The decrease in
general welfare benefits and a public works system that perpetuates low-skilled and low-wage
labor can create a poverty trap that makes upward mobility almost impossible, while flat taxes and
utility price caps disproportionately benefit the wealthy. This system of economic success being
arbitrarily based on favor from the party in office draws similar comparisons to the hierarchical
structure the medieval feudalism. Political scientist Gábor Török, has gone as far as to say, “there
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are more similarities than obvious dissimilarities between Viktor Orbán, King Matthias, and an
Assyrian ruler.”173
It is important to note that this form of neo-feudalism, seen in Hungary, and arguably, other
CEE countries, differs from neo-feudalist capitalist charges in other parts of the world. As Kollai
notes, other iterations of neo-feudalist capitalism denotes a critique of globalism and the
development of “global behemoths” and economic structures that have dominated the world’s
wealth in a nontransparent way.174 While this iteration is focused on how unregulated market
forces have created a hierarchical structure with increasing economic inequality and decreased
economic mobility, the brand of neo-feudalist capitalism seen in Hungary has been developed by
the state using the available mechanisms to make all wealth and economic success dependent on
the central party, Fidesz. While both have resulted in a stagnated lower economic class and
increased inequality, the neo-feudalist iterations of Western globalism center around the
“capitalists” who use their wealth to influence the political sphere; in Hungary, the neo-feudalist
system centers around the political leader, Orbán, who ultimately decides how and to whom wealth
is distributed. In the next chapter of this paper, I will look at how this economic dependence on
the ruling party and hierarchical structure ultimately acts as a support mechanism that reinforces
the neo-traditionalist cultural narratives espoused by the Fidesz government.
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Chapter 4: The Intersection of Neo-Traditionalism and Neo-Feudalism

Thus far, this thesis has independently discussed the cultural discourse and economic
policies of Fidesz in power. Chapter 2 outlined the specific cultural narratives that Orbán has
espoused and the image that he portrays as an ideal version of the Hungarian nation, ultimately
classifying it as neo-traditionalist. Chapter 3 examined the economic policies of Fidesz,
highlighting the cronyism and systems of mass nationalization and re-privatization, eventually
classifying the economic system as neo-feudalist. After thoroughly evaluating the nuance of this
party’s cultural discourse and economic program, Chapter 4 will discuss the intersection of these
policies, finding that the neo-feudalist economic policies of Fidesz serves as a reinforcement
mechanism that legitimizes the cultural discourse espoused by Orbán. This reinforcement
manifests in financial rewards for adherence and fiscal punishment for those that reject the cultural
norms. It finds that the reinforcement of neo-traditional discourses has social consequences,
including reshaping the social system into a highly centralized and hierarchical structure.
Furthermore, this chapter finds that the neo-feudalist policies are having lasting macroeconomic
effects, including demographic issues and increasing levels of wealth inequality.

4.1 A System of Reinforcement and its Social Consequences
4.1.1 Reinforcing Prescribed Cultural Norms
The theoretical section of this thesis focused on the concept of crisis construction and how
political actors shape the “national interests” through processes of articulation and interpellation.
In the case of Fidesz, Orbán has rhetorically shaped a dominant view of the nation by articulating
repeatedly what it means to be firmly within the moral rectitude of the Hungarian nation: ethnically
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Hungarian with traditional family values and a cultural Christian affinity. He has interpellated who
poses the threat outside of the nation by framing Brussels, George Soros, the opposition, or any
other figure that threatens this neo-traditionalist culture, as enemies of the state. As Weldes points
out, this system of repeated articulation and interpellation reinforces the meaning behind these
linguistic elements and gives them meaning.175 However, this thesis finds evidence that in addition
to linguistically reinforcing these sentiments, the economic policies of Fidesz serve as a primary
mechanism of reinforcement.
