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Transcript
00:00:01 Intro Jingle
Welcome to the People Power Politics Podcast, brought to you by CEDAR, the Centre for Elections, Democracy, Accountability and Representation at the University of Birmingham.
00:00:13 Tim Haughton
Welcome to the People, Power, Politics podcast brought to you by CEDAR, the Centre for Elections, Democracy, Accountability and Representation at the University of Birmingham. My name is Tim Haughton. I'm a professor of Comparative and European Politics at the University of Birmingham and a deputy director of CEDAR. And I'm going to be your host for this episode. It is my great pleasure to welcome Emilia Palonen and Zsolt Enyedi. Emilia is Associate Professor of Political Science at the University of Helsinki. Welcome to the podcast, Emilia.
00:00:47 Emilia Palonen
Thank you very much. Great to be here today.
00:00:50 Tim Haughton
And Zsolt is Professor of Political Science at the Central European University. Welcome to the podcast, Zsolt.
00:00:56 Zsolt Enyedi
Thanks for inviting me.
00:00:58 Tim Haughton
For all of you interested in elections, democracy, accountability, and representation, Hungary provides much food for thought. Hungary goes to the polls in April this year, in elections that could spell the end of Viktor Orban's 16-year rule. Hungary and Viktor Orban are often mentioned in articles and books on democratic backsliding, autocratization, and populism, frequently cast as an example to indicate trends and exemplars in contemporary Europe and beyond. But that coverage is often superficial and frequently mentioned by scholars who have only a passing interest in Hungary and who have never set foot on Hungarian soil. To help us better understand Orban, his party Fidesz, and the current state of Hungary and its political developments, I am delighted to be joined by two scholars whom I have long admired.
They have not only decades of experience of following the twists and turns of Hungarian politics closely and a deep understanding of the country's history, culture, and language, but also have an ability to place the Hungarian experience in wider context. Emilia is the author of many excellent articles on Hungarian politics and populism. Her book, The Birth and Death of Liberal Democracy in Hungary, The Populist Logic of Polarization as Hegemony, was published last year by Helsinki University Press. Zsolt is the author of numerous insightful articles on Hungarian politics, the politics of Central and Eastern Europe, and party politics more broadly. He is the co-author with Fernando Casal Bertoa of the acclaimed Party System Closure, Party Alliances, Government Alternatives, and Democracy in Europe, published by Oxford University Press. Moreover, he led a three-year Horizon project, AuthLib, which has just concluded. The project looked at neo-authoritarianisms in Europe and the liberal democratic response. So a big köszönöm and thank you for joining us.
Just quickly, a reminder that the back catalog of the People Power Politics podcast has a wealth of discussions, including the interview I conducted last summer with Stanley Bill and Ben Stanley about their research and their book into politics in Poland. Before we get going, I just want to emphasize we are recording this podcast on the 23rd of February. So Emilia, let me turn to you first. In the early part of your book, you argue there's been a lot of focus on the current regime in Hungary since Orban came to power in 2010, but far less attention paid to the preceding period. Indeed, drawing on both the communist and the post-89 period, the main focus of much of your book is on explaining how Fides won power in 2010. I know it's a really tough ask to summarize your book in just a few sentences. So rather than just asking you how would you explain how and why Orban came to power in 2010, let me begin by asking the two of you a couple of more kind of specific questions.
So Emilia, why would you say it's actually worth looking at the communist period, particularly the post-1956 period under Janos Kadar, often known as goulash communism, in order for us to understand Fidesz's rise to power in 2010?
00:04:25 Emilia Palonen
Yeah, thanks for this question, and thanks for also highlighting my new book uh it took quite a while to write it and while I was doing it or finish it actually people were asking me so how do people survive with this kind of guy why don't we they want to have a change in Hungary maybe Zsolt would be better at answering this question than me but I was taken back to the importance of Kadar and Kadarism, these kind of great leaders who can safeguard our sort of national independence in turbulent times, etc. And at the same time, kind of a regime that legitimates certain type of system by enabling enough welfare to people and at the same time not allowing for opposition to emerge strongly. And this is, of course, what we experienced in Finland to a certain extent as well. I mean, just to put it into context, in that period, we had the longest standing president who was voted for power several times, and there's been some comparative research on this.
