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Abstract 

There is a great debate regarding the causes of populism. Most research done on the causes of 

populism uses the comparative method. However, a single case study allows the researcher to 

uncover underlying factors fueling populism in a specific country. This dissertation investigates 

the factors that explain the rise of populism in Hungary since 2010 to interrogate the prominent 

‘anti-establishment’ theory with the hope of identifying ways to deepen this theory’s analytical 

power. The research reveals that the anti-establishment theory helps us to understand the rise of 

populism in Hungary. However, it is insufficient because it omits critical factors that contributed 

to the emergence of populism in the case under investigation. These include socio-cultural and 

socio-economic factors, charismatic leadership, liberal democracy’s lack of mechanisms to 

prevent an outbreak of populism, and the effects of state capture. The anti-establishment theory 

can be more analytically robust by incorporating these omitted factors. 
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1. Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Populism poses a significant threat to liberal democracy. It can subvert freedom of speech and 

expression, threaten press freedom, undermine constitutionalism and the principle of separation 

of powers, and weaken the rights of marginalised minority ethnic groups. The second re-election 

of Viktor Orbán and his Fidesz–Christian Democratic People's Party (KDNP) precipitated a 

significant erosion of liberal democratic norms and values (Diamond, 2017). Authoritarianism 

and repression are on the rise, reverting to what used to be the status quo before the demise of 

the Soviet Union. V-dem (an independent institute that measures the qualities of 

regimes/governments) published data that provide evidence of this autocratisation. Every V-dem 

democratic indicator for Hungary has been declining since 2010 (V-dem 2022). In 2020, a 

Freedom House Report downgraded the status of Hungary’s democracy from democratic to 

hybrid; the report cites the undermining of the rule of law, interference in the affairs of 

independent organisations, the gradual amendment of the constitution, and the restrictions 

imposed on parliament to play its oversight role, stifling press freedom and other undemocratic 

policies (Freedom House, 2020). 

 

To ensure that their political agenda takes centre stage and to divert attention from the 

autocratization direction that the country is moving towards, Viktor Orbán and his Fidesz–

Christian Democratic People's Party (KDNP) have adopted a “populist discourse.” This rhetoric 

allows them to rally the "people” (public) against seemingly constructed enemies by the 

government (e.g., the immigrants, European Union) and fight the war against those civil society 

groups that are critical of the government. Autocratisation has spread to a point where it is now 

affecting the credibility of elections (Liboreiro, 2022). The Organization for Security and Co-

operation in Europe designated the 2014 and 2018 elections as "free but not fair." What has 

enabled populism to flourish (OSCE, 2022) in Hungary? To what extent does the so-called “anti-

establishment” theory explain the rise of populism?  

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

 

This Dissertation will follow this structure: 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction  
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The chapter will set out aims, significance, and hypothesis and provide a literature review 

regarding populism.  

 

Chapter 2: Theoretical framework  

 

Chapter two provides a theoretical framework for understanding the causes of populism, looking 

at ten widely touted causes of populism, including the anti-establishment approach. The anti-

establishment theory discussion will contain perspectives from various scholars. 

 

Chapter 3: Research Methodology  

 

Chapter three provides a road map as to how the research question will be addressed and 

explains the methods that will be used to answer it. 

 

Chapter 4: Overview of the rise of populism since 2010  

 

This chapter explores the surge of populism in Hungary since Orbán and Fidesz took power in 

2010. 

 

Chapter 5: Anti-Establishment Theory 

 

This chapter will view Populism in Hungary through the lens of the Anti-establishment theory, 

per the research design in chapter three. 

 

Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

The last chapter discusses the study's main findings and how it helps answer the research 

question and matters raised in chapter one.  

 

1.1. Aim and Significance of the Dissertation 

 

This dissertation investigates how the rise of populism in Hungary since 2010 can be explained. 

The study also questions the cogency of the anti-establishment theory in explaining the rise of 

populism in Hungary since 2010. It explores how this theory can be made more analytically 
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robust. The autocratization developments are the driving force for the selection of Hungary as a 

case study. Populism in Hungary has been undertaken from various theoretical perspectives, and 

rich empirical and historical literature explores contemporary Hungary. Therefore, The case 

provides an excellent opportunity to assess the relative merits of these analytical frameworks and 

see how they might be refined. Although the scope of this study is limited to this single case, 

conventional analytical frameworks for understanding populism can also be informed by 

considering instances of populism in quite different settings, for example, in Asia and 

contemporary Africa.  

Case studies can be used in contexts such as post-colonial Africa and Latin America, where the 

left/right ideological classification is not always relevant in explaining populism. Analysis of 

populism in the global south emphasises social movements' role. In this context, populism tends 

to be deployed to mobilise the poor and disillusioned from urban areas and more concerned 

about domestic problems rather than global ones. The case studies can be used to explain the 

failures and successes of movements in emancipating “the people” from the failures of the post-

colonial state. African populism does not have a prominent link to ideology but is centred on 

ethnic mobilisation (Beresford et al., 2023). Case studies can be used to understand populism by 

comparing countries with similar histories, such as the comparative study of South Africa and 

Brazil. These two countries share a common history of urbanisation, industrialisation, 

authoritarian rule, and liberation struggles (Mbete 2015) 

The primary significance of this dissertation is that it will contribute to the literature that 

provides tools that help us better understand populism and its causes. Populism must be well 

understood since it threatens the ideals of liberal democracy. The current literature on populism 

often uses the comparative method. This analysis, in contrast, uses a case study to investigate the 

deeper underlying causes of populism in a more limited and specific terrain. Although this 

cannot produce generalisable propositions about populism, it can help contribute to the existing 

literature on populism by helping refine and develop a critical theoretical framework to 

understand and explain it. 

1.2. Research Question 

How can the rise of 'populism' in Hungary since 2010 be explained? 
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1.2.1. Sub-Research Question 

 

To what extent does the anti-establishment theory explain the rapid rise of Populism in Hungary?  

 

1.3. Hypothesis 

 

Populism has been rising in Hungary under the rule of Victor Orbán and his party, Fidesz – 

Hungarian Civic Alliance, since 2010 due to the anti-establishment stance of Orbán and Fidesz – 

Hungarian Civic Alliance. The anti-establishment stance refers to the position against the elite 

(Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014: 6). Chapter five will investigate this theory. This theory states 

that citizens vote for populist parties because the party depicts a so-called “anti-establishment” 

stance. 

  

1.4. Literature Review on the Concept of Populism 

 

Populism is probably one of the most contentious concepts in contemporary social science. 

There are many different perspectives on the definition of populism. Most of these perspectives 

are imprecise, and some even go as far as simply equating populism with demagoguery (Mudde 

& Kaltwasser, 2014:3). Even in scholarly work, there is no consensus as to what the exact 

definition of populism is. The concept defines a "broad variety of host ideologies and political 

actors" (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014: 3). 

 

In this dissertation, the author explores the different definitions of populism in literature. The 

first definition of populism the paper explores is the definition put forward by Mudde and 

Kaltwasser (2014). These authors posit that populism can be regarded as a movement, a political 

style, or a discourse. These approaches have proven to be very influential in academia and 

beyond. 

 

1.4.1. Political Movement 

 

The first perspective defines populism as a political movement. This definition is grounded on 

the work done by Seymour Martin Lipset in his book "Political Man" (1960). This definition 

became very influential in Latin American politics (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2015: 5). Lipset 

argues that the emergence of Vergas in Brazil and Peron in Argentina should be "analysed as a 
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phenomenon similar to the rise of fascism in Europe since both cases stand for the emergence of 

extremist mass movements" (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014:5). Building from this approach, Gino 

Germani (1978), asserts that populism is a movement made up of different classes that mobilise 

around a strong and charismatic leader, he further argues that these movements appeal to mostly 

heterogeneous social groups (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014:5). Populism tends to unite the 

different classes in society. Populist leaders and parties create a unique concept of what "the 

people" are. They regard the people as consisting of various social groups with a common idea: 

they are no longer sovereign; a corrupt elite has stolen sovereignty. 

Nevertheless, forming alliances among the different classes is not a prerequisite for populism but 

is a critical element of mass mobilisation politics. Alan Knight (1998:238-40) proves this point 

by drawing attention to the fact that Europe has political parties that do well in mobilising and 

representing a wide range of different social groups (including other classes), parties such as the 

Social Democrats, but they are never regarded as populist (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014: 6) 

1.4.2. Political style 

The second perspective conceived populism as a political style marked by the propagation of a 

specific type of relationship between politicians and the electorate, a kind of link that is loosely 

constructed and opportunistically designed to appeal to the 'people' to win the legitimacy to 

exercise political power (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014: 6). Peter Mair (2002:84), as quoted by 

Mudde and Kaltwasser (2014:6), defines populism as a "means of linking an increasingly 

undifferentiated and depoliticised electorate with a largely neutral and non-partisan system of 

governance”. According to this perspective, populism assigns political action or discourse; as a 

result, all movements, politicians, and parties are compatible with Populism (Tajuiet, 1995). 

Social democrats in countries such as Germany and the United Kingdom can be regarded as 

some of the cases where this populist political style is used; the politicians not only governed by 

using surveys and spin doctors, but they also made decisions that were against the wills of their 

political parties to implement reforms that were necessary to appease the people (Mudde and 

Kaltwasser, 2014:6). 

This approach has an inherent flaw of conflating populism with concepts such as opportunism 

and demagoguery. This results in almost all kinds of political actors, especially during the 

election period, being labelled populist (Mudde 2004:543). Therefore, defining populism as a 
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political style presents many challenges when conducting comparative research, as populism 

becomes a catchword instead of a concept of analysis. Some political styles, such as using 

surveys and spin doctors and bypassing political parties/institutions to enact policies that appeal 

to the people, are not unique to Populism (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014:6). 

1.4.3. Discourse 

The third approach to defining populism is conceiving it as a discourse. Ernesto Laclau (1977, 

2005a, 2005b) is the leading advocate of this perspective (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014: 6). This 

approach came about as a response to Marxist theories centred around economic determinism. 

Populism is here perceived as a political logic instead of multiclass alliances (Mudde and 

Kaltwasser, 2014:6). In brief, Laclau posits that this political logic comes about through the 

confrontation of different hegemonic discourse that exists in a society that brings about 

polarisation between two other social groups, the powerful ruling elite, and the people. Mudde 

and Kaltwasser (2014) cite Nielsen (2006) to explain that this discourse does not come out of 

nowhere or by accident, “it is rather the product of a three-step process involved in radical 

parties: first the linkage of very different demands, then the formation of a collective identity 

through the recognition of an enemy (the establishment) and finally the effective investment in 

an element (the leader) that represents the people” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014:6). However, 

Laclau's approach has its shortcomings since it is very problematic with regards to conducting 

concrete analysis of populism. Yannis Stavrakakis (2004) criticises Laclau’s approach for 

equating populism with politics, stating that this is detrimental to the ability to carry out an 

empirical analysis of Populism (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014:6) 

1.4.4. Political logic 

Muller (2016:19) defines populism as "a moralistic imagination of politics, a way of perceiving 

the political world that sets a morally pure and fully unified people against elites who are 

deemed corrupt or in some other way morally inferior." However, criticising the elite is an 

essential element that qualifies one as a populist. However, it is not the sole determinant of 

designating someone a populist (Muller, 2016: 20). Otherwise, everyone critical of the ruling 

establishment and the status quo will be considered a populist. Muller (2016:20) identifies anti-

pluralism as another essential element that qualifies a political figure or political entity as a 

populist. Populists only believe that the people who matter are the ones who are good and poor, 
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and the populists are the only ones who have divine power to represent "the people." Nobody 

else is worthy of representing the people. Political opposition is immoral, corrupt, and can never 

enjoy legitimacy (Muller, 2016:20). Other political actors contesting power are the people's 

enemies. Everybody among the citizens who does not support the populist is not part of "the 

people." The people know who they are and who is fit to govern them. Populism arises as the 

inherent failure of representative liberal democracy. In any majoritarian democracy, there are 

always multiple segments of the population, predominantly the minority, that are not well 

represented, and their grievances are not considered. The populist tends to exploit such fractures 

in liberal democracy. After targeting minorities, the populist will mobilise the masses or those 

people based on the political ills that exist in society and blame it all on the elite. Uniting the 

'peoples' into a 'people' stifles pluralism and is not in the interest of public contestation 

guaranteed in constitutional democracies. No society speaks with one voice. 

 

Other authors define populism as a strategy (Moffit, 2016:20). Weyland's (2001:14) minimal 

definition of populism, as quoted by Moffit (2016:20), posits that populism is "a political 

strategy through which a personalistic leader seeks or exercises government power based on 

direct, unmediated, institutionalised support from large numbers of mostly unorganised 

followers" (Moffit, 2016:20). This definition has gained popularity as a tool of conducting 

empirical analysis in Latin American literature (Moffit, 2016:20). While it is true that the leader 

acts as a central pillar in populism, the problem with this definition is that using direct mode or 

strategy of mobilising and organising is not only done by populist (Moffit, 2016:20). A plethora 

of social movements adopt this method to manage. Social groups such as religious groups or 

even secular movements often use this method (Moffit, 2016:20). This will lead to even 

apolitical organisations being designated populist. Another problem with this definition is that in 

some cases, populists blossom in polities with solid institutions and well-organized. Populist 

parties in countries such as France, Netherlands, and other countries attest to this. Roberts 

(2006), as cited by Moffit (2016:20), provides the reader with four alternative methods of 

organisation used by populists: "organic, labour, partisan, and electoral. " Another shortcoming 

of this perspective is that it needs to be more leader-centric. It excludes the core of populism, the 

'people.' Without the people, populism can never exist. 

 

1.1.5. Ideology 
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Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017:5) introduced another approach to defining populism as an 

ideology. This approach is usually referred to as the ideational approach. This approach also 

entails the critique of the elite or establishment and rhetoric that appeals to moral people. In this 

approach, populism is defined as “a thin-centred ideology that considers society to be ultimately 

separated into two homogenous and antagonistic camps, "the pure people" versus "the corrupt 

elite," and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general 

will) of the people” Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017:6). This definition of populism is beneficial 

when it comes to understanding the malleability of the concept (Mudde and Kaltwasser,2017:6). 

Ideologies establish norms and values of how humans organise their society and the meaning of 

society. Populism, as an ideology, can be regarded as a prism through which the people perceive 

and understand political reality (Mudde and Kaltwasser,2017:6). The conception of populism is 

not as coherent as other ideologies, is characterised by a range of ideologies that sometimes 

contradict each other. 

Every definition or approach of populism has three “fundamental concepts: the people, the elite, 

and the general will” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:8). Hence, it is merely impossible to 

understand what populism is without unpacking these key concepts. The concept of “the people” 

is very vague and ambiguous. However, there is consensus that it is a construction of simplifying 

or interpreting reality (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:9). Many scholars have cited its vagueness 

as why they view it useless. Laclau, as quoted by Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017: 9), argues that 

the notion that ``the people" is an" empty signifier ``'' makes populism a powerful political 

ideology and phenomenon." Populism can be used loosely to appeal to a diverse range of sectors 

and constituencies in society and can also be used to champion the course of the objectively and 

subjectively marginalised in society. It can create a common identity among the different social 

groups, uniting them based on common sense (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017:9). The people as 

construction provides flexibility, as it combines “three meanings; the people as sovereign, as 

common people, and as a nation” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:9). All these unique aspects of 

"the people" distinguish the people from the elite on "secondary features such as political power, 

socio-economic status, and nationality” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:9. 

The idea that the people are sovereign is based on the democratic principle that regards the 

people as rulers, not just people with political power. This idea of the people as rulers has its 

roots in the French and American Revolutions (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:9). The former 

president of the United States, Abraham Lincoln, was the first person to define democracy as "a 
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government of the people, by the people, and for the people." Nevertheless, the establishment of 

a democratic government does not necessarily do away with the gap between the ruled and the 

rulers (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014:6). In some cases, "the people" who were meant to be 

sovereign may feel marginalised or not adequately represented by the ruling elite and political 

establishment. This may result in the demand for populist leaders and parties "who return 

government to the people" (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:9). The principle of people being 

sovereign is shared across all forms of populism. This reminds everyone that in every 

democracy, political power rests on a collective body, which must be included in all matters of 

democratic representation; otherwise, “the people," if marginalised, will mobilise and rebel.  