One way in which Fidesz utilizes its policies to reinforce its rhetoric is through financially
incentivizing certain behaviors. As Chapter 2 highlighted, Fidesz seeks to promote values based
on traditional gender roles, family formations, and sexual orientation. In addition to repeated
articulation of these values being beneficial to the Hungarian nation, the party has also passed tax
benefits and financial regulations that encourage adherence to these ideals. For instance, 2018’s
“Year of the Family” policy paid off student debt for mothers that were willing to have three or
more children, and policies announced in 2012 gave a family tax allowance for one parent’s
income based on the number of children in the household. These policies, combined with a
narrowing legal definition of what constitutes a marriage (heterosexual) and who can legally have
children (heterosexual married couples), has served as a reinforcement mechanism to encourage
the population to prescribe to Fidesz’s definition of the culturally acceptable. And in fact, it has
seen success in some regards. Fidesz announced in 2018 that from 2010 to 2016, applications for
marriage licenses increased 46 per cent.176 Furthermore, the party’s narrative that gender
identification should be limited to what is assigned at birth, and that men and women have
traditional roles to fulfill, was further reinforced with the 2018 ban on gender studies, in which the
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government withdrew accreditation and funding for such programs. Through economic programs
that benefit a specific subset of the population that falls into their espoused view of morally
acceptable, the administration economically disadvantages the members of society that fall outside
of the prescribed norm.
In addition to financially rewarding those within the prescribed vision of moral decency,
the administration has begun to fiscally punish those that do not subscribe to their ideal of what
how a Hungarian should act. With the introduction of a massive national work program came what
seemed more access to employment opportunities. In reality, the national work program offers
incredibly low wages that are far below the minimum wage, and little space for advancement back
into the mainstream workforce. However, those who find themselves unemployed and choose not
to join the national work program, fail to fit into Orbán’s ideals of ‘worfkarist’ society in which
everyone contributes. As a result, shortly after taking office in 2011, Fidesz shortened their
unemployment benefits to 30 days, the shortest allowance within the European Union. 177 New
laws have criminalized homelessness, giving the lowest classes of society the option of mandatory
enrollment in work programs or prison if they are found on sleeping on the streets.178
Furthermore, the Roma population of Hungary, which fails to fit Orbán’s definition of ‘an
ethnically homogenous Christian nation,’ also has long held a stereotype for being lazy, or
“loathing to work,” and seen as a drain on government resources. 179 Under Fidesz’s government,
the Roma population has been increasingly segregated from the rest of the population. Roma
children have been, as the Minister of Human Resources designated, segregated in a “tender loving
attainment process” to separate schools away from non-Roma students.180 As a result, indicators
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show that since 2010, the gap in the education levels of Roma and non-Roma students has
continued to widen.181 When civil rights groups took the government to court over segregation in
the town of Gyöngyöspata and won subsequent compensation for the children affected by illegal
segregation, the government refused to pay. Orbán’s response was:
I’m not from Gyöngyöspata, but if I lived there, I would after all ask, how is it possible that
members of an ethnic group who live with me in the same community, same village for
some reason will receive a significant amount [of money] without doing any work.182
The prime minister’s rhetoric again makes veiled references to the stereotypes of Roma laziness
and unwillingness to work, insinuating that the people being compensated for a policy that
disadvantaged them is a drain on government resources that should be reserved for hardworking
Hungarians. By using government resources to punish subsects of the population that do not fit the
prescribed cultural norms of a workfarist society, whether homeless, jobless, or an ethnic minority,
the administration reinforces the idea that there is no place for those who do not want to contribute
in a way that it sees fit.

4.1.2 Funding
While efforts to reward those within the prescribed “in group” and punish those that deviate
serve to reinforce certain behaviors and support certain subsects of the population, the economic
policies enacted by Fidesz also serve to fund these massive social programs and create a highly
centralized government that aims to ensure loyalty to its central figure. Orbán’s populist rhetoric
focuses on the ‘wrongs’ done to the hardworking Hungarian people by the elitists of international
corporations and globalist enterprises. Thus, part of its economic program is to not directly burden
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the “virtuous people” to pay for putting the nation on course. The introduction of a 16 per cent flat
tax rate in 2012, combined with capped prices on utilities and the introduction of the
aforementioned family promotion tax programs, all came at a hefty price when the country was
struggling in an economic recession. The government instead chose to fund its debt and programs
through corporate regulations and taxes, as well as the renationalization of the pension system that
was detailed in Chapter 3, and with EU structural funds.