But this kind of Orban era reminds me of the Kadar period, when you somehow end up in the situation that there would be people who are actually grieving for democracy, but enough people who would be still supporting the system because they are kind of afraid of what could be happening otherwise. And they think that the status quo is good enough for them. So you become kind of consumed by this system that allows you enough of, like in goulash communism, consumerism, some freedom to travel to neighboring countries and to sort of get enough people also visiting Hungary to say that you are better off here than in some other parts of the Eastern Bloc, which obviously was not very homogeneous, but had quite differences. There were some freedoms, but then at the same time, you got this background of a system where If you are not against the system, then you are not a problem.
00:06:42 Tim Haughton
Thank you. So central to Emilia's account in her book is the transformation of Fidesz. And maybe I'll turn to Zsolt for the second question. It's worth reminding listeners that Fidesz has gone through some notable changes since the late 1980s onwards when it was founded. Part of that I thought was kind of well captured in Emilia's book where she talks about the sartorial changes from the sort of changes from scruffy student clothes to kind of smart suits to kind of check shirts or sort of sending out signals through the use of different clothing. But Zsolt, how can we go about explaining the transformation of Fidesz? I suspect that some of the listeners might imagine that everything could be just reduced down to kind of power seeking. So was it, how can we go about explaining this transformation of Fidesz from 1989 through to 2010?
00:07:34 Zsolt Enyedi
Well, power seeking was definitely a major factor behind the transformation of the party, especially the first transformation, the one that happened around 1994. Prior to that year, Fidesz was a liberal party and Orban was vice president of the Liberal International. But then in 1994, socialists won with a landslide and the right has collapsed. The political space became bipolar, but in a very asymmetric way. The right had no clear leader. So Orban has decided to take over the remnants or the traditional right-wing parties and create a modern anti-socialist pole in the Hungarian party system. So there was a clear electoral calculus behind this new strategy, but values still played a role even back then.
After all, Fidesz came out of an anti-communist struggle. So in a way, to lead the opposition against the ex-communist socialists, fitted well the party's history. What was a bigger innovation back then is the embracement of Christian and nationalist values. This was in contradiction with the party's liberal roots, but very much in line with the fact that the task was to integrate the right against a government, which was composed back then by socialists and the Free Democrats, another liberal party. So the center-right identity of Fidesz lasted until the end of the first government, 2002, and afterwards, the party radicalized gradually. And by now, I think it can be called the radical right-wing or hard-right party. Now, this transformation is largely due to the fact that Orba realized that the liberal world order is weakening, and that the conformist attitude to European elites, to the system of checks and balances, will leave very little room for him to fulfill his ambitions.
And indeed, some of these ambitions are material. He wants to enrich his family and his loyal supporters, but others are more cultural and symbolic. He sees himself as a stateman who can usher in on a new era and the new regime, and he behaves accordingly. Many of my colleagues, many analysts, emphasize the motivation of power and money exclusively, but in my view, this is a mistake. It produces policies that satisfy those parts of the electorate who want a traditionalist, collectivistic, authoritarian world. And at least it offers the illusion of protection against the challenges of modernity. And this ideological character of the party goes, I think, a long way towards explaining why the core electorate remains loyal, even under dire economic conditions as the current ones.
00:10:12 Tim Haughton
Thank you. I think I'd like to come back to a couple of those points to do with the ideology and the economic performance later on. But maybe one thing I would like to kind of ask both of you, but I'll come to Emilia first. So central to your explanation of Fidesz coming to power really is the story of kind of polarization. Your book talks a lot about the language and the framing of political debates. I mean, here your knowledge and understanding of Hungarian, the Hungarian language is really important, I think. You write a lot about words like Polgari, which becomes quite important, this sort of battle between Budapest and the countryside, the Videk, if my Hungarian pronunciation isn't awful. That kind of raises an interesting question. I mean, Zsolt has touched on one or two things, but let me ask you, Emilia, how and why do you think that Hungarian politics became so polarized?