A second meaning is the notion that the people are “the common people” “referring explicitly or 

implicitly to a broader class concept that combines socio-economic status with specific cultural 

traditions and popular values” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:9). The concept of “the common 

people” serves as a vital tool for criticising hegemonic ideas, norms, and cultures. Values of 

ordinary citizens are treated with suspicion, especially if they are not in line with the populist 

ones (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:10). The “common people” differ from the elite perspective 

since it advocates for the dignity and values of social groups who are being objectively and 

subjectively being left out from political power due to their "sociocultural and socio-economic 

status" (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:10). This explains the reason why populists tend to use 

inflammatory rhetoric that exploits the anxieties that exist between the hegemonic culture that is 

usually perceived as superior and the other least dominant culture that is considered as inferior. 

Almost all populists believe they exist to champion the cause (ideas, values, interests) of the 

"common people." They claim to be involved in politics to liberate the forgotten people, 

legitimate people, people that have the same outlook of political reality (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 

2017:11). This strategy of mobilising people tends to polarise society, as it spreads anger and 

hatred to the "other people, who are deemed as enemies of the people. The enemies of the people 

are not only the elite, but certain institutions qualify as enemies of the people, institutions such as 

"political parties, big organisations, and bureaucracies, which are accused of corrupting the 

minds of "the people" through propaganda (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:11). 

Finally, the third meaning of the people is the idea of the people as a nation. In this regard, the 

term “the people” refers to the “national community, defined either in civic or ethnic terms” e.g., 

“the people of South Africa” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:11). This means all the natives of the 
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country are included, they are all part of the community that shares a common way of life 

(Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:11). Consequently, the variety of communities of "people" 

constitute of specific and distinct nations that are usually founded on myths. However, it is 

almost impossible to define the exact boundaries of a nation. However, populists tend to be very 

simplistic when considering "the people" as every citizen of a given state. Some territories are 

multinational; in this regard, some nations are founded on characteristics such as ethnicity 

(Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:11). 

 

 Much work still needs to be done about theorising about what the elite is. One that is apparent is 

that populists use morality to classify who the elite are. The "elite" are considered corrupt instead 

of "the pure people." This classification needs to be more specific. However, the populists 

criticise the elite's dominance of the economy, culture, and the media. The elite is depicted as a 

homogenous bunch of people united against the "general will" of the people. While morality is 

the central defining feature of classifying the elite, it is not the only criterion (Mudde and 

Kaltwasser, 2017:11). The elites are identified based on power (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 

2017:12). These people are usually people who hold high offices in politics, economy, the 

media, and arts. Since the populists are staunch critics of people in power, they may find it hard 

to sustain their support when they are voted into power when they become the rulers. They may 

end up turning to authoritarianism to find new enemies. Populists usually argue that the 

economic classes that exist in society are the making of the elite; they create classes so that they 

can oppress the people, "the political elite is in cahoots with the economic elite and putting 

"particular interest above the "general impact of the people (Mudde and  Kaltwasser, 2017:12). 

The populist uses the link between the dominance of the economy and political power to 

question the robustness of democratic institutions.     

         

The third and final central concept of populism as an ideology is the idea of the existence of a 

"general will" (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:12). Populists strongly support the existence of the 

general will. This emanates from the fact that they view political reality in a moralistic and 

monist manner; they put the evil elite against the holy people (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:16). 

Populists usually believe that they are the only ones who are enlightened enough to know what 

the general will is. They alone possess the required traits to unite the people to collaborate and 

cooperate towards a common goal (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:17). They are critical of 

representative government.  
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“Representative democracy is seen as an aristocratic form of power, in which citizens are treated 

as passive entities, mobilised periodically through elections, in which they do nothing more than 

select their representatives” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:17). They believe in direct democracy 

where the citizens are both makers and executors of law, hence the prevalence of referendums in 

populists governed countries. Direct democracy promoted by populists has a massive advantage 

as it tends to bridge the gap between the governing populists and their constituencies and 

strengthen institutions that advance the ''presumed will" (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:17). 

Populism can sometimes play a positive role by promoting democracy as it puts popular 

sovereignty at the centre of its discourse to include the segments of the citizenry that are 

neglected and failed by representative democracy (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:18). 

Nevertheless, Populism has its evil side. Populist monist nature and particularly the "general 

will" may engender authoritarianism. Populism is founded on the notion that legitimate people 

share a homogenous outlook of political reality, which results in intolerance for dissent (Mudde 

and Kaltwasser, 2017:19). 

This chapter has explored how academics have defined and conceptualised populism. A wide 

range of political phenomena fall under these understandings of what comprises populism. The 

next chapter examines efforts to create theories explaining populism and its rise. 
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2. Chapter 2: Theoretical Frameworks

2.1. Causes of Populism 

One of the significant debates regarding populism is the explanation of its causes. The primary 

debate is between two perspectives; one posits that populism emerges because of the needs of the 

people. This approach is also known as the "demand-side explanation of populism (Mudde, 

2007:202). Since demand-side explanations focus on citizens' grievances, demand-side 

explanations can also be deemed bottom-up explanations. Similarly, since the supply-side 

explanation of populism focuses on political institutions and political players, it can be regarded 

as a top-down explanation. Demand-side explanations are bottom-up explanations focusing on 

citizens' changing grievances or demands. In contrast, supply-side explanations, focusing on 

political actors and institutions, be top-down explanations (Berman, 2021: 71–88).  

Various demand-side reasons have been cited for an increase in the probability of someone 

supporting populist ideas (Mudde, 2007: 202). Scholars of economics and the political economy 

tend to stress economic grievances, while sociologists and political scientists usually emphasise 

social and cultural grievances in their studies of demand-side reasons (Berman, 2021: 71–88). 

Another widely cited explanation for populism is the structure of the electoral system. Heywood 

(2011) argues that populists do well in a proportional representation electoral system. 

2.1.1.  Demand-side factors 

2.1.1.1. Economic grievance 

The economic grievance thesis argues that economic factors, such as deindustrialisation, 

economic liberalisation, and deregulation, are causing the formation of a 'left behind' precariat 

with low job security, high inequality, and wage stagnation, who then support populism. The 

economic concerns theory posits that rapid economic changes such as liberalisation and decline 

in industrial activity are why some people feel they are being 'left behind' (Norris and Inglehart, 

2021:202; Broz et al., 2019:464–494). Specific theories emphasise economic catastrophes 

(Mudde, 2007:205–206) or inequalities (Flaherty and Rogowski, 2021:495–523). There is clear 

evidence of growing economic disparities and household incomes, especially in countries like 

Brazil, the United States, and even South Africa (Berman, 2021: 71–88; Piketty and 

Goldhammer, 2014: 303–310; Hacker, 2019). Among the scholars who stress the importance of 

economic grievances is Martin Wolf (Wolf, 2019). They argue that these trends worsen 

resentment and may make people vulnerable to populist ideas. However, the evidence supporting 



18 

 

18 

 

this argument is inconclusive. In the studies conducted by political scientists at the macro level, 

it was found that anti-immigrant sentiment, xenophobia, and resentment of people considered the 

'other' or out-group tend to be elevated during economic crises. (Berman, 2021: 71–88; Mudde & 

Kaltwasser 2013, pp. 149–150; Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017, p. 6; Abi-Hassan 2017, p. 427). 

Economic recessions such as the 2008 Global Financial Crisis positively correlate with the 

electoral growth of right-wing populist political parties (Klapsis, 2014: 189–198; Funke, 

Schularick; Trebesch, 2016: 227–260). Nonetheless, at the micro level, little evidence suggests a 

link between economic concerns and support for populists (Berman, 2021: 71–88; Norris & 

Inglehart, 2019: 134–139). 

 2.1.1.2. Theory of Modernization 

The modernisation loser's theory states that certain features of the modernisation process have 

caused the demand for populism (Mudde, 2007:203). Some commentators argue that moral and 

social standards have been shaped by industrialisation to such a point that social cohesion in civil 

society has dissipated, fragmented, and ultimately been transformed, by default driving the 

increase in individualisation (Betz & Johnson, 2004:311-327). Populism suggests a 

comprehensive identity meant to return sovereignty to the once marginalised masses, "the 

people." (Kaltwasser, Cristóbal, Espejo, Ochoa, and Ostiguym, 2017: 269–270). Empirical 

evidence reveals that support for radical right-wing populism is prevalent across the social 

spectrum. The fact that a person is deemed a "modernisation loser" does not make them more 

likely to support populism (Gisela & Gastón, 2021). 

 2.1.1.3. Cultural backlash 

Some theories argue that socio-cultural grievances are the primary reason people support 

populism rather than economic factors (ABC News, 2018). For instance, the theory of cultural 

backlash posits that the emergence of right-wing populism is a reaction to the worldwide 

proliferation of post-materialist values and ideologies such as multiculturalism, 

environmentalism, feminism, and many other ideologies (Nedelcu, 2015:99). This theory asserts 

that the spread of these new values and ideas throughout society clashes with existing and widely 

accepted norms until a ‘tipping point’ is reached, which leads people to react by supporting 

right-wing populism, as they feel their way of life is threatened (Norris, 2007:132). These people 

reminisce about the good old times when they were not forgotten and were not dispossessed by 

the progressive cultural tide. Most of these cohorts are older voters consumed with nostalgia 

(Inglehart & Norris, 2019:13).  
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 These groups of people are traditionalists harbouring conservative values and norms that are 

very protective of their cultures and believe that their way of life is, if it ain't broke, do not fix 

it". Multiculturalism as a postmodern value is at loggerheads with the principle of protecting 

their identity, diluting the pureness of their cultures and identities. To retain their identity or 

counter this wave of adverse changes, the group resorts to supporting parties and leaders such as 

populists since they promise to prevent further losses and restore everything lost to 

postmodernism. This theory may not be relevant to every society, but it is central to any 

scholarship on populism. Norris posits that the cultural backlash analysis by Inglehart may be 

primarily prevalent in industrialised countries (Inglehart & Norris, 2019:1-4); however, some 

form of cultural preservation is more commonplace from an economic perspective, and it exists 

in almost every society that has populists. It is safe to conclude that the cultural backlash is 

synonymous with populism. Inglehart and Norris argue that for one to understand support for 

populism by the electorate better, one must take into consideration cultural values along with 

important demographic and social factors. 

Specific theories focus only on the ethnic transformation brought about by immigration (Norris, 

2007:132). Political scientists and sociologists studying world politics prefer these theories the 

most (ABC News, 2018). Empirical evidence obtained during the testing of this theory has 

produced inconclusive results; some even contradict each other significantly (Norris, 2007:135). 

At the micro- or individual level, there are strong connections between unique positions on 

socio-cultural issues (such as immigration policy and "racial animus") and right-wing populist 

voting. Nonetheless, at the macro level, there is no evidence of a correlation between populist 

attitudes and actual voting into the offices of right-wing populist parties (ABC News, 2018). 

Nevertheless, there is credible evidence from studies conducted by political scientists and other 

social scientists recording the power of ethnic identity threats on the electorate. Those voters 

who are under the impression that their group identity is threatened are most likely to support 

someone who vows to preserve their identity and status in society. (ABC News, 2018; Inglehart 

& Norris, 2016:2; (Outten; Schmitt; Miller; Garcia, 2012:14:25; Taijfe, 1970:96–102). 

 2.1.2. Supply-Side factors 

Supply-side theories of populism emphasise the political players and institutions and how 

governments fail to be responsive enough to meet the evolving needs of citizens. The social, 

cultural, and economic realms are perceived to be shaped by political institutions. In this 

approach, since the government is seen as failing to tackle the problems it is confronting, voters 
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end up supporting populism in the hope that the populists will be effective in addressing their 

grievances (Berman, 2021: 71–88; Stein; Helen; Longstreth, 1992). A significant number of 

studies have provided some evidence for the assertion that populists are most likely to blossom 

when the establishment political parties are out of touch with the prevailing needs of the citizens. 

Populism tends to thrive when too many coalitions result in certain voices of the electorate not 

being heard (Berman, 2021: 71–88). Berman (2021) acknowledges the economic and socio-

cultural grievances, but he argues that these only stir up anger, resentment, and susceptibility to 

being attracted to populism; the failure of the mainstream and establishment political parties, 

leaders, and governments is the main factor that breeds populism. 

 Huntington (1968) argued that citizens' demands grow as rapid economic or social changes 

occur in a society. If political institutions are lethargic and not robust enough to cater to the 

increasing demands of citizens, they will turn to populism. Similarly, suppose the political 

system needs to be stronger or become less efficient in responding to the needs of the citizens. In 

that case, citizens become frustrated, and political chaos and even political violence are possible. 

Political institutions that are so rigid that it becomes impossible for them to adjust to the 

changing economic and social environment will likely fail. A responsive and flexible political 

system adjusts more quickly to the most acute challenges than an archaic and unresponsive one. 

Huntington's analysis was of Third World countries but also applies to the developed world. 

(Huntington, 1968).   

 The supply-side factors in Western politics can be perceived as signs of a breakdown of political 

institutions. It can be argued that the failure of representative democracy causes this. This can be 

caused by the monopolisation of the political space by special interest groups that lobby 

governments and use their financial muscles to dominate and distort the economic and political 

discourse. This results in politicians being accountable to these lobby groups instead of ordinary 

citizens. This increases the chances of citizens pinning their hopes on the "messiah", who 

promises to revive these democratic institutions and return sovereignty to "the people''. Parallels 

can be drawn between this argument and what happened with the Guptas in South Africa, who 

are accused of capturing the state. It can be argued that the rise of populist Economic Freedom 

fighters, led by the "maverick" Julius Malema, who was once a leader of the African National 

Congress Youth League, resulted from failed institutions that unwanted third forces have 

infiltrated. 
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 Some experts observe that international organisations such as the European Union might have 

had unintended consequences. This is because when states sign up for these regional 

organisations, they tend to surrender a significant amount of their sovereignty. These 

organisations make binding policies and laws without direct consultation with the electorate of 

their member states. This might result in institutions needing to be more responsive to some 

member states' voters, particularly the least strong states. (Berman, 2021: 71–88). For instance, 

powerful financial institutions such as the EU Central Bank sometimes make decisions that are 

oceans away from the wishes of the member states' voters. Decisions such as imposition 

austerity measures in the wake of the financial crisis are a testament to this argument. (Tucker, 

2019). Mair (2013) argues that there is consensus that political parties have become detached 

from the societies they are meant to serve diligently. 

 2.1.2.1. The Mobilization Theory 

 The Mobilization Theory argues that there are three ways of political mobilisation: mobilisation 

of a populist leader, populist movement, and political party (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017:42–43; 

Gagnon et al. 2018, vi). Citizens support populism for various reasons, but what usually 

precipitates the emergence of populism is an economic crisis or improper conduct of the ruling 

establishment, such as fraud and corruption woes that ruin the reputation of the governing 

political parties. (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017, p. 100). For example, the 2008 Global Financial 

Crisis and its effect on some European countries such as Spain (Podemos) and Greece (Syriza) 

saw a wave of populist parties being voted into office. In Italy, it can be argued that former 

Prime Minister Mani Pulite's victory in the polls resulted from Silvio Berlusconi's corruption 

scandal. For instance, the Great Recession of 2007 and its impact on the economies of southern 

Europe were catalysts for the rise of Syriza in Greece and Podemos in Spain, while the Mani 

Pulite corruption scandal of the early 1990s played a significant role in the height of the Italian 

populist Silvio Berlusconi. (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017, p. 100). 

Sometimes, citizens vote for populists because there is a general idea that the political system 

does not serve their interests (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017, p. 101). This usually emerges when 

governments present policies not supported by most of the electorate; these policies are adopted 

and implemented because they are regarded as "prudent and responsible." Some elected 

governments introduce these policies because they are under pressure from supranational 

institutions, which set terms and conditions before disbursing any loan or grant to countries in 

dire need. For instance, the World Bank and International Monetary Fund imposed debilitating 
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Structural Adjustment reforms in Africa, which led to many socio-economic catastrophes. In 

Europe, the austerity measures adopted in the aftermath of the Great Recession had a similar 

impact. (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017, p. 101). Populists associate themselves with the governed, 

"the people on the ground." They believe in decentralising power and speaking directly to the 

target audience (Kenny, 2017). 