When Fidesz entered power in 2010, GDP had contracted by 6.6 per cent the previous year,
the government debt to GDP ratio stood at an unprecedented 78 per cent, the deficit stood at 4.6
per cent of GDP, and the previous socialist government had accepted an IMF and EU bailout of
20 billion euros. In his campaign to push foreigners out of the affairs of Hungarians, Orbán
embarked on a mission to repay the IMF loan swiftly. Through the regulations put on financial
institutions that were discussed in Chapter 3, the Fidesz government shifted the burden of public
debt on corporations and less onto the general population. In addition to raising $837 million
through taxes on the financial sector,183 the government approved legislation that allowed foreigndenominated currency loans to be paid at a fixed, lower-than-market value, rate. This lowered
household foreign debt by 23 per cent and transferred the burden to financial institutions at the
cost of what equated to about 1 per cent of GDP.184 Another massive influx of funding came from
the pension system, with 2.95 trillion forints, or approximately 10 per cent of Hungary’s GDP,
entering the national budget. 1.35 trillion forints of that amount was used to pay down Hungary’s
sovereign debt.185 As a result, these drastic economic measures, seen as protective of the everyday
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Hungarian and targeted at foreign-owned corporations, the Fidesz government was able to pay off
the IMF loan early in 2013.
In addition to using these targeted economic policies to pay off the debt and stabilize the
country macroeconomically after the Global Recession began, Fidesz has also used European
Union structural funds to reward loyalists. As Chapter 3 outlined, a system of crony capitalism has
developed in Hungary, in which a large percentage of public procurement goes to known allies of
the party and its leader. Far beyond the tax benefits for the middle-class families that ascribe to
Orbán’s neo-traditionalist rhetoric, Orbán employs a system of economic benefits for those loyal
to the regime. As Chapter 3 demonstrated, studies of public procurement from 2009 to 2015
showed that there was a single bidder in over one-third of tenders,186 and there is ample evidence
of EU finds being used to construct vanity projects by Fidesz loyalists.
As this section has demonstrated, the neo-feudalist economic policies of Fidesz serve as a
reinforcement mechanism. They are used to reinforce cultural norms espoused by Orbán through
financially rewarding behavior and identity that is seen within his prescribed definition of morally
acceptable, by financially withholding from those that do not ascribe to his workfarist views, and
by funding the social programs, party loyalists, and the country’s debt through targeting certain
sectors of the economy and claiming to reduce the direct burden on middle class households.

4.2 Neo-feudalism’s Effect on Social Structures
As the last section clarified, the neo-feudalist economic system employed by Fidesz is used
as a mechanism to financially incentivize loyalty to the party and adherence to its neo-traditionalist
cultural ideals, but its effect goes far beyond economics and has a profound effect on Hungary’s
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social structure. In Kollai’s discussion of neo-feudalism, he talks about an alternative notion to
democracy as "a very tightly-structured society with a small ruling class at the head, whose
privileges of sovereignty are linked with the responsibilities of providing for the welfare of the
subject masses.”187 This form of society, deemed neo-feudalist, rejects the concept of
egalitarianism and legitimizes levels of cultural and social hierarchy.188
As the last section demonstrated, the economic policies enacted by Fidesz serve to
legitimize and reinforce their own hierarchy. At the top of the pyramid is the Fidesz party and its
charismatic leader, Orbán. Below him, comparable to a type of modern-day privileged class of
Lords, are the close party associates that benefit from loyalty to the regime. As Chapter 3
demonstrated, these loyalists gain privileges like exclusive licensing of tobacco sales, access to
public procurement, and preferential access to privatization deals. In a more direct comparison to
feudalism, they even have been awarded public agricultural land through the approval of subjective
processes and Land Committees. Through recentralization of regulatory agencies and massive
renationalization campaigns, Fidesz has seized control of the economy within the confines of the
current governing system. As a result, the party has control over who benefits from the assets and
conditions economic success on loyalty.
In the new Hungarian social hierarchy, the next level of vassals could be the Hungarian
public, a sort of serfdom, in which people who adhere to the cultural values of the governing party,
see economic benefits. As the last section demonstrated, falling within the norms dictated as
culturally acceptable is associated with eased tax burdens and benefits. Non-conformity is akin to
non-loyalty and is punished as such. This shift in the social and political structure is, as Kollai

187

Kollai, “The Many Meanings of Neo-Feudalism: Analysis of Acedemic and Public Discourse Alluding
Premodern Social Structures,” 124.
188
Kollai, “The Many Meanings of Neo-Feudalism: Analysis of Acedemic and Public Discourse Alluding
Premodern Social Structures,” 125.