00:11:08 Emilia Palonen
Well, Fidesz was always kind of an oppositional party or antagonistic in their discourse. They were the party of youth originally, and they were opposing others. And then they developed, as Zsolt was just explaining, by embarking on the right side or kind of the national side of the political spectrum. And then this enabled them to also further attack the left and liberals and actually the former friends and colleagues that they have had in politics as well. So they wanted to make a break with the past and they already at that point in the 90s wanted to state that they are the party of youth. They didn't have much to do with this round table talks that brought democracy into Hungary. And this was also a kind of suspicious deal because they were the reform communists who actually, many of them wanted to have change and wanted to have democracy. And what they also needed to communicate is that Hungarians, with this Polgari idea, that Hungarians can become this kind of civic bourgeois, gain prosperity even if they don't have it.
And you know what happened in Hungary, as in all other parts of Eastern Europe, those who were in power in the state companies, they had better opportunities of also acquiring assets in those companies or buy them or start businesses than those who did not have these kind of positions. So it seemed to many that there was inequality around this point. And Fidesz was also speaking for those people that they thought that they would be able to connect and generate this power and money that Zsolt was talking about also before. But more than that, this was kind of a new hegemonic understanding of what Hungarianness could become. And by 2002, instead of looking very youthful, Orban and the party was looking actually like very smart, dressing up in suits and trying to sort of convince that we are on the way, we are like the guardians of the nation and we are going to be taking this forward, that you should not trust the others.
You should not trust the left and the liberals, because if you give them power, they will make the country suffer and they are illegitimate to rule. And this is the origins of the polarization, or this is the sort of discourse of the polarization, that the other is always illegitimate to rule. The same discourse was on the other side, that Fidesz and these guys who are only interested in this kind of ethno-nationalism are actually like suspicious and you should not be voting for the empty power. So that enables political parties not to talk about what they are themselves really for, but that the other is too corrupt or dubious to be ruling altogether.
And so you don't get politics where you would have like a democratic debate about like what should we do now, but only a debate about that the other should not be in power. I mean, I experienced Hungarian politics since 1999. And this first Orban government was the one that I learned my Hungarian politics from, in fact, while staying in Hungary and observing those lectures in 2002 that you can also read about in the book.
00:14:49 Tim Haughton
And so one question, just to sort of follow on from that, I mean, thinking about the kind of nature of the discourse and the polarisation, I mean, one thing you talk a little bit about in your book, and I know that Zsolt has touched on this also in his work. But I can just imagine some of my institutionalized political science colleagues kind of saying, what role does the electoral system play here in kind of the polarization? I mean, for those listeners who don't know, I mean, the Hungarian electoral system, at least until the 2010 election, was a very complicated electoral system. But broadly, what we can say was a mixed system that combined kind of list elements and direct constituency elected politicians. And this kind of mixed electoral system, by some scholars at least, seemed to play kind of an important role in exacerbating that polarization. I mean, Zsolt, would you kind of concur with that view? What role do you think the electoral system played in terms of the polarization in Hungary up to 2010?
00:15:52 Zsolt Enyedi
I absolutely agree. The electoral system has always been more majoritarian than the system of the neighboring countries. And that system was made even more majoritarian under Fidesz. But next to that, Fidesz also gerrymandered electoral districts and introduced various new mechanisms that specifically helped Fidesz in keeping not only majority in the parliament, but also constitutional majority, that is two-thirds majority, in spite of the fact that typically it receives less than 50% of the vote. So before every single election, there was some kind of tinkering with the electoral system. There are also various irregularities, especially concerning the vote that is collected outside of Hungary in the neighboring countries that probably helps feed us in an unfair way. So as we calculate today, the opposition has to win with at least 3% in order to actually get a majority. Because otherwise, if the opposition only with one, two or three percent, then probably Fidesz will stay in government.
00:17:08 Tim Haughton
Thank you. And Emilia, do you have any comments about how the electoral system interacted with this this discourse that you talk a lot about in your book?
00:17:18 Emilia Palonen
Yeah, I think the original aim of the reformers who established this pretty complex electoral system in the start was that there are three parties or three groups who would be competing over power, and they wanted only two of them to survive. And each of them, of course, wanted to remain there. The reform communists, the so-called democratic opposition, the so-called national opposition, all of them were competing, and then they established this majoritarian system thinking that this would be bringing us the beautiful democracy, just as in the US, for instance. There were a lot of US-based political scientists coming to help Hungarians out with the design of the system, and this is what you got. So when I was asking in 2006, my colleagues in Hungary, just having finished my PhD on this polarization, Isn't this a problem? They were saying, Oh, no, but you know, it's just like in the US. So this majoritarian ethos was there from the start and it was just for these parties to play it. And that's why Fidesz was moving to this national poll. And that's why they were trying sort of sediment power on that side to themselves and then generate this opposition where it seemed like all the other parties of the liberals and the socialists would be the same.