 2.1.2.2. Leadership 

The personality of a leader and how it affects the citizens' voting patterns have always fascinated 

political scientists and other social scientists. King (2002) argues that the effect of a leader's 

personality becomes more critical when voters have begun to lose confidence in a political party. 

(King, 2002:41-42).   Recent studies on populism provide evidence that even if voters have lost 

faith and become disillusioned with the party's policies, some people remain loyal due to the 

charisma of the populist leader (Mudde, 2007:261). Mudde posits that charisma is vital in the 

breakthrough stage, while persistence requires solid organisational structures. (Mudde, 

2007:262). Studies also reveal that charismatic leaders' personalities are often polarising since 

they are based on the binary code and the idea that the populist leader is a saviour who knows 

what is good for everybody. (Smith, 2000: 101–111.) This means that voters have only two 

choices: either be friends with the leader by voting for them or be foes by voting against them. 

The fact that the populist leader uses unapologetic rhetoric can be perceived as revolutionary and 

suitable for transforming the political and economic status quo. 

 Using charisma as a way of analysing populist leaders does present potential conceptual issues. 

The question becomes, what is charism? Moreover, Who determines what makes up charism? 

The meaning of charism is not fixed; instead, it is subjective and depends on how the voters view 

a particular leader. Eatwell (2014) asserts that charism depends on the prevailing political culture 

and how it is affected by what is considered a charism in a leader. (Eatwell, R., 2014: 3–18). In 

addition to being a charismatic populist leader, his peculiar political style may appeal to certain 

people. These may include what Moffit calls bad manners and a sense of superiority. 

(Crasovschi, 2018; Moffit, 2016: 51–58). Moffit further argues that unconventional discourse is 

essential to populist rhetoric and makes populists more unique than ordinary politicians in 

mainstream parties. (Crasovschi, 2018; Moffit, 2016: 58) 

 The "bad manners" language that populists use is equivalent to politically incorrect language. 

The populists are not as restricted as established or mainstream parties. (Crasovschi, 2018; 

Moffit, 2016: 51–58) Populists profess to be in proximity to "the ordinary people, and they use 
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the language that the people want to hear, not what other mainstream politicians say. They do 

this to give the impression that they deal with pressing issues head-on, "calling a spade a spade," 

as opposed to the established political actors that are restricted. Populists tend to depict 

themselves as being the epitome of excellence. They give the impression that they are demigods 

who oversee the destinies of the people and themselves (Ostiguy, 2009: 38). During Donald 

Trump's campaign, he promised to "make America great again alone," while his opponent was 

insulted by being called "crooked Hillary Clinton." 

2.1.2.3. Party Organisation  

 A charismatic leader may be instrumental in performing well in the polls; however, Mudde 

points out that the internal organisation and leadership of the party are also crucial for a populist 

to thrive (Mudde, 2007:263). He argues that organising a political party is essential for the 

sustenance of populist leaders but not that important for forming the party. (Mudde, 2007:264). 

Carter posits that organising the party is necessary for persistence, long-term gains, and winning 

elections (Mudde, 2007:267). Although there is a diversity of opinions about the role of party 

organisations in ensuring that populist leaders blossom, there are three aspects in which 

consensus exists. Firstly, Eatwell argues that charismatic leaders may win over the support of 

voters by personalising politics (centripetal charisma), making themselves synonymous with 

politics, and personalising the political party itself to appeal to the top brass of the political party 

(coterie charisma) (Eatwell, R., 2014:2). This decreases the possibility of factionalism taking 

place and almost guarantees that the party members remain disciplined. Secondly, populist 

parties are usually structured in a minimalistic way, with a handful of members who play 

hierarchical roles that evolve around the charismatic leader (Mudde, 2007:267). However, the 

structure of a populist party is not always known in the public domain, as some populists tend to 

mistrust researchers and academics. Thirdly, Segert observes that populist parties often adopt the 

principle of centralising democracy with an authoritarian structure. (Segert, 2008: 49–61). 

Certain populist parties are open about not adhering to democratic principles, while others may 

be forced by law to uphold democratic values. 

 2.12.4. Voluntarism Theory 

 Another salient debate in the scholarship of populism is the contrast between voluntarist and 

structural perspectives. The agency-based, or voluntarist, theory emphasises how populist 

political parties and politicians behave. Berman, 2021: 71–88). The central aspect of this 

research area is evaluating how political parties evolve and how they are received. Successful 
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political parties and leaders have a big say regarding agenda-setting and determining which 

issues are essential to further their interests. (Berman, 2021: 71–88) 

 There are several ways mainstream parties can react to the emergence of a populist. The most 

common stance is to respond by being adversarial, accommodative, and adversarial. If the issues 

raised by a populist party are not essential and short-term, a dismissive view may be practical. 

However, if the issue is critical and long-term, it allows the populist party to own the problem, 

which might increase support for the populist party. When an established party adopts an 

adversarial strategy, it vigorously engages with the situation and declares its staunch criticism of 

the new populist party's stance (Berman, 2021: 71–88). This brings the issue into the spotlight; it 

becomes a subject of fierce debate and can lead to increased ownership of the problem by the 

new populist political party. It can be of enormous benefit to adopt an adversarial stance if the 

position taken by the populist party on an issue does not enjoy enough support from the 

electorate (Berman, 2021: 71–88). 

When the established parties choose to accommodate the stance that the new populist political 

party takes, they bring the new party closer to them and cooperate. They do this to keep voters 

who care about a particular issue. This is only effective if done very early before the populist 

party has become synonymous with the problem. This approach is very suitable when the subject 

is important, long-term, and beneficial to the citizens (Meguid, 2005:347–359). Similarly, a 

populist party founded on authoritarianism may grow its support by reforming into a more 

democratic party. Right-wing populists tend to be more efficient when garnering support on 

issues the establishment ignores that are important to the citizens. 

An example of this is how they gain support by tackling the issue of migration and "cultural 

dilution" in their countries. Uncontrolled immigration comes with many challenges, e.g., the 

burden on public services, and cultures sometimes clash, e.g., the challenges Muslims face in the 

West and the association of Islam with terrorism. Victims of globalisation are very likely to 

support a populist party that adopts xenophobic rhetoric. (Berman, 2021: 71–88). 

 2.12.5. Anti-establishment Theory 

2.1.2.5.1. Mudde and Kaltwasser's Ideational Approach 

 This theory helps determine the relevance of the anti-establishment stance. This theory posits 

that populists adopt an anti-established stance, i.e., a position that is against the mainstream 



25 

 

25 

 

parties/ the establishment, whom they accuse of being "the elite" whom they depict as 

marginalising, excluding, and alienating "the people" (Roberts, 2017). This approach also entails 

the critique of the elite or establishment and rhetoric that appeals to moral people. In this 

approach, populism is defined as “a thin-centred ideology that considers society to be ultimately 

separated into two homogenous and antagonistic camps, "the pure people" versus "the corrupt 

elite," and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general 

will) of the people" Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017:6). The populist argue that the elite does not 

know what the will of the people is. This definition of populism is beneficial in understanding 

the malleability of the concept (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:6). Ideologies establish norms and 

values of how humans organise their society and the meaning of society. Populism, as an 

ideology, can be regarded as a prism through which the people perceive and understand political 

reality (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017:6). Mudde and Kaltwasser's ideational approach posits 

argue that there are three interpretations of the people: 

1. “The people are sovereign.” 

2. The notion that “the people” are commoners or the forgotten ones. 

3. The idea of the people as a nation 

Mudde and Kaltwasser’s ideational approach states the following about the elite. 

 

1. The elite are selfish and in power for their benefit. 

2. The elite are fake politicians, not honest politicians. 

3. The elite are part of a corrupt/faulty system. 

4. The elite are not part of the nation but are foreign. 

 

2.1.2.5.2. Barr’s thesis of a "maverick" and an "outsider"  

This theory is relevant in understanding how populists break away from the mainstream or 

establishment. Bar argues that if the actions of the ruling establishment result in the breakdown 

of linkages with the electorate, this will lead to an anti-establishment position. For outsiders and 

mavericks to rise to prominence, Lawson argues that one must first understand the relationship 

between political players and what makes up linkages (Lawson, 1980). What would be the 
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reasons for linkages to break down? Barr and Lawson identify four linkages: clientelist, 

directive, participatory, and electoral (Lawson, 1988). The clientelistic linkages pertain to how 

material goods are exchanged for support; the directive linkages deal with whom the target 

groups benefit; the participatory linkages are related to the role that the supporters play in 

government; and the electoral linkages refer to the distribution of material goods during critical 

periods, such as the election season (Lawson, 1988). 

 There is a fifth linkage, which refers to representation. It is an extension of participatory linkage. 

However, it is done without direct involvement or interaction. Many people may only be 

occupied by politics during election periods; nonetheless, they are open to the term of office of a 

mainstream party. They still care about their interests, and whether they participate directly or 

indirectly does not matter. Roberts' work comes in very handy here. He posits that the failures of 

the incumbent establishment party are the main reason people become drawn toward populist 

parties (Roberts, 2017). 

 When it comes to citizens having faith in the establishment, perception does become a reality. If 

citizens view the establishment as ineffective, irresponsible, and incapable of governing, a 

breakdown in linkages is most likely to take place (Roberts, 2017). The breakdown of linkages 

tends to be rampant during crisis periods, such as economic calamities, corruption scandals, or 

when the ruling party has proven incompetent and incapable of ruling. Populists take advantage 

of these fertile grounds, using common sense and simplistic rhetoric to appeal to the citizens or 

electorate. They profess to be the messiahs who are the only ones capable of ruling since they 

know who the problem (the elite) is, who is aggrieved (the people), and what needs to be done 

(the general will of the people). 

 2.12.5.3. Hartleb’s Characteristics of Anti-Establishment Parties 

 Although the development of affinity for populist sentiments among the electorate may be 

caused by the failure of the mainstream or anti-establishment to rule effectively and represent the 

interests of the citizens, which leads to a crisis of representation, the process is more complex 

and primarily nonlinear than the linkage between the governing party and the electorate 

deteriorating. Populists do not indifferently wait for the breakdown in linkages; they aggressively 

propagate the anti-establishment position, sometimes so that the rhetoric becomes more effective 

than the poor performance in the elections. One may argue that if populist parties that use anti-

establishment discourse did not exist, people might lose interest in politics or continue to vote for 

a different establishment party. 
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Hartleb posits that "populist parties tend to be defined more by what they are not than what they 

are" (Hartleb, 2015:44). He argues that anti-establishment parties have the following 

characteristics: 

• The principle that they are the credible alternative party 

• The construction of a homogeneous population that conflicts with establishment parties 

and the political elite 

• The image of being an outsider, the underdog, who represents the marginalised and 

excluded 

• Giving labels to opposition parties 

• The claim of being unorthodox and unconventional (brand new) 

• strongly advocates for direct democracy. 

• Vows to root out pressing issues using new ways, e.g., cleaning up, rooting out 

corruption 

• Simplification of complex political issues 

• A claim to be the defender of the weak 

• Cynicism toward politics 

• Polarizing by using morality, e.g., the evil elite and the good people 

• hostile toward rivals 

• They formulate their message. 

Harleb argues further that anti-establishment parties usually form in a very short period and often 

lack strong leadership structures" (Hartleb, 2015:44). Most foot soldiers lack proper training, 

leading to a flareup of scandals. If the media uncover these scandals, they will be vilified and 

accused of working in cahoots with the elite. 

 2.2. Electoral structures 

 The idea of democracy is often regarded as only open to one interpretation or unambiguous 

(Heywood, 2011:93). However, in fact, this is not the case. For example, South Africa and the 

US have different electoral systems; South Africa uses the parliamentary system to elect a 

president, while the United States uses the Electoral College system; however, both are 

considered legitimate democracies. If the United States had changed its electoral system before 

the 2016 presidential elections and the electorate had voted similarly, Hillary Clinton would have 

been elected president. This empirical example demonstrates how electoral rules can be 

conducive or hostile to populism's flourishing (Heywood, 2011:93). 
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 Norris explains the effect of electoral structure changes by stating, "Electoral laws and 

regulations structure opportunities for party competition within each country. Far from being 

neutral, these can provide formidable constitutional, legal, and administrative barriers" (Norris, 

2005:83). The different rules tend to affect the entire electoral process, from the nomination to 

the campaign to the election. Some countries require a registration fee and a certain minimum 

number of signatures in the nomination phase. This can be a barrier for new parties that have 

fewer members initially. In addition, some countries are stringent on social groups that are 

considered extremist. Populists tend to blossom in societies where equality is enshrined in the 

constitution and is practised by authorities and where the incumbent does not have a monopoly 

on public funds and mass media (Norris, 2005:83). Populists are favoured by a low vote 

threshold, which is why proportional representation tends to be conducive to the rise of populism 

(Heywood, 2011:207). 

   Concluding Remarks 

 To conclude, just like there is a considerable debate as to what populism is, there is another 

massive debate as to what the natural causes of populism are. Does populism emerge because the 

economic and socio-cultural conditions aggrieve the citizens and because they have become the 

causalities of modernisation? Or do they feel that the establishment has neglected their needs and 

the political institutions have been captured by special interest groups at the expense of the 

masses? What role do the structures of the electoral system play in the rise of populism? The 

author seeks to answer some of these questions in this project using the anti-establishment 

theoretical framework to understand the rise of populism in Hungary. Mudde and Kaltwasser's 

ideational theory, Barr's theory of "maverick" or "outsider," and Hartleb's anti-establishment 

party's characteristics will be used to construct the anti-establishment stance.  
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3. Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

3.1. Case study 

This research will be carried out using a mixed method which uses qualitative and descriptive 

quantitative data. This is a theory-developing case study. The hypothesis comes from the three 

tentative theories. The study uses data from a variety of primary and secondary documentary 

sources. 

Stake posits that an intensive individual study enables the research to understand a single 

political issue from a micro-level to understand multiple political problems at the macro level. 

(Stake, 2006: 65). In this study, populism is the dependent variable, and the anti-establishment 

theory is the independent variable. 

Case studies are very suitable for research that explains relationships between phenomena 

(Almeida et al., 2017:377). It is very convenient when collecting data from various sources or 

means (Jolobe, 2014: 7). A case study allows a researcher to investigate the deeper underlying 

causes of phenomena. 

Case studies are limited when it comes to generalising results from one case study to other 

settings (Stake, 2006:73). An examination of anti-establishment in Hungary is limited because it 

represents only one approach of many and cannot be generalised as the only universal theory that 

explains the rise of populism in a country (Stake, 2006:73). Many other factors need to be taken 

into consideration when it comes to populism. The advantages of using the case study method 

outweigh the disadvantages. This case study seeks to develop and assess the populist theory of 

anti-establishment in Hungary. The case study is a way of seeing if the anti-establishment theory 

has analytic power. It is also intended to help develop the theory so that it can better explain 

what happens when populism rises. 

3.1.1. Anti-establishment 

This study interrogates the “anti-establishment” approaches of Mudde and Kaltwasser, Laclau, 

Hartleb, and Barr, first combined by Carstens (2019) to explore how well these anti-

establishment approaches can account for the rise of populism in Hungary under Orbán and his 

party Fidesz (Hungarian Civic Alliance).  
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• Mudde and Kaltwasser's ideational theory will be used throughout this research. In this 

framework, the "good people" are set against the "evil elite," therefore creating an anti-

establishment stance (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017: 5–19). The three interpretations of 

the "people" theorised by Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017:9–11) will be utilised/applied. 

The four interpretations of the elite theorised by Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017:11–18) 

will be used or applied. 

• Barr’s theory of "maverick" or "outsider" deserting the establishment will be used to 

interpret the anti-establishment theory (Barr, 2009: 30). Laclau’s Crisis of 

Representation: The crisis of representation takes place if the governing party’s 

(mainstream or establishment) behaviour results in the breakdown of linkages with the 

electorate, engendering an anti-establishment position (Barr, 2009: 34). 