64

describes, difficult to diagnose academically. He notes that the shifting social hierarchy does not
“tackle the legal system and written norms…and is not coupled with some obvious political
revisionism.”189 Hungary, on the surface, still operates through the same democratic system that
was installed in the 1990s. Fidesz gained its majority in parliament through a legitimate election
process190 and still operates under the confines of the constitution, despite using its majority
mandate to adapt the constitution at its convenience. Furthermore, Orbán still claims to advocate
for a democratic governing system, rejecting the “liberal” aspect alone.
As Kollai points out, neo-feudalism is often described in terms of an economic program.
This thesis has detailed Fidesz’s economic program as neo-feudalist due to its massive
nationalization and re-privatization programs, increasingly centralized control of the economy, and
system of crony capitalism. However, the neo-feudalist economic system has implications for the
cultural discourse and social system in the country. This chapter has demonstrated how the
economic system of Fidesz strongly reinforces the cultural sentiments espoused in the leader’s
rhetoric. Furthermore, the centralization of resources and intertwining of economic success with
loyalty to the party reinforces a more hierarchical review of society, rejecting egalitarian
ambitions. As the next section will demonstrate, this hierarchy has macroeconomic implications,
including a rise in wealth inequality.

4.3 Macroeconomic Consequences
The last section examined the intersection and societal implications of the neo-feudalist
economic programs and neo-traditionalist cultural narratives espoused by Fidesz. With such an
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unorthodox package of policies that are neither leftist nor conservative, it is also important to
understand the macroeconomic consequences of the party’s programs. Upon first look at
traditional macroeconomic indicators, Fidesz’s economic program seems quite successful.
Compared to real GDP growth when the party took power, 2019 showed a growth rate of 4.9 per
cent.191 By 2018, unemployment was below 3.8 per cent and inflation was around three per cent.
Even critics of the economic policies, deemed “Orbanomics,” saw indications that the economy
was performing well.
At the beginning of its second term in office, Fidesz offered impressive macroeconomic
statistics with real GDP surpassing pre-crisis levels.192 In 2014, Hungary boasted a growth rate of
3.6 per cent, with the deficit below three per cent and the debt to GDP ratio at 77 per cent.193 Its
growth rate that year outpaced most other European Union countries, including Poland and the
Czech Republic.194 The government was able to repay its IMF bailout a year earlier than needed
in 2013, citing the leadership of Fidesz that created a “strong country” with “financial
independence” that “sent [the IMF] packing.”195 Despite the fact that the Fidesz administration
was able to pay off debt to the IMF before the deadline, the IMF and the European Union both
expressed concern with the measures the administration utilized to pay the debt so quickly. Jorg
Decressin, the then-deputy director of the IMF European department, said, “the unpredictability
of policy making” and “crises taxes” on certain sectors of the economy “undermine the country’s
potential for moving to faster growth in the medium term.”196
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Decressin’s concern was echoed by investors and other European leaders, who expressed
concern about the long-term sustainability of the party’s policies. Recent analysis of the
macroeconomic indicators in Hungary from 2010-2018, while showing decreased debt and deficit,
combined with the creation of jobs and low unemployment figures, also hesitates to credit the
entirety of this success to Fidesz’s “unorthodox policies.” Laszlo Csaba has highlighted the global
economic conditions in which Hungary emerged from its financial crisis in the early 2010s as a
contributing factor. He argues that “low global energy prices, growth recovery in the EU” and the
“zero bound interest rate on capital global markets” all helped to push Hungary out of its economic
slump.197 Furthermore, a European Commission analysis has cautioned in 2018 that “the
Hungarian economy is near the peak of a strong cyclical recovery,” with growth predicted to slow
by 2020.198 Both of these analysis attribute, at least in part, Hungary’s growth during its first two
terms in office to the general conditions of cyclical growth that came in Europe after the onset of
the recession.
Economists like Csaba differentiate Hungary from some Western counterparts that use
nationalization and levy special taxes as a tool of economic recovery; Fidesz has incorporated
these practices into its regular economic policies.199 For instance, the levying of special taxes
against financial institutions in 2011 was seen by many as a temporary measure. In fact, Orbán
negotiated with the President of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development in early
2015 to lower the financial tax slightly; despite this, the tax remains the highest in Europe and is
still applicable in 2020.200 Because of Orbán’s strong anti-globalist rhetoric and steep taxes on the
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banking sector, telecommunications, and media, analysts worried that foreign investment in the
country would slow as businesses feared the repercussions of protectionist policies. Furthermore,
economists say many of the “special taxes” in the retail and communications sectors were simply
passed on to the consumers.201 Despite this criticism, the Fidesz government has garnered a
surprising reputation in recent years for being a friendly foreign investment hub for certain actors.