And this kind of polarization benefits then this kind of fringe populist parties such as Fidesz who come from the side of the spectrum, try to move into the middle and then start gaining ground, which they were able to do in 2010 because people were so fed up with the socialists in power, social democrats in power, with liberals having disappeared from the map and like new parties were forming still in the late 2000s, but they didn't gain enough ground because there was not space, just the result was explaining, in the electoral system for these small parties to emerge. And that's why people took the kind of viable option, the only viable other option, Fidesz, and they got two thirds in the parliament. And they had been, of course, contributing a lot to the video that I didn't answer a question about the countryside and the main towns there and building this patronage network and generating these kind of village sort of communities and supported their power from their kind of a hegemonic operation taking place in Hungary already before they got to power. They were able to do a lot of this kind of politics, discursive politics.
00:20:11 Tim Haughton
Yeah, and also the, I know that both of you have written about the civic circles. I know Bela Greskowitz also has written quite extensively about how Fidesz has kind of responded to its defeat in particularly after 2006. It was 2 defeats, but particularly the latter one in terms of building up those, exactly what you were saying, Emilia, those kind of networks around the country, creating a kind of... a civic base upon which the political party could be successful in 2010. So let's fast forward to 2010. We've mentioned it a few times already. So Orban has been in power since 2010. Various explanations are often trotted out in the comparative studies. I'm sure most of the readers are familiar with these, but let me remind you, some people will even talk about the kind of Budapest playbook, stressing combination of changes to formal institutions, the judiciary, the constitution, the electoral system, Zsolt mentioned earlier, informal norms and media restrictions, the politics of identity, labeling the opposition as kind of enemies and traitors, all of these sorts of narratives that we tend to hear in the comparative studies.
But I'd like to sort of ask you, Zsolt, more directly, as a very close observer of Hungarian politics over the last few decades, how would you go about explaining why you think Fidesz has managed to maintain its dominant position in Hungarian politics since 2010? What really is the sort of key ingredients that helps explain why this recipe has worked for Orban?
00:21:41 Zsolt Enyedi
Well, we need to remember that the post-2010 Orban regime emerged from the chaos left by the socialist PM Ferdinand and 2008 financial crisis. So this negative memory of the pre-2010 era was a major factor behind the initial enthusiasm for Orban's rule. Then the subsequent victories can be explained by a combination of several factors. We already mentioned electoral engineering, also media dominance, imbalance of financial resources, economic growth in the pre-COVID era. That was also very important. And there was an overlap between the discourse of the government and the values of Hungarians. So the latter one is not often emphasized. So let me just start with that.
Hungarians, on average, tend to be suspicious of international powers. They harbor resentment against the West for various historical reasons and expect the state to protect them against the vagaries of the free market. And Orban understood these sentiments better than anybody else, I think. Then, next to manipulation of the electoral rules. It's also important to emphasize that Fidesz has been confronted by a very fragmented opposition, and the lack of coordination helped Fidesz across the last two decades. But I think that what is the most important factor, in a way, is that Hungary is not a proper democracy. So all relevant state positions are in the hands of one party, with the partial exception of low-level courts. So in Hungary, the opposition parties are not against the government party. They are against the state. The state apparatus is that opponent. And the business elite has also been incorporated. So if you're a member of the business elite, you will not advertise in an opposition newspaper because of fear of retaliation by the government.
Anyway, a considerable part of the economic elite is composed by Fidesz, cronies, people who are wealthy simply because Orban decided to keep part of the money under the name of these people, not because they are genuinely wealthy individuals. So all these factors I think are relevant when we talk about the lack of a level playing field and the bad quality of democracy. Again, we should also acknowledge the other side. That is, Orban is an exceptionally clever politician who has an incredible charisma. He has no scruples. He is innovative. He commands a very genuine loyalty in large segments of the population. And he has built a formidable electoral machine. So the Fidesz is more centralized than the Workers' Party of North Korea. And when especially you compete against the fragmented opposition or against amateurs, this is a formidable asset.