• Hartleb’s anti-establishment party characteristics will be applied in this study of populism 

(Hartleb, 2015:44). 
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4. Chapter Four: The Rise of Populism under the Leadership of Orbán and Fidesz Since 

2010 

The success of a populist leader and party in Hungary is somewhat astonishing, considering the 

development of Hungarian politics. After the Second World War, Hungary played a leading role 

in the struggle against the Soviet Union's oppression (Denver, 2016). The Hungarian Revolution 

of 1956 was a significant sign of Hungary's resolve to bring about democracy and a free market 

economy (Centre for European Populist Studies, 2020). Hungary's "goulash communism" (a type 

of socialism after the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 which prioritised economic policy reforms 

to improve the quality of standard of living) practised from the 1960s to the demise of the Soviet 

Union is a classic example of how early the country started crafting its political system away 

from totalitarianism to a more open society and economy (Centre for European Populist Studies, 

2020). The Hungarians combined their non-free market economy with some free market 

economy. This entailed allowing small businesses to operate, thus making Hungary an exception 

from other countries ruled by the Soviet Union (Denvers, 2016).  

The citizens of Hungary also ripped down the barrier separating Hungary from Austria a few 

months before the fall of the Berlin Wall (Denvers, 2016). This was an early indication that most 

Hungarians wanted to join the Western bloc, be part of Europe, and adopt Western values and 

politics. Ironically, Viktor Orbán was among the leaders of the time. 1989, he voiced his 

unhappiness with the presence of Soviet troops within the borders of Hungary (Denvers, 2016). 

Despite the Soviets being a formidable threat, Orbán called for removing the Soviet forces from 

Hungary (Zalan, 2016). A year before the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1988, Orbán and a few of his 

friends founded the Alliance of Young Democrats, or Fidesz (Kirchick, 2012). 

Orbán and his party (Fidesz) promoted the ideal of democratic and open elections and parliament 

(Centre for European Populist Studies, 2020). They supported a free market-based economic 

system. They aspired to be part of Western Europe and to have a pluralistic and inclusive 

society. They adopted liberal values. Orbán planned to be part of Hungary's economic and 

political transformation, and he regarded Fidesz as an engine for this transformation. Fidesz 

started as a movement. It morphed into a political party during the 1990 elections. (Zalan, 2016), 

However, as time progressed, Orbán's political philosophy changed from that of an idealist to 

that of a populist leader who is driven by the vaulting ambition of permanently hanging onto 

power instead of upholding the liberal values that he once supported. 
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In 1990, Fidesz formed a partnership with the liberal party; however, in 1994, the party 

abandoned the alliance when Orbán and his fellow party members realised that a political 

vacuum brought about the Hungarian Democratic Forum's failures (Zalan, 2016). This cunning 

move to neglect previous allegiances to liberal values propelled Fidesz to victory in the 1998 

elections, making Orbán prime minister. Despite his impeccable performance on the economic 

front, Hungary’s Gross Domestic Product grew by an average of above 4% in the period 

between 1998- 2002 (World Bank Open Data, 2024), Orbán did not win the 2002 elections. He 

was only re-elected in 2010 and has governed Hungary ever since (Zalan, 2016).  

It would be an understatement to say that Orbán won the 2010 elections because of a disgruntled 

electorate. Nevertheless, just like the rest of Europe, Hungary was not spared from the economic 

calamities brought about by the 2008 Global financial crisis. In 2008, Hungary's economy 

contracted by seven per cent, making it one of the worst-affected countries in Europe. Hungary 

approached the International Monetary Fund for assistance. This assistance provided by the IMF 

came with terms and conditions (Schleifer, 2014). The government had to adopt austerity 

measures. The economic calamities allowed Fidesz to run on simplistic economic solutions. The 

party promised to raise taxes paid by multinational corporations doing business in Hungary and 

to eradicate economic inequalities. Orbán became highly critical of the European Union, 

especially its bureaucracy. He claimed that foreign forces were bullying Hungary (Schleifer, 

2014). 

Orbán may have campaigned as a reformer, but he learned from past electoral losses that "he 

became more of a political operator than a reformer" (Denvers, 2016). He moved away from 

conventional conservative politics toward right-wing populism. His quest for maintaining power 

has resulted in him swiftly embracing right-wing politics. In 2010, Fidesz obtained a two-thirds 

majority in the parliamentary elections, which gave Orbán the authority to introduce significant 

changes in Hungary's government and political system (Orenstein et al., 2015). He started 

amassing power by launching an onslaught on institutions he deemed standing in his way. For 

instance, he introduced amendments to the Constitutional Court, the highest court in Hungary, to 

prolong his time in office and manipulate the electoral system whenever he wished to deal with 

unforeseen political developments (Kelemen & Orenstein, 2016). He created a procedure in 

which the majority party, Orbán's party (Fidesz), had the power to appoint judges without input 

from the opposition parties. He increased the number of Constitutional Court judges from 11 to 

15, filling it with people loyal to Fidesz. Later, Orbán made further amendments to the 
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constitution, making specific laws widely regarded as unconstitutional by the Constitutional 

Court, further weakening the authority of the Constitutional Court (Kelemen & Orenstein, 2016). 

Orbán also started attacking the press, especially free and independent media houses. He created 

a commission that punished journalists for "vague attacks on "human dignity," increased the 

state-backed media networks with people that are pro-Fidesz (Kirchick, 2012), and imposed 

heavy regulations on media outlets that are critical of the Fidesz government while providing 

rewards in the form of rights and privileges to the media outlets that are loyal to the government 

(Greenstein & Tensley, 2016). He also imposed new taxes on advertising to influence non-state 

media (Karolewski & Benedikter, 2016). 

In 2012, Orbán hastily passed a new constitution in parliament in two weeks. This constitution 

included the declaration that marriage should only be legal between a man and a woman and the 

statement that "life begins at conception" (Kirchick, 2012). This new constitution also 

institutionalised the judicial system amendments that were made earlier, which included the 

prohibition for judges to challenge laws related to the budget and lowering the compulsory 

retirement age for judges (Kirchick, 2012). Orbán also established a National Judicial Office 

occupied by government loyalists who appoint judges (Kirchick, 2012). Moreover, Orbán 

manipulated the electoral system to favour Fidesz's ends. He made use of gerrymandering to 

create a conducive political atmosphere. He enacted legislation that allowed Hungarians living 

overseas to acquire passports and be able to vote in Hungarian elections, which helped Fidesz 

increase support in the 2014 elections (Orenstein et al., 2015). These changes ensured that Orbán 

and Fidesz hung on to power for as long as possible. 

Orbán has also repeatedly taken actions that undermine civil society. For instance, he has opened 

investigations into a few" academics who are critical of his government" (Kirchick, 2012). He 

appointed his cronies to institutions that were supposed to be apolitical and independent. e.g., He 

oversaw the National Cultural Fund, a member of Fidesz, which funds arts and culture in 

Hungary (Kirchick, 2012). He has been a staunch critic of George Soros, who supports civil 

society through his philanthropy. Soros is an American philanthropist who was born in Hungary. 

Orbán has accused him of creating turmoil in Hungary by funding non-governmental 

organisations (Karolewski & Benedikter, 2016). In 2011, several academics, including the late 

president of the Czech Republic, wrote an open letter that was very critical of Orbán's 

government. They expressed unhappiness with abuse of power, such as doing away with the 

system of checks and balances (Kirchick, 2012). 
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Furthermore, Orbán has expressed his intention of taking back the territory that was historically 

part of Hungary. His rhetoric sounds like that of the president of Russia, who believes that the 

current borders do not demarcate the true extent of the territory belonging to Russia. It is 

probably unrealistic for Orbán and his party to invade any modern-day European country, but his 

expansive rhetoric is a cause for concern. Orbán believes Hungary's territory ends elsewhere in 

Europe, such as Serbia and Romania (Orenstein et al., 2015). The same sentiments also drive 

Putin's war on Ukraine. The ethnic Russians living in Ukraine are courted as citizens of Russia, 

so the land they occupy belongs to Russia (Orenstein et al., 2015). 

In 2014, due to the political threat posed by the ultra-right party, Jobbik, Orbán shifted even 

more to the right. The Jobbik political threat increased when the party increased its vote at the 

polls from 17 per cent in 2010 to 20.5 per cent in the parliamentary elections. However, the 

danger lessened when Jobbik suffered defeat in the European parliamentary elections after they 

increased support in the 2014 Hungarian parliamentary elections (Kirchick, 2012). Orbán and 

Fidesz typically care about politics as opposed to policy, so it was no surprise for them to adopt 

Jobbik's platform as soon as they realised Jobbik was rapidly becoming more popular. For 

example, the government recommended the inclusion of works by anti-Semitic scholars in the 

National Core Curriculum of Hungary and that the state media promote the national identity of 

Hungary (Verseck, 2013). Fidesz also pledged support for some Hungarian militia groups, 

booted the International Monetary Fund out of the country, and implemented unconventional, 

financially reckless policies that furthered the government's interests politically (Verseck, 2013). 

When the refugee crisis erupted in the European Union, including in Hungary, Orbán and Fidesz 

positioned themselves at the forefront of the European anti-immigrant/refugee movement, calling 

refugees "rapists," "criminals," and "terrorists" (Puddington, 2016). His government vowed to 

erect a 160-kilometre fence along its border with Serbia (Krekó & Juhász, 2015). Orbán put 

refugees into delipidated camps and shot tear gas and water cannons at them (Keleman, 2015). 

When the European Union announced the refugee quotas, he responded in a classic populist 

manner, equating the EU with foreign forces wanting to take over Hungary. He went as far as 

reiterating the statement: His government belongs to the people of Hungary. In the aftermath of 

the Charlie Hebdo terrorist attacks in France (Paris), Orbán made another typical populist 

statement: " We do not want to see a significant minority among ourselves that has different 

cultural characteristics and backgrounds." We want to keep Hungary as Hungary". This was 

quite a blatant attack on Muslims (Orenstein et al., 2015) 
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The fact that Orbán has become one of the prominent leaders in Europe who have adopted an 

anti-immigrant and anti-refugee stance is ironic since only 4.5 per cent of the Hungarian 

population is foreign-born. Most of them are Hungarians born abroad. A country like Germany, 

which welcomes immigrants and refugees, has a foreign-born population of over 12 per cent 

(Krekó & Juhász, 2015). Orbán has admired controversial authoritarian leaders such as Turkish 

President Recep Erdoğan and Russian President Vladimir Putin. He has been preaching anti-

liberal, anti-elite, and sometimes anti-EU rhetoric. He uses the "us-versus-them" strategy. He is 

indifferent to political correctness and has labelled people who disagree with him as “elites” who 

have no idea what the “general will” of the people is (Nolan, 2014). 

On April 8, 2018, Hungarians went to the polls to elect parliamentarians. This was the second 

election since a new constitution was adopted on January 1, 2012 (Zalan, 2018). These elections 

were a resounding victory for the alliance of Fidesz and KDNP, which led to preserving the two-

thirds majority and Orbán maintaining his position as prime minister. Orbán and his party's 

campaign was mainly centred on the migrant threat, foreign interference, and meddling 

(specifically targeted at the European Union) (Zalan, 2018). This re-election of Orbán and Fidesz 

was a triumph for right-wing populism in Europe (Than & Szakacs, 2018; Zalan, 2018; Khera et 

al., 2018). The outcome of these elections reinforced the stature of Orbán in Hungarian politics 

(News, 2018; Buckley, 2018), granting him the opportunity to change the constitution again 

(Zalan, 2018). Many perceived this as a massive setback for the European Union project (Harris, 

2018; Santora, 2018). 

There was a very high voter turnout in these elections, probably the highest since the collapse of 

communism (Harris, 2018). This worked in Fidesz’s favour, despite the pundit’s predictions. 

(Zalan, 2018; Khera et al., 2018; News, 2018; Csaky, 2018). Fidesz and its allies won most of 

their seats in rural areas and small towns, while the opposition won most of its seats in the 

capital, Budapest (Simon et al., 2018; BBC, 2018).  Orbán used public resources to spread the 

pro-peasant rhetoric/propaganda and monopoly over rural media. Many described this as a defeat 

for left-wing opposition politicians (McAuley, 2018). 

Zselyke Csaky attributes Orbán's victory to the economy's growth, his gradual centralisation of 

power over the past eight years, and his growing near monopoly over the media, which spreads 

brutal propaganda against his imaginary and real enemies (Csaky, 2018). Other analysts cite the 

opposition to immigrants and "a coordinated, expensive, and sophisticated sting operation "on 

NGOs, including those providing humanitarian aid to immigrants (Santora & Bienvenu, 2018). 
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A report on the elections provided by the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

(OSCE) mentioned concerns over electoral conduct, taking issue with how the Orbán 

government used state resources to campaign for re-election (Santora & Bienvenu, 2018). The 

OSCE's spokesperson described the language used during campaigning as aggressive and 

xenophobic (Brussels, 2018). The report also took issue with the fact that the public broadcaster 

was not impartial. It served as the mouthpiece of Orbán's Fidesz and the entire ruling coalition. 

The playing field was tilted to favour the people in power as the lines between the parties and the 

state's resources were blurred (Brussels, 2018). 

On April 3, 2022, Parliamentary elections were held in Hungary to elect members of the 

National Assembly (Pállinger, 2022). Orbán’s governing party, Fidesz, emerged victorious, 

extending their terms in office to the fourth. Fidesz also attained a two-thirds majority in these 

elections, which some analysts fear grants the government carte blanche to centralise power and 

weaken institutions that safeguard democracy even further. The victory was attributed to the 

power and influence that the government exerted over the media terrain and the voters’ fear of 

the instability that might be caused by the ongoing Russian war on Ukraine (Cage, 2022). A 

similar trend observed in the recent elections is that Fidesz performed exceptionally well in areas 

where the birth rate was high (Hungary Today, 2022), there were lower levels of education, and 

there was a lower economic class (Hungary Today, 2022), while the opposition excelled in urban 

areas, particularly in Budapest (Ciobanu, 2022). 

A 2022 Human Rights Watch report reveals that the misuse of people's private data was another 

issue that undermined the fairness of the Hungarian election, ((Human et al., 2022). The report 

documents new ways the governing party misused personal data for political campaigning in the 

2022 elections. Orbán and his party have invested heavily in building sophisticated "databases of 

voters, online political advertising, petitions, data collection through consultations, use of social 

media, and direct communication through SMS messaging, emails, and robocalls" (Human 

Rights Watch, 2022). Such data misuse undermines the voters' privacy and robs them of the 

opportunity to participate in fair democratic elections, which require a free market of voters for 

competition. 

Orbán and Fidesz bear all the hallmarks of populists and anti-establishment parties—a leader 

who was once at the forefront of the struggle against communism and true liberal reform. Orbán 

can be perceived as what Barr labels a maverick. A maverick politician is a politician who 

emerges on the political scene as part of the establishment and then later breaks away to form or 



37 

 

37 

 

join a populist party. This theory will be developed in Chapter Five. Orbán has adopted an anti-

elite stance and become a staunch European Union critic. He has cracked down on non-

governmental organisations that do not agree with him, labelling them foreign forces that seek to 

take over Hungary. He has defined "the people" as ethnic Hungarians both inside Hungary and in 

the diaspora. Orbán seems to believe he is the only one enlightened enough to know the people's 

general will. 

The Fidesz party bears all Hartleb's characteristics of an anti-establishment party. So, it is worth 

exploring both Hartleb's theory of anti-establishment parties and Mudde and Kaltwasser's 

ideational theory in Chapter 5. Orbán and Fidesz won the 2010 parliamentary election after the 

2008 Global Financial Crisis. Was there a correlation between Fidesz's and Orbán's rise to power 

and the debilitating effects of the financial crisis? Did most people who were the main losers 

during the financial crisis vote for Fidesz? Some analysts believe Fidesz and Orbán's re-elections 

can be attributed to sound economic growth. 