It has developed a robust relationship with German car manufacturers in recent years, as well as
negotiated deals with Russian energy company, Rosatom.202 These relations, however, seem to
operate similarly to Orbán’s domestic economic programs; they are largely based on personal
relationships with Fidesz’s leader, and they are highly subjective to the whims of the
administration. So, despite the fact that the predictions of an isolated and foreign investment free
environment have not come to fruition, Csaba highlights that the long-term centralized control
over all aspects of the economy may not lead to long-term sustainable economic growth or
improved efficiency.203
In addition to traditional macroeconomic indicators, another result of Fidesz’s policies is
an impact on demographics. As specified in Chapter 2, Orbán’s administration has emphasized the
serious risks that demographic decline pose since the beginning of its tenure, and the government
has enacted policies like family allowances to increase the birthrate. However, the party’s original
policies did not seem to have the desired effect, resulting in a massive campaign in 2018 to promote
the year of the family. Orbán himself, who famously insinuated that women were not capable of
participating in certain professional fields, like politics, and advanced policies to encourage
women to stay home and have children, has even started to recognize that the current economic
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situation would benefit greatly from women being entering the workforce. In fact, in 2018, Orbán
admitted that he “wished to reach a comprehensive agreement with Hungarian women” regarding
their role in the economy and demographic promotion.204 The Fidesz government announced in
2018 that they would expand the nursery scheme to offer childcare programs for a larger portion
of the population.205 They also announced that women who pursued a Bachelors or Master’s degree
would be entitled to extra compensation and an additional year of support, while offering a tax
incentives for grandparents to care for children.206 These policy shifts indicate a change in the
administration’s attitude in recent years towards women; while Orbán still regularly espouses
misogynistic sentiments in his rhetoric, it is clear that the party recognizes that women joining the
workforce is a crucial part of combatting demographic issues in Hungary.
While this shift in policy is encouraging in some ways, it does not seem to adequately
address the demographic decline. The party’s strict stance on immigration and the mass emigration
of young educated Hungarians, perhaps due to their increased likelihood to embrace liberal
sentiments, remains a significant problem. With Hungary’s working age population expected to
decline by four to five per cent in the next few years207 and an estimated half million of the
country’s ten million people living abroad,208 the country is facing a shortage of workers.
Furthermore, there seems to be a high level of educated workers emigrating; a 2018 study done by
Tárki showed that 8 per cent of Hungarian post-secondary institution graduates live abroad, which
is the highest figure in Europe.209 These statistics indicate that demographic issues in Hungary go
beyond family planning; the anti-immigration cultural rhetoric that frames non-ethnic Hungarians
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as a threat to the nation has pushed immigration levels low and coincided with emigration of highly
educated workers. This trend and the party’s policies could have serious implications for the work
force in the long term.
The final macroeconomic indicator I will evaluate is the level of inequality in Hungary.
This thesis has demonstrated the hierarchical dimensions to the neo-feudalist system and the
economic favoritism used for some sectors of the population. But how does this system affect the
wealth distribution? All economic indicators point to an increase in wealth inequality in Hungary
since Fidesz took office. It is hardly surprising that a system of national works that pays far below
the minimum wage, criminalizes homelessness, and the introduction of measures like a flat tax
have done little to promote wealth redistribution. Hungary’s Gini coefficient, or measure of
inequality, stood at 29.4 in 2010 when the party took office. The most recent measure, from 2017,
shows signs of steadily increasing inequality over the last seven years, with a Gini indicator of
30.6.210 Economic analysis shows that the wealth of the top ten per cent of Hungarians increased
from 48 per cent of total national assets in 2014 to 56.4 per cent in 2019.211 Furthermore, a 2017
European Commission report labeled the rise in Hungary’s inequality as one of the biggest in the
EU since the financial crisis.212
As demonstrated by the policies outlined in previous chapters, Orbán’s “cronies” often fall
into the highest categories of wealth through procurement and regulatory preferential treatment;
thus, their income has increased drastically. Below the country’s wealthiest, there is a sector of the
population, mostly middle class with multiple children, this is benefiting from state subsidized
mortgages and child tax policies. However, there is also a growing class of disadvantaged
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Hungarians that are falling into a poverty cycle. EU data from 2016 showed that Hungary has the
largest percentage of the population that is at risk of poverty or social exclusion among Visegrad
countries.213 Nearly a million lower class Hungarians have seen a decline in their wealth since
2010,214 and as of 2017, 75.6 per cent of the Roma population live in poverty or social exclusion.215
These indicators demonstrate that while Hungary can boast GDP growth and a decline in debt
under Fidesz’s tenure, there are also indicators that the polices are increasing wealth inequality
and targeting that wealth at certain subsects of the population.