00:24:49 Tim Haughton
I would also, I mean, one word that often comes up when Orban is mentioned is the P word. You both know that I'm not the biggest fan of the term populism. Both of you have used the term populism in your work, but both of you have been critical or at least keen to kind of highlight the limitations of the term when we apply it to Orban and to Hungary. So let me ask you, Emilia, first, how and when do you think this P word, populism, is useful when we're trying to understand Viktor Orban and the Fidesz government and regime in Hungary?
00:25:27 Emilia Palonen
Well, from my standpoint, populism has only heuristic value. So it describes the logic of politics. And I've tried in the book to use populism in precisely this heuristic way to also understand about like what was significant about the discourses of the other parties and movements. It's a mobilizing logic which tries to describe who are us by also a strong opposition to something else. There's like antagonism built in. They are contesting something, if not someone, and this these both us and the frontier what they are contesting are very much effectively underpinned. So emotions are important in this. I've tried to explain how Fidesz got to power as kind of fringe populist coming from the side and contesting all the other parties in power. And then taking a mainstream populist position where they can just like name the sort of others as marginal from their discourse. Now, of course, that's what they're doing doing so from their perspective, their main contender in the current elections as well in this spring is like a marginal fringe actor. And then also there was the moment of competing populism in Hungarian politics. That was the polarized situation where both of these political groups or coalitions were seeing the other as their enemy. And they didn't need to be defining very clearly what they are for, what is the us, political us behind.
But they had a very emotional, affective confrontation of the other. And that's how I use the P term. And then when you end up giving substantive content to populism, saying like populist radical right or something like this, these contents don't really fit very well, Hungarian politics and they failed to actually sort of capture what's going on and that's why I opted out from them that I really didn't want to mix that language too much. It's part of the reason why it took me so long to edit this book because at some point from my very Laclaudian start, I had started to try to operationalize this language where you give populism some substance, but in Hungary, it just doesn't work. And I thought it would be actually very useful for other contexts as well to see how do you then compare this to Trumpism or something else?
00:28:04 Tim Haughton
So to Zsolt, I know in the big AuthLib projects that you've coordinated, and by the way, we should say congratulations for managing that process. Anyone involved in a big European funding project, I know that it tends to involve much more management than time to actually think sometimes. But I wondered, I mean, I know within that project, you've been looking, for example, at the voters of Fidesz and thinking how they fit into different categories, because they're often described as kind of populist in the general discourse. So would you define them in that way? And sort of more broadly, how and when do you actually think the term populism is helpful for us to kind of understand contemporary Hungarian politics?
00:28:49 Zsolt Enyedi
Populism was definitely the ingredient behind the 2010 victory. But looking at the data now, I would not consider it as very important ingredient. In our study, we found Fidesz voters to be highly illiberal, traditionalist, nationalist, authoritarian. Although then this may interest you, Tim, they were less authoritarian than the Czech communist or reform UK voters. But what is clear from the data that they are not particularly populist. Actually, they are the least populist part in Hungary in terms of electorate attitudes, and also one of the less populist parties across Europe. Now, of course, much depends on how you operationalize populism. And there are aspects of populism where Fidel's voters score high, and probably if we separated, let's say, the Manichean, black and white way of thinking, then they will score relatively high.
But they don't score high on anti-establishment for understandable reason. And in general, across Europe, we found that those parties who are against civil liberties are not significantly more populist than the rest of the parties, somewhat more populist, but not much more. So populism is not a major ideological dividing line contrary to much of the literature. Now, that doesn't mean that elements of populism are not present in the appeal of the parties we are talking about and also in the appeal of Fidesz, but they are together with elements of elitism. And for this particular construct, I used that concept paternalist populism, kind of very special form of populism. And I thought that together with illiberal conservatism and civilizationist ethnocentrism, this concept captured pretty well the ideological profile of Fidesz.
00:30:53 Tim Haughton
So how would you explain to a listener what exactly paternalistic populism is?