In contrast, other analysts believe that Orbán and Fidesz received the most votes in rural areas, 

where people have low education levels and low economic prosperity. In contrast, the opposition 

received most of its votes in urban areas, particularly Budapest. At first glance, it is almost 

evident that economic calamities did propel Fidesz to power in 2010, but what about the 

subsequent three re-elections? Chapter six sheds light on the relevance of the theory of economic 

grievances/inequalities in explaining the rise of populism. The dissertation also considers that 

populism may not be the only reason for the sustained support for Orbán and Fidesz. 
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5. Chapter Five: Anti-Establishment 

This chapter will apply the following anti-establishment approaches to develop the anti-

establishment characteristics of populism in Hungary under the leadership of Viktor Orbán and 

Fidesz, first combined by Carstens (2019) 

• Mudde and Kaltwasser's ideational approach 

• Barr’s theory of the "outsider" or "maverick" breaks away from the mainstream or 

establishment. Laclau’s representation crisis led to the breakdown of linkages. 

• Hartleb’s anti-establishment party’s characteristics 

5.1. Mudde and Kaltwasser’s ideational approach 

"The people" The Elite" General Will of the People" 

(volonté Générale) 

The people are sovereign. The elite are selfish; they are 

in power for their benefit 

The elite does not know the 

will of the people. They are 

indifferent 

The people are commoners or 

the forgotten ones 

The elite are fake politicians, 

not honest politicians 

Simplify governance by using 

common sense. 

The people are a nation. The elite are part of a corrupt 

or faulty system 

The elite are not part of the 

nation. They are foreign. 

 

Not necessarily an anti-

representation system 

Strong support for symbolic 

representation 

 

5.1.1. "The People" and the "General Will" of the People 

 In Hungary, Prime Minister Orbán identifies the people as pure white Europeans and condemns 

mixing Europeans with other races. (The Guardian, 2022). He states, "We Hungarians are not 

mixed. Countries where the European races mingle, those are no longer nations” (The Guardian, 

2022).  
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 This rhetoric is in keeping with populist rhetoric that identifies people as a nation and as the 

forgotten ones. The new mixed race is growing to replace the original Hungarian race. Orbán 

supports his thesis by citing the great replacement theory. In his theory, Orbán posits that:  

There is a plot to dilute the white population of the United States of America and European countries through 

immigration," an ideological trick of the internationalists left to say the European population is already mixed race. 

(The Guardian, 2022) 

This statement supports the idea that the people are sovereign. They are free to make their own 

decisions regarding the affairs of their own country. Populists tend to vilify their rivals. They use 

moral discourse to discredit their opponents. Orbán and his party are against the LGBTQ+ 

movement, the so-called "woke culture” and has adopted a law like the "Russian propaganda" 

law, which bans gay people from being featured in school educational materials or TV shows 

aimed at minors. (The Guardian, 2022). This action by Orbán and his party sends the message 

that they are not willing to conform to the norms and values set by the Western elite. They have 

agency and free will. They can set unique standards and values  

The populist idea of "the people" as a nation, sovereign and forgotten, is made appealing to the 

electorate by the impact of the Treaty of Trianon. On June 4, 1920, "Hungary signed a peace 

treaty with the allied forces and an associate power. Hungary lost more than two-thirds of its 

territory and almost 60% of its population" (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2023). This event is 

regarded as tragic by many Hungarians, and this justifies Orbán's claim that the current borders 

of Hungary do not delineate the actual size of the Hungarian nation and its territory. The ethnic 

Hungarians are scattered throughout Central and Eastern Europe. Orbán has been courting the 

ethnic Hungarian diaspora throughout his premiership. He even covertly granted citizenship at 

some of its consulates (Verseck, 2022). These ethnic Hungarians have proven loyal to Orbán 

since they have helped him and his party win elections. Orbán has proposed the establishment of 

a "sovereign state between Russia and Central Europe; for the sake of simplicity, now call it 

Ukraine" (Verseck, 2022). 

 Hungary's prime minister has used the "plight of the diaspora" to his advantage, arguing that 

their land will be taken away if voters do not support him. They will become stateless people, 

dominated by a foreign majority. They will be forgotten, have no sovereignty, and their nation 

will disappear (Verseck, 2022). Orbán has grungily supported the sanctions against Russia for 

the unprovoked invasion of Ukraine. He has used the sanctions imposed on Russia by the EU to 

advocate for Hungary’s sovereignty as a nation. He said, 
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"This is not our war" (Verseck, 2022). He has repeatedly stated that this war is between Russia 

and Ukraine. So, Hungary should not just follow the West's imposition of sanctions without the 

approval of "the Hungarian people." Hungary may be part of the European Union but still has 

national interests. To this end, Orbán requested exemptions from some sanctions, such as the 

boycott of Russian oil. The prime minister and his government have embarked on a campaign to 

promote the notion that the European Union's sanctions on Russia are ruining the economy of 

Hungary (Verseck, 2022). 

 Due to his concerns over the treatment of ethnic Hungarians in Ukraine, Orbán has little to no 

sympathy for Ukraine. Orbán has expressed his displeasure over the proposed law mainly aimed 

at curbing "the influence of the Russian language in Ukraine" (Verseck, 2022). Orbán believes 

that this legislation will also target the Hungarian language in Ukraine. The Hungarian 

government has been so hostile towards Ukraine that it has sometimes vetoed cooperation. In 

February 2022, the Hungarian government rejected NATO Cooperation with Ukraine, citing its 

concerns over Ukraine's Policy on minority rights. Soon after the annexation of Crimea by 

Russia in 2014, Orbán made "a speech in which he called for: “autonomy, collective rights, and 

the right to citizenship for the ethnic Hungarian minority” (Verseck, 2022).  

This separatist rhetoric is usually targeted at the right-wing electorate, which still regards the 

Trianon Treaty as a tragedy and a humiliating event in the history of Hungary (Verseck, 2022). 

So Orbán's Ukraine policy prioritises domestic and other foreign policy issues instead of the 

country itself (Verseck, 2022). 

Orbán distinguishes between the people of Hungary and the invaders. The invaders are evil, and 

they pose an existential threat. Immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers are the evil invaders. 

Orbán posits. Europe is now under invasion" (Verseck, 2022). Orbán argues that the invaders 

have internal accomplices within Hungary and the European Union. He regards these people as 

enemies. He calls them the global elite, mainly the European Union and the West. At the March 

15th rally in Budapest, Orbán said to the attendees, “Their (the opposition) task is to win power 

and implement the grand plan; to break Hungary, which is part of immigrants” (Than 2018).  

In an interview on Good Friday in 2015, Orbán further warned about the threat of migration and 

its recent consequences: 
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My task would be more difficult if there had not been that attack when they kicked down the door on us, invaded 

Hungary, violated our laws, and marched across Hungary in their hundreds of thousands. However, that is what 

happened, and we all saw it. It was not so long ago, but in 2015. (Roylance, 2018) 

Orbán Calls on conservative Hungarians who share the same sentiment to protect the identity of 

Hungary by saying “the people" that populists claim to be fighting are regarded as homogenous. 

In the case of Hungary, Orbán believes that these people, "true Hungarians," share one religion, 

Christianity. In the summer of 2017, Orbán delivered a speech at a gathering in Transylvania 

titled "Europe is de-Christianising." This speech warned of the erosion of Hungarian identity. 

Here, he also cites the great displacement conspiracy; in this case, the "national identity of 

Hungary is being replaced by a new, mixed, Islamised Europe (Than, 2018). He blames the 

corrupt global elite aided by the European Union's bureaucrats in Brussels, to whom Hungary 

has surrendered a significant amount of its sovereignty and is poised to permit the flooding of the 

continent with millions of Muslim migrants. Orbán emphasises his point by saying, "The main 

question over the next few decades is this: Will Europe remain the continent of the Europeans?" 

(Than 2018). Orbán has, on many occasions, vowed that he is the right person to preserve 

Hungarian sovereignty and the Christian way of life. On March 2, 2018, in an interview on 

Kossuth Radio, Orbán uttered disparaging remarks warning of the existential threat immigrants 

present: 

 The reason we do not want to become an immigrant country is not only because that would bring with it terrorism 

and crime and would expose our womenfolk and daughters to danger, but also because our cultural identity, too, 

would weaken and gradually evaporate. We know all this. (Roylance, 2018) 

 Another interview with Pannon RTV in Subotica, Serbia, on March 27, 2018, again Orbán 

alludes to the existential threat migration poses:  

Hungarians are an endangered species. We are a community that, once it makes a mistake in an election, can find 

itself in deep trouble. I think many people would like to see the end of Christian Europe. They believe that if they 

replace its cultural subsoil and bring in millions of people from new ethnic groups not rooted in Christian culture, 

they will transform Europe according to their conception, making the continent a better place. We utterly reject this. 

(Roylance, 2018) 

 This rhetoric fits the populist notion that the people are the forgotten ones. Orbán does not only 

argue that "the people" are the forgotten ones, but he emphasises that an influx of migrants will 

lead to "the people" becoming even more marginalised in the future. 
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 Before the April 8, 2018, elections, Orbán delivered an alarmist and anti-migrant speech at the 

inauguration of a new facility in the village of Szirmabesenyő on March 27, 2018, where he said:  

If the country makes the wrong decision on April 8, if we fail to learn from the mistakes of Western European 

countries, and if we take the same direction with our immigration policy, the growth of the Hungarian economy will 

come to a standstill. The burden accompanying such a policy would crush the life out of us. (Roylance, 2018) 

 Here, he uses the economic insecurity rhetoric, which natives of many countries fear will 

happen if their immigration uncontrollably takes place. 

 On March 7, 2018, in an interview with the local council newspaper of Józsefváros, Orbán 

dramatically alerted Hungarians by adopting a social-cultural insecurities argument to 

substantiate his position that the people who are forgotten and marginalised now will further 

suffer more losses if they entertain the idea of an open-door policy to migration:  

The spectacular display of power from the non-Christian cultures of Africa and Asia that we experienced in 2015 

alerted everyone to the fact that we must change our way of thinking. The economy, healthcare, education, and city 

development are all important, but these achievements are worth nothing if, in the meantime, we lose our own 

culture. (Roylance, 2018) 

 In his March 15, 2018, speech commemorating the 170th anniversary of the 1848 revolution, 

Hungary's prime minister further raised the alarm over the dangers of Europe being too 

welcoming of migrants; Europe and Hungary stand at the epicentre of a civilisational struggle:  

We are confronted with a mass population movement that is an imminent danger to the order and way of life we 

have known up until now. Europe is now under invasion. If we allow it to happen, in the next one or two decades, 

tens upon tens of millions will set out for Europe from Africa and the Middle East. (Roylance, 2018) 

 Orbán is at odds with the European Union for refusing to comply with the EU-mandated "quota" 

of asylum seekers. In 2015, Orbán built a razor-wire fence to keep migrants at bay. Orbán has 

used the quota plan as a weapon against Brussels. He has gone as far as approaching the Court of 

Justice. When he did not prevail in court, he resorted to the classic tactic of populism and held a 

referendum on this issue. Ninety-eight per cent voted against the EU-mandated "quota'; however, 

the turnout was only 44 per cent. He then sent "National consultation letters" to every household 

in Hungary, "with a poster encouraging the citizens to "Stop Brussels" (Buckley & Byrne, 2018). 

The use of a referendum and the "national consultation" bodes well with the populist idea that 

Orbán is close to "the people," he is accessible, and he knows the general will of the people, the 

volonté Générale. 
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 The idea of the “general will” of the people is central to populist rhetoric. Populists tend to be 

anti-pluralists. They believe they are the only ones who are competent enough to represent the 

people. Orbán is no different from any other populist. Orbán's government has used "the general 

will of the people" rhetoric to justify passing a new constitution. He has argued that the new 

constitution was designed to restore some of the sovereignty wrongly surrendered to the global 

elite (mainly the European Union and the United States of America). Some analysts have 

expressed concern over the independence of the judiciary. These concerns are reinforced by the 

fact that Orbán has appointed most of his cronies to critical positions (Buckley & Byrne, 2018). 

Orbán has used propaganda to control the narrative of who is fit to "lead the people." The state-

owned media has become a mouthpiece and propaganda machine for the Orbán government. The 

government has also helped pro-government oligarchs purchase independent media (Buckley & 

Byrne, 2018). Since Orbán and his party regard themselves as the only chosen ones to further the 

people's will, only their voices should be heard by the people. Everyone who disagrees with 

them is the enemy of the people and not worth being listened to. These enemies of the people 

range from opposition parties and civil groups to non-governmental organisations. 

 In keeping with the idea that all his decisions are dictated by the general will of the people, in an 

interview with the German newspaper Bild, Orbán said this about migration: 

 I can only speak for the Hungarian people, and they do not want any migration, in my understanding, the people 

can't have a will on a fundamental issue and for the government not to comply with it.(Schultheis, 2018)  

So, Orbán argues that by investing time and resources to curb the influx of migrants, he is merely 

fulfilling the people's will. Orbán has in the past implied that Angelo Merkel's open-door refugee 

policy backfired because the policy went against the people's general will (Schultheis, 2018.) 

 Orbán has rebuked those leaders who have been critical of his stance on migration. He has at 

times complained that Hungary has never colonised any country. Why should Hungary bear the 

consequences of the failures of the former colonisers? He argues that the global elite "Should 

focus on fixing conditions "where the problem lies" and prevent potential migrants from 

reaching the continent (Schultheis, 2018). The fact that most countries that have Christianity as 

the majority religion tend to experience less civil unrest, while Muslim-majority countries are 

marred in civil strife, which has resulted in the Islam religion being associated with terrorism, 

provides ammunition to opportunists like Orbán to use moral values founded on the Christian 

faith to "other" Muslims. Since the general will is based on morality and is anti-pluralism, it is 

straightforward for people who are deprived of exposure to an independent press to believe that 
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Muslim migrants and, to some degree, any other religious followers are evil (comparable to 

'devil worshipers), a threat, not part of "the people," and deserve to be kept out of Hungary. 

5.1.2.  The Elite and the General Will of the People 

 According to Viktor Orbán and Fidesz, the “elite” in Hungary mainly consists of foreign or 

external actors. It comprises the European Union, the West, multinational corporations, 

international liberal institutions, Soros and his civil organisations/non-governmental 

organisations, and pro-EU and West Hungarian actors: the left-wing opposition. This section 

attempts to prove that the populist rhetoric used by Orbán to win the citizen's votes centres 

around the thesis that the elite are selfish: everything they do is for their benefit; they are fake 

politicians, part of a corrupt or faulty system; and they are not part of the nation but foreigners 

(unwelcome guests). Populists' rhetoric argues that the elite is evil, and they threaten everything 

that "the people" need to preserve. The elite's interests are mutually exclusive to those of "the 

people." Since the elite is a threat to people's sovereignty, responsible for the marginalisation of 

"the people, and is foreign, they do not have the nation's interest at heart and should never be 

given a chance to govern the country. 

 In a March 15, 2018, Speech commemorating the 170th anniversary of the 1848 revolution, 

Orbán gave a brave and concise statement on the state of the elite and "true Hungarian relations. 

He argued that there is constant conflict between: “True Hungarians and a transnational 

conspiracy that also includes the domestic nemesis of the people" (Freedom House, 2018).  

Orbán also implies that some global elite behaves like imperialists and colonists. They are 

carrying out advanced and sophisticated modern-day conquests. They believe that the whole 

world is their homeland. In this speech, Orbán mentions that the elite is attacking the identity of 

Hungary. A divided people are easier to rule, and the elite is obsessed with globalisation because 

it dilutes the purity of "the people." A mixed-race/impure nation will result in a divided nation, 

and the elite's wishes will be fulfilled. The entire nation will be under the rule of the" evil elite" 

(Freedom House, 2018). Orbán utters these words:  

We must fight against an opponent different from us. Their faces are not visible but are hidden from view; they do 

not fight directly but by stealth; they are not honourable but unprincipled; they are not national but international; 

they do not believe in work but speculate with money; they have no homeland, but feel that the whole world is 

theirs. They are not generous but vengeful and always attack the heart—especially if it is red, white, and green. 