As this section has demonstrated, the economic policies enacted by Fidesz did exhibit signs
of success in some areas. In the wake of the Global Recession, these policies helped Hungary
emerge from deep levels of debt and even the brink of collapse. The massive funds raised through
regulation of industries and nationalization of the pension did fund the budget. However,
economists see these actions as unsustainable in the long term, with foreign investment threatened,
and a heavy independence on EU funds leaving Hungary less “independent” than its leader often
declares. Furthermore, these policies are doing little to quell demographic issues, and may even be
exasperating them; income inequality has risen significantly and the system that neo-feudalism has
created seems to be cementing a new hierarchy of party loyalists who hold the means of wealth
and a lower class that is falling even farther behind.

4.4 Main Findings Summarized
This chapter has focused its analysis on the intersection of the economic policies of Fidesz
and the cultural narratives espoused by its leader. In regard to the first research question: How do
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the economic policies and the cultural discourse of Fidesz intersect to create a successful party
program? This research concludes that the neo-feudalist economic policies of Fidesz serve as a
reinforcement mechanism that legitimizes the party’s espoused neo-traditionalist narratives. As
Kollai has noted,216 neo-feudalist economic programs have considerable impacts on both the social
and political systems of the country. The mass system of re-nationalizations, regulatory taking,
and re-privatizations has funded Fidesz’s social programs that encourage traditional values and
family roles. Furthermore, the system of crony capitalism and national works serves to solidify
wealth in the hands of political loyalists while perpetuating a cycle of poverty for those deemed
outside of Fidesz’s cultural narrative of the ‘the nation.’
The second research question: What are the societal consequences of the neo-traditional
cultural rhetoric that Viktor Orbán espouses? can largely be answered by examining the
reinforcement mechanism mentioned above. Neo-feudalism is clearly not just an economic policy,
but rather a social, political, and economic structure for the state. It creates a highly centralized
system that is hierarchical. The wealth, as well as the social and political power, is concentrated at
the top of the system, which led by the charismatic leader, Orbán.
The final research question this thesis sought to explore was: What are the lasting
macroeconomic consequences of the neo-feudalist economic policies that Fidesz has enacted?
Macroeconomically, Hungary successfully recovered from the difficult conditions inherited by
Fidesz at the beginning of its tenure. From 2010 to 2020, public debt and the deficit decreased,
employment rose, and some strong trade relationships were created. However, demographic
decline prevailed while inequality rose, causing concern over the lasting macroeconomic stability
of the neo-feudalist economic system and how beneficial it is to all levels of society.
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In Kubik’s conceptual discussion of delayed transformational fatigue, he discusses the
economic, cultural, social and political implications of right-wing populist movements.217 While
this thesis focused its attention on the intersection of the cultural discourse and economic policies
of Fidesz, it is evident that Hungary’s economic system is transforming the political and social
systems as well. It is creating a centralized, hierarchical system in which the charismatic leader,
who acts as though endowed with a moral authority, defines cultural norms and determines who
is able to economically thrive. As the conclusion will note, this amount of control is detrimental
to democratic checks and balances and is indicative of a wider shift in the region away from the
tenets of liberal democracy.
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Conclusion
This thesis set out to better understand the intersection of a populist radical right party’s neotraditional cultural discourse and neo-feudalist economic policies within the Hungarian national
context. Chapter 2 highlighted the specificities of Orbán’s cultural narrative by examining how he
rhetorically shapes his vision of the nation, espouses traditional values, and uses missionary
politics to create a personalized moral code under the guise of ‘cultural Christianity.’ Chapter 3
detailed the neo-feudalist economic nationalization and re-privatization campaigns, crony
capitalism, and national works program that Fidesz has utilized. After evaluating Fidesz’s
discourse and policies, Chapter 4 presented the main findings that the neo-feudalist economic
policies of Fidesz serve as a reinforcement mechanism that legitimizes the cultural discourse
espoused by Orbán. Furthermore, it found that this neo-feudal economy is reshaping the social
system into a highly centralized and hierarchical structure. It also found that the neo-feudalist
policies are having lasting macroeconomic effects, including demographic issues and increasing
levels of wealth inequality.