00:30:58 Zsolt Enyedi
It's a kind of populism that resorts to some elements of populism, like this no compromise, like projecting people's power onto the leader and thinking that this leader then should get away with checks and balances and compromise pluralistic agreements and kind of detailed institutional negotiation-based governance. But at the same time, it emphasizes the importance of the wisdom of elites, of some elites, and basically expects people to follow these wise elites who not only have the right, but have the duty to educate people and to morally guide people. So I think this is not in line with the archetypical populist ideal types. It is a separate construct. It has elements of populism, but it has a great deal of reverence and respect towards particular leaders.
This can be obviously political leaders, but also intellectual leaders, religious leaders. And it has a kind of strong moralistic undertone, expecting the elders of the nation to take care of the nation as a whole. And basically also deciding about the boundaries of the nation based on who deserves to be included into the nation. So you have to perform in order to be part of the populace, be part of the people. In that sense, it has a very strong top-down as opposed to bottom-up logic. But it's a complex construct because it has a sum of both. So I tried to capture the special construct with this term, but again, I'm not wedded to it, so you can call it anything until you kind of acknowledge both elements.
00:33:09 Emilia Palonen
This is very interesting. I'm coming from the perspective of the Essex school to populism, as I was a student of Ernesto Laclau back in the day, and his description of Peronism would have many of these same elements. Of course, he saw that populism and institutionalism are not compact. They are actually the opposite of each other. But when Peronism sort of settled in power, it turned into something like what you are now describing of Orban's populism.
00:33:45 Tim Haughton
Mention of Peronism and gets us to think a little bit about the international dimension. In recent months, we've seen Orban hosting CPAC Europe in Budapest. Orban's been meeting Marco Rubio, attending Trump's Board of Peace meeting. Plus, it's worth saying that Orban has been one of the few European leaders who's cozied up to Putin in the last few years. So that provokes an obvious question to ask, but I'll ask you, Emilia. I mean, how important do you think these international links have been for Orban and Fidesz? What role do you think those international links have been in terms of sustaining him and Fidesz in power since 2010?
00:34:28 Emilia Palonen 
Well, I think there are many people in Hungary who do see this as a sign of the statesmanship of Orban, that the ability to lift up the country to this international level, and that might also affect all the choices in this spring's elections but of course it's more even even more perhaps the other way around that Orban has been standing as an example to the other leaders outside of Hungary as someone who's been able to establish an illiberal regime get rid of these kind of vogue institutions and establish power to themselves so this playbook that you already mentioned has been taken up in many countries. And it's been followed. And that's why also Trump has been so effective on his second time in office after that break. And so he knew how to react when he got to power for the second time. For Orban, it took so much longer to establish these legislative changes and institutional changes in Hungary, even if, of course, we might say that it didn't take that long. But of course, it's also the other way around, that it gives a network to Orban, where he can say that even if the EU doesn't... let him shine, he would be able to use this. But I don't know how much this is actually played in the Hungarian public, because also the EU is discussed in very different ways in Fidesz's communication in Brussels and what is discussed in Hungary and the attitudes of Hungarians Zolt would know much, much more about overall.
00:36:17 Tim Haughton
So let's fast forward to today. So for the first time since 2010, it looks like Orban has an opponent who could beat him in the election. A question I'm sure a number of people have is, who is this Peter Magyar? How would we go about categorizing this party, Tisza, if we want to call it a party. Is Magyar a serious kind of challenger? I mean, Zsolt, maybe I can ask you to give us some kind of sense of who Magyar is and what this c party is, why it seems to be doing quite well in the polls. And do you see him and his party as a serious challenger?
00:36:56 Zsolt Enyedi
Yes, definitely. Tisza and Peter Magyar are very serious challengers. This is in spite of the fact or exactly because of the fact that Peter Magyar was a completely unknown minor state official just two years ago. So nobody has heard about him. But he emerged on the scene at the right moment. In 2024, Fidesz got implicated in a major scandal. The president has pardoned someone, was convicted because he covered up a sexual child abuse case. And therefore, both the president and the Minister of Justice had to resign. Now, Peter Magyar happened to be the ex-husband of the Minister of Justice.