(Freedom House, 2018.) 
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 In this speech, Orbán further warns that the elite is coaxing the people to hand over their country 

to foreigners who have no roots in Hungary and have 'alien' cultures and traditions. Orbán says 

that the global elite has already co-opted the domestic opposition parties. They have joined the 

global elite to assimilate the rest of the Hungarian population, including "the people." In his own 

words, Orbán posits: 

Now they want us to hand our country over to others voluntarily. They want us to hand it over to foreigners from 

other continents who do not speak our language and do not respect our culture, laws, or way of life—people who 

want to replace what is ours with theirs. They want that; henceforward, it will increasingly not be us and our 

descendants who live here but others. External forces and international powers want to force all this upon us with 

the help of their allies here in our country.  (Freedom House, 2018) 

 The utterances made in the March 15, 2018, Speech commemorating the 170th anniversary of 

the 1848 Revolution are consistent with Mudde and Kaltwasser's view that populists perceive the 

elite as foreign and not part of the nation. Hungary's prime minister regards the EU as the leader 

of the global elite that is part of a faulty or corrupt system hellbent on stifling the sovereignty of 

Hungary. Following the suspension of Orbán's political party Fidesz from the European People 

in March 2019 for a poster campaign criticising the former European Commission President 

Jean-Claude Juncker, Orbán took a swing at the EU leaders on the radio: "Brussels politicians 

``live in a bubble" and have created a system that has "lost touch with reality." Emma Anderson 

2019). In an interview on a Hungarian radio "Sunday News" program, Orbán told the listeners 

that the only way to restore Hungary’s sovereignty and mitigate the damage that the corrupt and 

faulty Brussels system is causing Hungary is by voting for Fidesz in the following 2019 

European Parliamentary elections and "showing Brussels that what happens in Hungary is what 

Hungarians want." (Emma Anderson 2019) 

 Orbán argues that the criticism he is receiving from Brussels is because he has been exposing 

the ineptness of the EU. He posited, "The people in Brussels are a little cross with us because, at 

the beginning of the election campaign, we carried out an information campaign, which exposed 

the machinations in Brussels. We should not give in; we should not be afraid because the 

opponent complained and attacked us with the indignation of someone whose agenda was 

exposed". (Emma Anderson 2019) 

 In the same speech, Orbán further argues that the politicians in Brussels pride themselves on 

being champions of democracy, yet they lack democratic legitimacy. They lack the discernment 

and foresight to detect the weaknesses and faults of the system they are running. These render 
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them fake politicians and, therefore, fit the populist view of the elite as mock politicians and part 

of a faulty system (Foy, 2016). Orbán makes the following statement: 

The EU bloc is run by Western elites who lack democratic legitimacy. The EU has a severe democratic deficit. 

Everything in the West is cracking; there is a serious lack of legitimacy. (Foy, 2016) 

 Orbán points out that EU member states with large economies benefit more than states with 

small economies. There is an asymmetrical relationship between the great powers and less 

powerful states (Foy, 2016). According to Orbán, the dependency on the Western economies 

deprives the vibrant Eastern economies of the opportunity to be led by the leaders elected by the 

citizens of these countries. The power and influence that the EU wields in Hungary must be re-

evaluated. (Foy, 2016). The prime minister further lambasts the global elite by citing their failed 

foreign policy decisions, such as their failed attempts at exporting democracy to countries such 

as Libya and Egypt through backing regime change (Foy, 2016). This rhetoric reinforces Orbán's 

views on the elite. He reiterates that wherever they go, they leave a trail of destruction and 

suffering; they are not part of the nation, are foreigners who interfere in other nations' affairs for 

their benefit and are incompetent. Orbán does not argue for a complete exit from the EU, but 

Orbán and his party do not want EU laws and policies to encroach on the sovereignty of Hungary 

(Foy, 2016). 

Since Orbán has monopolised the media space in Hungary, the media critical of his government 

almost emanates from the West. Orbán has expressed his displeasure at the dominance of 

Western media by the liberal elite. He perceives these media outlets as hostile toward 

conservatives in Hungary. Orbán believes that the elite media networks tend not to report on the 

negative things the migrants do to ruin Europe for Europeans. According to Orbán, global 

privilege promotes freedom of speech, but whose freedom of speech? Address of those people 

who are puppets of the elite. When Trump was banned from several social media platforms, 

Orbán was vindicated since he had been preaching about the bias and monopoly of the Western 

media. The elite media cares more about political correctness than diversity of views. Banning 

people considered to have transgressed on social media has been very selective in Orbán's eyes. 

The Western elite media does not paint an honest picture of the effects of migration; they do not 

broadcast the events where migrants are doing harmful things. In his speech at the 29th 

Bálványos Summer Open University and Student on July 28, 2018, in Tusnádfürdő (Băile 

Tuşnad), Prime Minister Viktor Orbán expressed his anger over the censorship and bias of the 

Western elite media: 
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The argument we can provide to support our assertion that democracy is absent is that in Western Europe, 

censorship, and restrictions on freedom of speech have become general phenomena. Working together, political 

leaders and technology giants filter news items uncomfortable for the liberal elite. If you do not believe this, visit 

these websites and social media sites, and you will see the ingenious and cunning means by which they restrict 

access to negative news reports on migrants, immigrants, and related topics and how they prevent European citizens 

from facing reality. The liberal concept of freedom of opinion has gone so far that liberals see the diversity of 

opinion as important until they realise, to their shock, that there are different opinions. Liberals' vision of press 

freedom reminds us of the old Soviet joke: However, I try to assemble parts from the bicycle factory, I end up with a 

machine gun." However, when I try to assemble the parts of this liberal press freedom, the result is censorship and 

political correctness. (Freedom House, 2018.) 

As mentioned earlier, according to Orbán and Fidesz, George Soros is another critical elite agent. 

Soros is a 92-year-old multi-billionaire who lives in the United States. He is a hedge fund 

investor and philanthropist born in Hungary in 1930. "His family left Hungary for the United 

Kingdom in 1947 after they were able to hide their Jewish origin during the holocaust" (Archive 

and Feed, 2019). Soros' Open Society Foundation spends many funds supporting organisations 

and individuals fighting for democracy, accountability of governments, freedom of speech and 

expression, law and order equality, and other liberal democratic values worldwide, including in 

Hungary. Out of the $105 million spent in Europe, almost $7 million went towards promoting 

liberal and democratic values in Hungary (Open Foundations, 2022) in 2020. Orbán has been 

consistently at loggerheads with Soros, whom he accuses of promoting the great replacement 

conspiracy. He passionately argues that Soros plans to flood Hungary and Europe with migrants. 

Soros has been subjected to intense criticism, even anti-Semitism at times. In public places, 

posters of Soros laughing with the caption "Do not let Soros have the last laugh" (Archive and 

Feed, 2019). Other billboards were utterly antisemitic. One was defaced with new words saying, 

"Stinking Jew" (Archive and Feed, 2019). 

On March 30, 2018, in a Good Friday interview on Kossuth Radio, Orbán likened Soros and the 

pro-democracy non-governmental organisations and individuals to a private army operating in 

Hungary to try and overthrow the government. He asserted that the success of these mercenaries 

would result in the fruition of Soros' Plan to hand over the country to immigrants. To quote his 

words: "According to the statements of officers in the Soros mercenary army, we know that 

around two thousand people in Hungary are being paid to work towards bringing down the 

government in the current election campaign and to create a new pro-immigration government 

acceptable to George Soros.… We know precisely who these people are; we know names." 

(Freedom House, 2018.). 
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In the March 15, 2018, Speech commemorating the 170th anniversary of the 1848 revolution, 

Orbán equates Soros and the non-state actors that he funds to the actual political opposition in 

Hungary. He regards the internal de jure opposition as too weak to pose the same threat that 

Soros and his stooges pose. Hungary's prime minister seems to argue that the "true Hungarian 

people" should perceive the Soros camp as aspiring modern-day colonists. In this speech extract, 

he warns: 

We do not need to fight the anaemic little opposition parties, but an international network that is organised into an 

empire. We are up against media outlets maintained by foreign concerns and domestic oligarchs, professionally 

hired activists, troublemaking protest organisers, and a chain of NGOs financed by an international speculator, 

summed up by and embodied in the name 'George Soros. (Freedom House, 2018) 

 According to the ideational approach, populists regard the elite as motivated by greed, foreign, 

corrupt, part of the faulty system, and not honest politicians. Associating the Soros camp with 

colonialism, neo-colonialism, imperialism, and neo-imperialism serves Orbán well in his mission 

of vilifying whoever he considers part of the elite, including Soros and his partners and allies. 

Invaders tend not to care about the socio-cultural setting of the country they are invading, the 

tangible material benefits of the natives, the exploitation of the people, or the resources of a 

nation. Populists also argue that the elite are not honest politicians. The way Orbán and Fidesz 

depict Soros and his non-governmental organisation supports this populist argument. They 

consider Soros and his domestic "enemies of the people'' de facto political parties. Orbán 

believes that Soros indirectly stood for office in the Hungarian elections through his self-funded 

independent candidates to further his interests in Hungary's political system (Freedom House, 

2018). He opines: 

We must be prepared for a situation in which ultimately, in every constituency, our candidate will be standing 

against one Soros candidate... We must be prepared for them to adopt disguises, like last time, when they hid behind 

a candidate posing as an independent. They dare not admit the identity of their master. After the election, we will 

seek amends—moral, political, and legal amends—but we cannot waste our strength or our time on that now 

(Freedom House, 2018). 

 Orbán refutes the argument that immigration is good for Europe, as the continent is 

experiencing negative population growth. According to data from Euronews, the natural 

population of the European Union has been declining since 2012 (Euronews, 2023). 

Internationalists argue that negative growth results in a decrease in the labour force and an 

increase in citizens relying on state social security such as pensions; therefore, immigration can 

help increase the labour force, especially for young and skilled people. Orbán substantiated his 
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argument in a speech he delivered at the closing event for the National Consultation on June 27 

in Budapest. He states that immigration is unnecessary since unemployment has increased in 

Europe. He asserts that most immigrants who reach Europe are not skilled enough to enter the 

European labour market. "Yet another such argument is that it would best serve our economic 

interest to use immigration to manage Europe's serious demographic problems and the resulting 

labour shortage. Those putting forward this argument do not seem to be bothered by the fact that 

the cat is now out of the bag: throughout Europe, except for a few countries, unemployment is 

high, particularly among the young, and only a tiny proportion of the immigrants who have 

arrived so far have entered work." Hungary Today, 2017) 

 In the same speech, Orbán admired former US President Donald Trump's 'America First policy'. 

He said: 

We have enthusiastically applauded the President of the United States for thinking precisely as we do when he says, 

America First. We say the same: Hungary first, and then everyone else.  (Hungary Today, 2017).  

Orbán Argues that if Hungarians are out of work, immigrants should not be given jobs. He posits 

that even menial jobs must be reserved for native Hungarians. The minimum wage must be 

increased to make low-skill and menial jobs more appealing to "the true people of Hungary. The 

prime minister calls himself a Eurorealist and believes that no nation may be given orders on 

who it should live alongside in its own country, as that can only be a nation’s sovereign decision. 

On this question, national and community sovereignty must take priority over the interests and 

arguments of the global elite (Hungary Today, 2017). 

 According to Orbán, although Hungary has been experiencing macroeconomic success, his 

detractors have not stopped criticising him. Here, Orbán uses one of the leading populist views 

of the elite: the view that the elite is selfish and in power for their benefit. Orbán argues that he is 

not credited for his economic policy success because he prioritises "the people of Hungary" over 

anyone else. The elite and their cronies despise him for this, and he makes this statement: 

 This means that when we are successful—as you have also heard the figures—the money that we generate and the 

performance we deliver benefit someone. Who receives this benefit? That is the question. We will always be in 

dispute with the global elite—the global political and economic elite—because they would like the Hungarian 

national economy to succeed in producing fine macroeconomic indicators that benefit them first and the Hungarian 

people only secondarily. We believe the opposite, however: we want an economic policy that primarily benefits the 

Hungarian people and only secondarily benefits the global elite. (Hungary Today, 2017). 
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Concluding Remarks 

 Orbán vehemently argues that "the People" in Hungary are pure white, Christian, and ethnic 

Hungarians. The government must protect the true "Hungarian people" from evil invaders in the 

form of migrants and the global elite. The people are sovereign in their country. The global elite 

has marginalised most people. The global elite wants to flood Hungary with migrants to take 

over the country. Multiculturalism threatens the unity of Hungarians. The elite seeks to divide 

and conquer Hungary as they did "darker nations" in the past. Ethnic Hungarians need to be 

protected inside Hungary and in the diaspora. The ethnic Hungarians who lost Hungarian 

citizenship during the signing of the Treaty of Trianon on June 4, 1920, are part of "the True 

Hungarian nation." The territory lost during the Treaty of Trianon needs to be returned to its 

rightful owners, "the Hungarian people." Orbán has adopted policies that he believes protect 

Hungarians from aliens, such as refusing to accept the EU migrant quotas, overtly and covertly 

providing citizenship to ethnic Hungarians scattered around Eastern Europe, advocating for dual 

citizenship for ethnic Hungarians in the diaspora, and protesting sanctions imposed on Russia 

due to the invasion of Ukraine. Orbán's hostility towards Ukraine is because of its alleged 

treatment of ethnic Hungarians. Another critical policy decision Orbán took that was not 

discussed extensively in the ideational approach is the policy incentivising fertility growth for 

ethnic Hungarians. To mitigate the demand for migrants and ensure that the country remains in 

the hands of "the true Hungarian people," Orbán introduced some tax income exemptions for 

larger families (Archive and Feed, 2019). This has resulted in a modest increase in the fertility 

rate. 

 The Fidesz party and Orbán believe they are the only ones who know what "the general will of 

the people” is. There is no need for "the people" to listen to what the opposition has to say. Only 

the government's voice matters. There is no need for plurality. Hungary has two homogenous 

groups: "the good and pure people" and the other homogeneous group that is evil, corrupt, fake, 

selfish, and anti-Hungarian nation elite. Unlike in most parties, where the elite usually is 

domestic actors, in this Hungary case study, the focus is on the external elite, the global elite, the 

EU, and the rest of the West. However, George Soros and his domestic non-governmental 

organisations are Orbán's and Fidesz's 'sworn enemies.' The civil organisations that Soros funds 

promote liberal values and an open society. Fidesz and Orbán believe they are the only ones 

enlightened enough to know what people want (what the general will is). The elite is hellbent on 

taking away Hungary's sovereignty. Orbán argues that he is there to defend Hungarians' 
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sovereignty and way of life. To that end, all he needs is for "the true Hungarian people" in 

Hungary and the diaspora to pledge allegiance to him and his political party, Fidesz. 

 5.2. Barr’s theory of "maverick" or "outsider" and Laclau’s crisis of representation 

An anti-establishment position is a stance usually considered irrelevant to the dominant 

established or mainstream political terrain; however, it will not be accurate to expect all populists 

to emerge outside of the establishment. Barr argues that populists appear in two different ways: 

as an outsider, somebody who is genuinely independent and got into the political sphere as an 

alternative to the mainstream or establishment (Barr, 2009: 30), and as a maverick who started at 

the core of the establishment but has "changed their ways and broken away (Barr, 2009: 34). 

It would be appropriate to view Orbán as a maverick. As extensively discussed in Chapter 4, 

Orbán and Fidesz started as part of the establishment, promoting the principal liberal democratic 

ideals: pluralism, an open and inclusive society, and a free market-based economy, but as time 

progressed, Orbán abandoned the liberal democratic plans and adopted populism to remain in 

power as long as possible (Zalan, 2016). Fidesz and Orbán have used the failures of liberal 

democracy in several election campaigns to launch their populist agenda. The prime minister has 

dubbed his form of democracy "illiberal democracy" (Zalan, 2016). Now that he and his party 

are in power, he is an autocrat who has found a new elite to vilify. 

As mentioned earlier in this dissertation, Laclau posits that whenever there is a crisis of 

representation, the established system breaks down, and the electorate loses faith and trust in the 

establishment. This makes the citizens vulnerable to populist rhetoric, which offers simple 

solutions for complex problems (Laclau, 2005:137). They may even abandon the democratic 

process as they are courted by a" messiah" or "strongman who is going to rescue them from a 

crisis they are experiencing and transform the system so that it works in favour of "the people." 