The implications of these findings are pertinent at both the national and wider regional level.
Domestically, it is noteworthy that many of the economic policies enacted by Fidesz were
originally considered by many as temporary means to alleviate the economic woes of the Great
Recession. However, programs of nationalization and heavy financial sector taxation, which were
used temporarily by other European countries in the wake of the Euro-crisis, have become standard
policy tools for the Hungarian government. Thus, what seemed originally to be an unorthodox
response to a major economic crisis is having lasting effects on the country’s social and political
structures. In order to maintain control of these sectors, the government has regularly used its
parliamentary majority to adapt the constitution at its convenience. It has seized control of many
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regulatory bodies, including the Land Committees referenced in Chapter 3. Furthermore, Kornai
references parliament as a “law factory,” given that laws are often hastily presented and passed by
Fidesz without any time for debate. As Csaba notes,218 this has led to an increasingly centralized
economy and political system.
More than ten years after the financial crisis of 2008, the government continues to operate
economically as though it is still in a state of ‘crisis.’ It is rhetorically ‘at war’ with those that
oppose Fidesz’s neo-traditionalist views and in a constant fight to ‘take back’ the country from
‘global leftists.’ By perpetuating a constant crisis mindset and rhetorical fearmongering, Fidesz
has justified the establishment of an illiberal, state. As other scholars have noted, this illiberalism
focuses more on outcomes than procedure.219 The message that Fidesz sends to its electorate is
that it is the protector of the true Hungarian nation. It will economically protect those that subscribe
to its cultural Christian norms, and it will even help those within its definition of ‘the people’ to
prosper economically. In an effort to do so, it has degraded democratic norms and seized a large
share of control over what was previously a liberalized market economy, now operating as a neofeudal state. This research goes beyond analyzing the rise of this kind of program, but also
investigates its sustainability in the long term and the lasting consequences it can impose on
Hungarian society.
In addition to shedding light on the shifting domestic political, economic, and social systems
of Hungary, the findings of this thesis pertain to the wider regional study of delayed
transformational fatigue. As this thesis recognized, the guiding structure of Hungary’s government
has become increasingly centralized and feudalist in nature. However, it does not manifest in the
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same full statism that emerged in the New Independent States.220 Hungary, and most comparably
Poland, has emerged as a type of hybrid system. In the 1990s, the country took steps to develop
into a liberal democratic regime and even joined the European Union, which has benefited its
economic development immensely. Unlike some of its eastern counterparts, who did not establish
strong democratic institutions in the 1990s, Fidesz’s declared “illiberal” mandate in Hungary
signifies an outright rejection of liberal democracy.
In the larger regional context, Hungary’s shifting political system offers an appealing
alternative to other CEE countries. Hungary has flouted liberal norms like respect for the rule of
law and democratic checks and balances while going largely unpunished by the European Union.
For leaders of the Eastern European countries that desire a close relationship with the European
Union and the associated economic benefits, Hungary offers a potential illiberal alternative and
inside ally to a scenario where liberal values are not a bargaining chip for close economic
cooperation. Furthermore, while economic giants like China have previously enjoyed favorable
trade agreements with the European Union, despite its lack of adherence to liberal norms, Hungary
has demonstrated how a much smaller, economically inconsequential country can continue to
benefit from the European market without adhering to the prevailing liberal democratic
fundamentals of the bloc.
In May of 2020, Freedom House’s Nations in Transit report declared that “Hungary is no
longer a democracy.”221 The report, which covers 29 countries from “Central Europe to Central
Asia,” downgraded Hungary from a ‘semi-consolidated democracy’ to a ‘hybrid regime.’ While
this development alone is striking for a member of the European Union, the authors also highlight
a wider “democratic breakdown” in the region, noting that there are “fewer democracies in the
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region today than at any point since the annual report was launched in 1995.”222 While the debate
on the viability of liberal democracy as a governing structure continues worldwide, Hungary’s
continued centralization efforts and creation of a neo-feudalist system has solidified the ruling
party’s position. Hungary is an illiberal state, and it is making every effort to ensure that it remains
one.
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