As discussed earlier, the "outsider" presents himself/herself as brand new and has played no part 

in the crisis of representation. At the same time, the maverick portrays himself as "a born again" 

politician, who, as soon as they realised that the system was no longer representing the people, 

decided to break away and establish a new platform where they can advocate for the interests of 

"the people” (Roberts, 2017: 290). 

Laclau’s breakdown of Linkages will be used in this research to explain the breakdown of 

linkages between the establishment (the Hungarian Socialist Party) and the electorate (Lawson, 

2017:290) and to show how Orbán and Fidesz capitalised on the failures of the MSZP (the 



52 

 

52 

 

Hungarian Socialist Party). In this dissertation, the author argues that since Orbán and Fidesz 

took office, the domestic elite has been neutralised through the capturing of the state: the capture 

of public institutions, the appointment of a loyalist in the judiciary, manipulation of the electoral 

system; using rouge methods of collecting personal data during the election, amendment of the 

constitution, monopolising the media; Turning state media into his propaganda machine, helping 

his cronies buy-out the independent press, stripping rights and rewards to media outlets that are 

critical of him, imposing advertising tax to non-state owned media, suppressing civil society and 

academic freedom, waging a war of words through bias media against influential advocates of 

democracy (such as George Soros), vilifying any opposition in Hungary, using the state 

resources to win-over mostly those who are vulnerable and many other methods. As discussed in 

the fourth chapter, Hungary has been experiencing democratic backsliding or autocratisation 

since Orbán took office. The new elite are now mostly external players (global elite). The author 

assumes that Orbán regarded the elite as the establishment before Fidesz came to power, mainly 

the Hungarian Socialist Party and their coalition) Moreover, from 2010 to today, the elite is 

identified by Orbán, the EU, George Soros, his non-governmental organisations,  and the West in 

general (global elite). According to Orbán, these key foreign players are the mortal enemies of 

"the people”. 

A few reasons may cause a breakdown of linkages between the establishment and voters. In this 

dissertation, all five linkages are relevant: clientelist, directive, participatory, electoral, and 

representational. Orbán and Fidesz took power from the Hungarian Socialist Party in 2010. As a 

result, to explain the breakdown of linkages between the Hungarian Socialist Party and the 

electorate, the author will provide a brief background on the events before the fall of the last 

Hungarian Socialist Party's term in office, between 2006 and 2010. 

The Hungarian Socialist Party dramatically lost popularity. Some analysts argue it was the worst 

decrease in public support since Hungary transitioned into the new democratic dispensation 

(Enyedi 2007: 116–134). According to Nagy & Róna (2012), the drop-in help was not caused by 

a sudden change in attitudes or structural characteristics of Hungarian society. The breakdown of 

linkages can be attributed to three fundamental problems: austerity measures, failed reform 

policies, and corruption scandals (Nagy & Róna, 2012: 1). The constant news of adverse events 

pushed even further away those who were disgruntled with the Hungarian social party. This laid 

fertile ground for the emergence of a populist party and leader (Fidesz and Orbán) who offered 

simplistic solutions to complex problems. 
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5.2.1. The Austerity Measures 

After winning the elections in April 2006, the Hungarian Socialist Party (MZSP) adopted 

austerity measures. Despite the austerity measures going against the promises made during the 

election campaign, the austerity measures were called the New Balance Program. In this 

program, austerity measures such as increased gas by 30% and electricity by 10%–14% were 

implemented, while the average VAT rate was raised by 15%–20%, and workers' contributions 

towards their social security were also presented. This package also included the rise of 

enterprise taxes and retrenchment in the public sector (Financial Times, 2006). 

The increase in electricity rates, VAT, and gas marked a significant breakdown of linkage. These 

breakdowns of linkages fall under clientelistic, directive, representational, and participatory 

examinations of linkages. This is the reason for this classification: austerity measures betrayed 

the electorate. During its campaign trail, the Socialist Party vowed that it would never implement 

austerity measures, so the decision to implement austerity measures did not represent the 

interests of the party's supporters. The voters neither participated in the crafting of the austerity 

measures policy nor were they consulted. The gas, electricity, and VAT rate increase will 

directly affect everyone, including those with low incomes and the working class. The increase 

in business tax affected the employment rate since running a business became unaffordable to 

some companies. The private sector employs many people, some loyal to the socialist party. The 

layoffs in the public sector decreased the popularity of the prime minister and the Hungarian 

socialist party. The increase in the contribution towards social security affects every citizen. 

However, they were never allowed to consent (before the referendum) to this policy decision or 

be made aware of it during the Hungarian socialist party's election campaign. 

The political turmoil worsened for the Hungarian socialist party, particularly during the debate 

regarding healthcare reforms, the time when the social referendum took place, and then again 

when the coalition between the Socialist Party and liberal SZDSZ The Socialist Party lost in the 

referendum, which was about healthcare reforms: the abolition of fees for certain medical 

services; hospital care fees; doctor’s consultation fees, and education reforms; reduction of 

education fees. All the prices were revoked. The public's trust in the government decreased 

rapidly, from 40% in June 2008 to 72% by August 2008 (Medián, 2010). Prime Minister Ferenc 

Gyurcsány's ratings also plummeted (Nagy & Róna, 2012: 10). Any increase in health and 

education costs is bound to hurt every citizen, directly or indirectly. The failure of this 

referendum represents a clientelistic and direct breakdown in linkages between the voters and the 
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Hungarian party. It also proves that the party no longer represents the interests of most 

Hungarians; hence, it also shows a breakdown in representation linkages. 

In the wake of the leak of a secret speech of the then prime minister Gyurcsány, in which he 

admits to lying for a year and a half about the state of the Hungarian economy and the dire need 

to adopt policy reforms to win the elections (Aljazeera, 2006), the popularity of the Hungarian 

socialist party continued to decline drastically. The study conducted by the Median Research 

Institute revealed that in May 2006, 55% of respondents said they still had faith in the Prime 

Minister; that figure decreased to 34% by August (Median, 2010). The decrease in the 

government's credibility preceded the leak of the secret speech, and the address reinforced the 

damaging process. The deceitful private speech before the elections represents a breakdown of 

electoral linkages. Some supporters might have even regretted voting for the Hungarian Socialist 

Party in the first place. It can also be regarded as another breakdown of representation linkages 

since they are no longer sure if they would have chosen the party to represent them had they 

known everything the Socialist Party hid from them. 

The first round of austerity measures corresponded with a loss of political trust and credibility, 

which exacerbated Prime Minister Gyurcsány's predicament. His response to the financial crisis 

and the loss in approval ratings catalysed his resignation. The global financial crisis led to an 

economic catastrophe, which compelled the Hungarian government to approach the IMF and the 

EU for assistance. Specific Changes in the public sector had to occur, such as making the 13th-

month salary available to public servants 62 years old and above and limiting the amount to 260 

Euros (Wall Street Journal). When the new prime minister took office, the Hungarian socialist 

party had 15% in the polls, while by December 2009, the figure had increased slightly to 16% 

(Median, 2010). As societies modernise, advances in core industries such as medical technology 

allow people to live longer. This means that the number of senior citizens who are reliant on the 

state social security system is increasing, so any changes that are made regarding pension funds 

and other state grants result in a significant decline in support among senior citizens and younger 

citizens who pay taxes (some of whom benefit from their elderly relatives’ pensions). This is 

another breakdown of direct and clientelistic linkages. 

5.2.2. Failed Reform Policies 

The Hungarian Socialist Party government's initial strategy was to restore balance in the fiscus 

and implement policy reforms in the early days of its term, hoping that the economic growth and 

gains of the reforms would increase the chances of them being voted again into office in the 
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following elections (New York Times 2007). The reform policies did not just yield the desired 

results; they also broke down the linkages between the Socialist Party and the electorate, even 

for those who had not deserted the party due to implementing the austerity measures. After the 

2006 electoral victory, out of all the reform policies that Ferenc Gyurcsány promised to adopt, 

i.e., healthcare, education, and public administration, healthcare reforms were at the core of his 

political agenda (Median, 2010). The proposed reforms in public administration did not have that 

much of a negative effect, while reforms regarding education did result in sporadic social unrest 

as students organised public protests. Healthcare reforms and education policies marked a 

breakdown of both clientelistic and direct linkages because an increase in healthcare and 

education affects every citizen directly or indirectly. These were perceived by some voters as 

austerity measures by other means. 

The effect of the implementation of healthcare reforms was so damaging that the Hungarian 

Socialist Party’s popularity declined more than in the period after the secret Őszöd speech. In 

March 2007, the support of the prime minister and the Hungarian socialist party plummeted by 

5%. The healthcare reform policies caused a fragmentation in relations between the socialist 

party and its coalition partner, the Liberal Free Democrats. Comprehensive reports in the media 

regarding this conflict gave Fidesz a golden opportunity to spread its anti-market rhetoric. The 

fact that the health minister was from the liberal party made things even more complicated for 

the social party. The Socialist Party suffered a heavy loss of support from the healthcare policy 

reform; ironically, most party members disapproved of the healthcare reforms. The 25% MZSP 

enjoyed in September 2007 dropped to 20% (Median, 2010). The reform policies' disagreements 

between the Hungarian Socialist Party and the Liberal Party resulted in a protracted debate 

among the MSZP party leaders. (Eurofound 2008). This fragmentation inside the Socialist Party 

and the ruling coalition with the Liberal Free Democrats reveals that the parties probably no 

longer represent the interests of the people who voted for them (Nagy & Róna, 2012:12). 

Gyurcsány was torn between the proverbial rock and a hard place since he acknowledged that 

some forms of liberal solutions that were being suggested by their coalition partner (the liberal 

SZDSZ) were plausible, while most of the Socialist Party's members were utterly opposed to 

such policy reforms. The Socialists vociferously argued that the state should continue to play a 

dominant role in providing healthcare services. The results were a combination of several private 

and public health insurance providers. This is another severe policy decision the government 

took without broad public consultation. They should have held elections so that their drastic 

policy changes were in the voters' interest. This is a classic example of a breakdown of 
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representation and participatory linkages. The 'social referendum that was held in 2008 was a 

failure for the Socialist Party as people voted for the abolishment of the policy reforms that he 

was proposing, but a success for participatory democracy (Nagy & Róna, 2012:13). The prime 

minister's liberal policies harmed the orthodox leftist nature of the Hungarian Socialist Party. A 

survey conducted in 2009 revealed that only 25 per cent of the population considered the 

Socialist Party a party representing the interests of people experiencing poverty and the working 

class. In contrast, more than 60 per cent regarded the Hungarian Social Party as a conduit for 

furthering the interests of the elite (Tóth 2011:187). 

5.2.3. Corruption Scandals 

Besides the policy reforms and austerity measures that were the centre of attention in the first 

two years, another issue that dominated the 2006–2010 MSZP term was the corruption scandals 

implicating the MSZP politicians. These scandals began a year and a half into the second 

Gyurcsány government; however, when the first scandal erupted, the Zuschlag-affair, a 

corruption affair involving the leadership of the youth wing of the Hungarian Socialist 

organisation, created massive pandemonium. The arrest of János Zuschlag and the following trial 

dominated the press to a point where it became the top news matter on the political agenda in 

May 2008 and February 2009 (Nagy & Róna, 2012: 14). 

The gravity of corruption cases in determining the political agenda was evident again when a real 

estate scandal in Erzsébetváros district (Budapest) had a similar impact in the last two years of 

MSZP's term. When the scandal first surfaced in December 2008, only 'local' SZDSZ (MSZP's 

coalition partner) politicians were regarded as suspected culprits. However, the story spread like 

wildfire and became a significant item on the political agenda. The subsequent arrest of György 

Hunvald, the MSZP's mayor, dominated the media, taking centre stage in the political agenda 

(Budapest Times, 2009). However, the main item about these corruption scandals that proved to 

be the most damaging for the Socialist Party was the revelation that the former mayor continues 

to be on the state’s payroll while still under arrest. 

Under the premiership of Bajnai, financial crime scandals continued to play a damaging role 

until the defeat of the Hungarian Socialist Party in the 2010 elections. The failure of the efforts 

made by the Bajnai government to curb the crisis was made worse by the four BKV corruption 

scandals and the Hunvald matter discussed above. The awarding of a 300,000-euro severance 

package for the human resources manager of the Department of Transport topped the news item 

that influenced the political agenda for the entire summer season. This scandal went as far as 
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implicating the socialist Vice mayor of Budapest, Miklós Hagyó (Budapest Times, 2010). From 

the beginning of 2010, voters were bombarded with more news of the Department of Transport's 

corruption scandals, such as the Nokia Box affair, which revealed that politicians were using 

mobile phones to launder cash. These corruption scandals provided ammunition for the 

opposition to capitalise on anti-corruption and anti-establishment rhetoric during the 2010 

election campaign. The populists used this message to distance themselves from the failures of 

the ruling establishment. Orbán and Fidesz brand themselves as the enlightened ones with what it 

takes to rescue "the people '' from this crisis. (Nagy & Róna, 2012:15). 

Corruption represents a breakdown of all five linkages: clientelistic linkages, directive linkages, 

participatory linkages, electoral linkages, and representational linkages. Citizens vote politicians 

into office so that they can improve their lives. This entails receiving materialistic and non-

materialistic benefits (clientelistic linkages). For a party to remain relevant and in office, it must 

care for voters, especially those who voted them into office. It requires much assistance from the 

state, mainly the working class and people experiencing poverty (direct linkages). Corruption 

tends to have more of a negative effect on the marginalised. When politicians get involved in 

corruption, it goes against the interests of the citizens or voters; therefore, they are no longer 

representing the voters (representational linkages). Since corruption is bad for society, the 

electorate is always kept in the dark and does not participate in the decision-making process 

(participatory linkages). Regarding the electoral linkage in Hungary's context, Why vote into 

office people who will bribe you with food parcels during the election campaign and then do as 

they please once they resume their term of office? 

 5.3. Hartleb’s Characteristics of Anti-Establishment Parties. 

Before the fall of the Hungarian Socialist Party's coalition, Fidesz met almost all Hartleb's 

characteristics of anti-establishment parties. The author argues that Fidesz is no longer an anti-

establishment party within Hungarian domestic politics. They are now a right-wing populist 

party in power. Their political stance has become part of the mainstream position in the national 

political landscape. As discussed earlier, Fidesz has captured the state and its core institutions 

that uphold democracy to the point where the threat posed by domestic political actors has been 

surpassed by the threat from what the Fidesz party calls "the global elite" (the neutralisation of 

domestic opposition was thoroughly discussed earlier in this dissertation). However, as discussed 

earlier, Fidesz is an anti-establishment party regarding regional and global affairs, particularly 

within the EU and the West. Fidesz labelled the West and the EU "the global elite." The Fidesz 
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party challenges the EU and other non-EU Western countries' cultural, economic, and political 

hegemony. Orbán's party can be regarded as a Eurosceptic party. However, it will be inadequate 

only to reduce what Fidesz sees as the global establishment or elite to the European Union. 

Fidesz and Orbán call their form of democracy "illiberal democracy." Therefore, it is fair to say 

that in Fidesz's eyes, anyone who regards their "illiberal democracy" as illegitimate is the enemy 

of the "true Hungarian people." 

 Hungary has been experiencing rapid autocratization and democratic backsliding; this has meant 

that the ruling Fidesz's political philosophy has become part of the establishment domestically, 

while the opposition's political views are strongly suppressed. The author argues that, in global 

politics, Fidesz exhibits Hartleb's characteristic of anti-establishment parties. Fidesz positions its 

form of "illiberal democracy" as an alternative, pits "the Hungarian people" against "the global 

elite," position itself as not a party of the dominant global elite, give labels to its opposition 

(global elite), positions itself as the defender of the weak and marginalised as they are the 

underdogs and outsiders, claim to be unconventional and unique ( a breath of fresh air), supports 

some form of direct democracy, e.g., the referendum on migration quotas and National 

Consultations Survey campaigns against George Soros Plan attributes its economic success to 

clean governance, simplifies complex issues, cynical about the current global world 

order/politics, uses divisive language in international relations, harbours much hostility towards 

rivals and articulates its message clearly (Hartleb, 2015:44). 

5.4. Discussion of Findings  

5.4.1 Research Question 

 

How can the rise of 'populism' in Hungary since 2010 be explained?" 

 

5.4.1.1 Sub-Research Questions 

 

To what extent does the theory of anti-establishment explain the rapid rise of populism in 

Hungary in 2010?  

5.5. Main Findings of Anti-establishment Theory 
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From the findings of this study, the politics of anti-establishment broadly correspond with the 

rapid rise of populism in Hungary. This section will discuss both the strengths and weaknesses of 

the anti-establishment stance in explaining the rise of populism in Hungary since 2010. 

5.5.1. Strengths of the anti-establishment theory 

The anti-establishment theory helps explain the rise of populism in Hungary. The theory helps 

explain the anti-establishment stance adopted by Fidesz to vilify international critics (global 

elite) in Hungary. The anti-establishment stance taken by Fidesz and Orbán is used to mobilise 

domestic support by exaggerating the fear of the foreign "existential" threat posed by the 

"invading" migrants and the imperialist global elite in the form of the European Union and other 

dominant Western liberal institutions. Fidesz only regards ethnic Hungarians as "true Hungarian 

people". The anti-establishment stance has been reinforced by state capture. Fidesz has used 

tactics and strategies to exploit national crises, such as the 2008 financial crisis and the 2015 

migrant crisis, to strengthen its anti-establishment stance against the global elites. The party has 

incapacitated the legislative checks and balances through various methods such as stifling media 

freedom, appointing loyalists to crucial state administration institutions and turning state media 

into the government's propaganda machine. These actions allow the government to control the 

political agenda.  

The control over these critical institutions allows the government to determine the media 

narrative. As discussed in Chapter One, Laclau defines populism as a discourse resulting from 

the confrontation of different hegemonic discourses in a society that polarises two other social 

groups, the powerful ruling elite, and the people. Mudde and Kaltwasser (2014) posit, “It is 

rather the product of a three-step process involved in radical parties: first the linkage of very 

different demands, then the formation of a collective identity through the recognition of an 

enemy ( the establishment) and finally the effective investment in an element (the leader) that 

represents the people” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2014:6). Control over the media allows Fidesz to 

spread the anti-establishment discourse successfully. The loyalists in key positions also ensure 

that the government narrative is dominant. Orbán and Fidesz have used EU procurement-related 

funds to reward their political allies in the media business through cronyism, nepotism, 

clientelism, and favouritism. Resources are used to silence dissenting voices while amplifying 

pro-Fidesz voices; in this process, Fidesz's populist rhetoric flourishes at the expense of opposing 

views. The anti-establishment stance adopted by Fidesz has also been facilitated by the ability of 

the government to manipulate critical democratic institutions. Populism is anti-pluralism, so 
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Fidesz influences institutions such that they deactivate oversight while consolidating control over 

the government.  

 Hartleb's characteristics of anti-establishment parties were also used to develop the anti-

establishment theory of populism. This research concluded that the Fidesz party inside Hungary 

had become part of the establishment. The country is experiencing rapid democratic backsliding 

due to Fidesz's capture of the state and its core institutions. In the global system, Fidesz is an 

anti-establishment party contesting the dominance of Western liberal values in the international 

arena, choosing to advocate for its form of democracy, which it calls "illiberal democracy." 

Therefore, the theory of anti-establishment is applicable in explaining the rise of populism in 

Hungary, with the elite being "hostile" external actors that pose an existential to the" true 

Hungarian people.” (ethnic Hungarians). However, the anti-establishment theory has its 

limitations. The section below discusses the limitations of the anti-establishment party. 

5.6. Limitations of the anti-establishment theory 

The anti-establishment theory has four fundamental limitations. Firstly, it does not consider the 

role played by the demand side: socio-economic and socio-cultural factors. Secondly, it fails to 

mention the part of institutional weaknesses caused by the effects of state capture. Thirdly, it 

does not consider the lack of mechanisms to stop an outbreak of populism in a liberal 

democracy. Finally, It does not acknowledge the role charismatic leadership played in the rise of 

populism in Hungary. Orban played a central role in the rise of populism in Hungary since 2010. 

The following section discusses the limitations and offers solutions for how the anti-

establishment theory can be improved/developed. 

 

5.6.1. The anti-establishment theory is only a supply-side theory.  

The theory does not consider the demand-side factors such as economic grievances and socio-

cultural factors. An economic calamity or a failed economic policy can create a demand for a 

populist party or leader. For example, the devastating effects of the global financial crisis, in 

which Hungary's economy shrunk by seven per cent, could have caused a longing for a populist 

party and leader who promises heaven and earth and claims to know everything wrong about the 

country. In this, Orbán and Fidesz are the people who promise just that. Orbán and Fidesz won 
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the 2010 elections by running on the promise to fix the political, economic, and social crisis. 

Therefore, the anti-establishment does not consider that support of populism can be bottom-up. 

The anti-establishment theory does not consider that negative values and attitudes towards 

migrants have existed since Hungary transitioned to democracy in 1989-90. Fidesz and Orbán 

did not invent the anti-immigrant sentiments: xenophobia, racism, anti-Semitism, and 

islamophobia. They exploited the already existing attitudes, which have been more prevalent in 

Hungary than in other countries. In a study by the Political Capital Institute, the percentage of 

people who expressed xenophobic values and attitudes increased from 15 per cent in 1992 to 39 

per cent by 2014 and peaked at 67 per cent in 2014 (Hunyadi et al., 2020). The percentage of 

people with positive views about migrants declined way before Fidesz took office. The 2015 

migrant crisis helped Fidesz reinforce the resentment of foreigners and those liberal 

organisations who promoted the migrant quotas—sustained support for Fidesz in Hungary. The 

following section discusses how Fidesz captured the Hungarian State. 

5.6.2. Institutional Weaknesses  

The anti-establishment theory does not acknowledge weak institutions' role in the rise of 

populism. This allows parties with divergent policies and ideologies to emerge. Liberal 

democracy lacks mechanisms to stop an outbreak of populism. In Hungary, institutions have 

been weakened through state capture. Drawing from Auerbach & Kartner’s State Capture 

Theoretical Framework, the author seeks to substantiate the argument that the anti-establishment 

theory overlooks the weakening of Hungary’s state institutions through state capture in 

explaining the rise of populism since 2010. 

5.6.2.1. Auerbach & Kartner’s State Capture Theoretical Framework 

Fidesz has captured the state in Hungary using the following strategies: (1) manipulation of 

crisis, deactivation of controls, (3) milking of cash-cows, i.e., seizing public resources and 

turning them into party's assets, and (4) manipulation of institutions to further their ends. 

(Auerbach & Kartner, 2023: 552). 

 

5.6.2.1.1. Deactivation of controls 

Fidesz has shown a massive appetite for incapacitating the legislative checks and balances since 

their first term in office. For example, patronage: staffing the key institutions with Fidesz 

loyalists, such as the head office of the Prosecutor General, the constitutional court, the 
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precedency of the central bank, and tax revenue (Barrett,2002: 233–287). The Fidesz 

government has transformed the state administration through the replacement of non-loyalists 

with loyalists at all levels in the public sector (Barrett,2002: 233–287; Tóth, 2011:183-203; 

Auerbach & Kartner, 2023: 552;  Magyar, 2016: 50–51). Media freedom has become almost 

non-existent in Hungary due to government harassment and intimidation of independent media 

outlets. State media has become the government's propaganda machine. Most private media are 

no longer accessible since Orbán's cronies own them. The pro-government media outlets were 

rewarded with funds, special rights, and privileges. This allows the silencing of critics and 

lowers the chances of government cronies being investigated and prosecuted (Bátorfy, 2018; 

Erdélyi et al.,2014; Freedom House, 2016; Kingsley &amp Novak, 2018; Pethő &amp Szabó, 

2019). 

5.6.2.1.2. Milking of cash-cows 

For Fidesz, the admission of Hungary to the European Union in 2004 opened floodgates for the 

milking of cash cows. The EU public procurement process linked to the European Union funds 

was the cash cow that was looted  (European Commission, 2015). The EU funds were meant to 

be distributed equitably to every citizen of Hungary; however, Orbán succumbed to cronyism, 

nepotism, clientelism, and favouritism in general (Budapest Sentinel, 2016; Kovács,2015). 

Investigative journalists discovered that the primary beneficiaries of Fidesz's clientelism were 

businesses linked to three men: Mészáros (Orbán's old friend), Simicska (a mayor of Orbán's 

hometown and Tiborcz (son-in-law of Orbán). It might not be easy to accurately link these 

businesses' prosperity with benefits for the ruling party and Orbán. However, all these men have 

been dedicated supporters of Fidesz and Orbán (András, P. 2017). Another classic example of 

cash cow milking by Fidesz is the renationalisation of the tobacco industry, creating a monopoly 

for the Fidesz-ran state and offering his patrons special concessions through awarding public 

tenders to small tobacco stores. The government tender process was legitimately met with a 

massive outcry from the opposition parties due to favouritism towards Fidesz's supporters 

(Thorpe, 2013)  

 5.6.2.1.3. Manipulation of Political Institutions  

When Fidesz returned to power with a qualified majority, that gave them enough support in 

parliament to radically change the legislative system. Within the first two years, Fidesz 

weakened the constitutional court's powers, subverted media freedom, and manipulated the 

electoral system. For instance, Fidesz introduced legal obstacles barring opposition parties from 
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mobilising and coordinating their election campaigns. This is an effective strategy for 

fragmenting the opposition parties. Eventually, manipulating intuitions has created an inherent 

bias in favour of the ruling party (Kovács & Tóth, 2011:183-203; Ilonszki & Várnagy, 2016:169-

172). Fidesz also executed the third set of tactics, ensuring they cemented power inside the state 

administration. For instance, Fidesz changed the selection process of appointing constitutional 

judges by granting appointment powers to the legislature/parliament dominated by Fidesz 

(Auerbach & Kartner, 2023: 552). 

 Fidesz has implemented all three sets of tactics to manipulate the political system of Hungary 

since it took office in 2010, successfully modifying institutions to further their interest at the 

expense of any possible form of opposition. Under the pretense of reforming the institutions to 

make them work better for everyone, Fidesz has made several legislative amendments to 

deactivate oversight over how they govern while consolidating its control over government. 

Other changes introduced by Fidesz include reducing parliamentary sessions from once a week 

to once every three weeks. The evolution of this procedure decreased parliamentary oversight 

and gave Fidesz more power over legislative agenda-setting (Barrett, 2002). The manipulation of 

institutions has been discussed at length in this research. 

 

5. 6.2. Leadership   

Populism tends to be dependent on the rise of a populist leader. The anti-establishment party 

fails to acknowledge the role of the personality of the populist leader.  

The anti-establishment theory does not consider the relevance of Victor Orbán as a charismatic 

populist leader in explaining the rise of populism in Hungary. In Hungary, Viktor Orbán has 

become the defender and protector of the marginalised and the defender of the entire nation 

fighting for Hungary's sovereignty. According to Orbán, the European Union and its allies' 

interests are mutually exclusive to those of the true Hungarians, so Orbán has positioned himself 

as the only legitimate and competent Hungarian freedom fighter. Orbán’s prime airship has 

become synonymous with “ensuring that Hungary stays Hungarian," and the migrant existential 

threat is kept at bay. (Waller, 2016). Orbán took advantage of the fact that he was part of a 

leadership that fought against communism and ushered Hungarians into the new democratic and 

prosperous European political system. The fact that the oppression of communism is fresh to 

many Hungarians works in Orbán's favour. The prime minister understands the gravity of 
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promoting the national interest and security of the country in winning elections (Rajcsányi, 

2018:127).  

5.7. Theory development: Improvements of the Anti-establishment Theory 

The theory omits key factors pivotal in the rise of populism in Hungary since 2010. To refine the 

anti-establishment theory to provide a more accurate and encompassing account of the rise of 

populism, the theory will have to include the demand-side factors: socio-cultural (cultural 

backlash) and socio-economic factors (economic grievances). 

The theory will also have to incorporate charismatic leadership as the supply-side factor. - Viktor 

Orbán, a charismatic leader, played a critical role in the rise of populism. The fact that liberal 

democracy lacks mechanisms to prevent an outbreak of populism and the effects of state capture 

should also be included 

State capture has allowed the Fidesz government to exploit crises, e.g., the refugee crisis and 

global economic crisis incapacitated the legislative checks and balances, looted the state coffers 

to dish out patronage to its cronies and silencing its critics, manipulated political institutions by 

making changes in the legislative system, weakening the powers of the constitutional court, 

subverting media freedom, e.g. harassing and intimidating independent media outlets and 

manipulating the electoral system. 

5.8. Contribution to Current Literature 

 

The current literature on populism heavily exploits the comparative method, which has been 

productive. However, this dissertation has used the single case study method to understand the 

underlying causes of populism in a specific country. This Hungary case study contributes 

towards improving one of the critical theories of populism. It reveals the significance and 

prevalence of other existing theories that are often neglected in the study of populism. This case 

study also provides some insight into what happens when a populist is voted into office, 

particularly the prevalence of capture of the state. The dissertation also points out the pitfalls of 

liberal democracy when preventing the emergence of populism. The research has suggested that 

the elite, which populists often vilify, can comprise anyone who does not share the populist’s 
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views. It does not have to be a state-actor or non-state actor, a foreign or a domestic actor. This 

research also provides some insight into democratic backsliding/autocratisation. 
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6. Conclusion

This dissertation sought to answer the research question: “How can the rise of 'populism' in 

Hungary since 2010 be explained?" and the sub-research question: “To what extent does the 

theory of anti-establishment explain the rapid rise of populism in Hungary in 2010?” 

The first chapter set out the aims, significance, and hypothesis and provided a literature review 

regarding populism. The chapter sought to ascertain a concrete definition of populism. However, 

the literature revealed no consensus on the meaning of populism. The concept of populism is 

very contentious. 

The second chapter provided a theoretical framework for understanding the causes of populism, 

looking at ten widely touted causes of populism, including the anti-establishment approach. The 

anti-establishment theory was discussed in detail.  

The third chapter provided the research methodology and design drawn from Carstens’ (2019) 

research. The chapter discussed how Mudde and Kaltwasser's ideational approach, Barr’s theory 

of the "outsider" or "maverick", Laclau’s crisis of representation, Barr’s breakdown of linkages 

and Hartleb’s anti-establishment party’s characteristics were going to be combined to ascertain 

the relevance of the anti-establishment theory in explaining the rapid rise of populism in 

Hungary since 2010.  

The fourth chapter provided a detailed overview of the rapid rise of populism in Hungary since 

2010. This chapter sheds light on the fast pace of democratic backsliding in Hungary. 

The fifth chapter applied the anti-establishment theory in the case of Hungary as set out in the 

research methodology. This chapter revealed that the anti-establishment theory is very 

illuminating in explaining the rise of populism. However, more is needed. It leaves out key 

factors also responsible for the rise of populism in Hungary since 2010.  

The theory omits key factors pivotal in the rise of populism in Hungary since 2010. To refine the 

anti-establishment theory to provide a more accurate and encompassing account of the rise of 

populism, the theory will have to include the demand-side factors: socio-cultural (cultural 

backlash) and socio-economic factors (economic grievances). Viktor Orbán, a charismatic 

leader, played a critical role in the rise of populism. Moreover, state capture has allowed the 

Fidesz government to exploit crises, such as the refugee and global economic crises. It 
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incapacitated legislative checks and balances, facilitated the looting of state coffers to dish out 

patronage to its cronies, helped silence critics, encouraged manipulation of elections, political 

institutions and the legislative system, weakened the powers of the constitutional court, and 

subverted media freedom by justifying harassment and intimidation of independent media 

outlets. For all these reasons, an illuminating theory needs to address the absence of mechanisms 

in liberal democracy to prevent an outbreak of populism and to incorporate the role of state 

capture. An analytically robust theory will also have to include the role of charismatic leadership 

as the supply-side factor. 
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