So suddenly, the media was very much interested in what he has to say about the story. And he used this media attention in a very effective way. He launched a new movement that basically spoke the language of early Fidesz, the center right language, but criticizing Fidesz's recent radicalization, and it's growing corruption. So basically, it looked like the original pure Bolgari Fides that Emilia was speaking about. Now, the public proved to be very receptive to this message, and within a year, Tisza became the most popular party. So it superseded Fidesz, and by now it leads with seven or eight percentage point, we are not entirely sure because the opinion poll companies contradict each other quite a bit.
All this small left liberal parties collapsed and their voters moved to Tisza, and some of the exodus voters also moved to Tisza. Now, I think that the reason for that is not so much because the message is completely new, but because there is no economic growth in Hungary since the COVID crisis.
Investment rate has declined very sharply. That was huge inflation. And the EU withholds about 20 billion euros from Hungary because of various rule of law infringement. And at the very same time, we see how spectacularly the Fidesz elite is getting wealthier. So in this psychological atmosphere, someone like Peter Magyar could sort of collect all the anger that is directed against Fidesz without having the baggage of left liberal politicians who have allegedly messed up economy prior to 2010.
00:39:40 Tim Haughton
That's very interesting. Emilia, do you have any additional thoughts on Magyar and the Tisa party and why it seems to be a serious challenge now to Orban, 16 years after he took power in 2010?
00:39:54 Emilia Palonen
Yeah, as a discourse theorist, I've been always wondering how he could be then challenging this kind of populist regime like Orban. And previously it was this popular front of like all parties apart from the furthest right, our homeland party, who would be joining forces. But now it's somebody from within. So when you go back to the argument about polarization as a hegemony, then you realize that if Fidesz is fighting back too much of Peter Magyar, then he would be also shooting his own foot. So because of this sort of he's coming from the same gang, he's actually embodying the early Fidesz and therefore he's got better chances to get about. And then there is precisely that point about Budapest and the Widek, the countryside.
Many people in the countryside have also been wondering what is happening with the current government, why is it not trickling down positively to... the people, whereas then people in the elite are having their expensive handbags and driving their expensive cars and spreading their wealth in the country and outside. So to bring in this aspect of fairness and the attempt to actually to combine these kind of early social measures of Fidesz, it sort of takes them to the kind of center and combines enough from the left without being left and also from the right without being Fidesz. And that's been quite powerful. I think the only worry now is that there might be some people who would prefer this kind of strong leader and wouldn't want to have a drastic change.
And this, I think, in Hungary is really fascinating because there's at the same time this revolutionary mentality that they want to have revolutionary changes and have, you know, revolution keeps reappearing in Hungarian politics, like from the 1800s to today. But then like what would come after revolution? Is it something really shaking up our system too much? Can we actually dare to vote for this new guy? Is he reliable? Those are the questions that people are asking themselves when they're going to vote. 
So as a political scientist, I can't predict the outcome of the current elections.
00:42:29 Tim Haughton
Yes, I won't I won't ask you to predict, but we've begun to talk a little bit about sort of the messaging and the themes that are being used in the campaign. So let me ask you a little bit about that. As you both know, I have a particular interest in campaigning. It's been interesting, you know, not following Hungarian politics closely, but we've seen plenty of allegations. There's a story about a sex tape, accusations of blackmail, all sorts of things seem to be happening in the campaigning space at the moment. I just wondered, I'd be interested to know what kind of modes of campaigning seem to have been deployed. I mean, how far is this an election largely fought out on social media? I mean, that becomes an interesting question in light of some of the restrictions that we've seen in terms of the media in Hungary. So I'd be interested to know a little bit about the modes of campaigning, but also, and I think you've already mentioned, both of you already mentioned some of these things already, but also the kind of messages that seem to be being deployed. Maybe, Zsolt, I'll just ask you first, and then I'll come to you, Emilia, on this question. Zsolt.
00:43:33 Zsolt Enyedi
The first major innovation came from Magyar. He has visited hundreds of small towns, holding meetings and rallies in places where no politician has been seen for a very, very long time. He even walked from Budapest to Oradea, a city in Romania, several hundreds of kilometres. At the same time, Another interesting feature of his campaign is how much it resembles the Fidesz's behavior at the turn of the century, as we already discussed. He's very keen on using patriotic symbols, making it easier for more conservative people living outside of the big cities to identify with the party, the issue that Emilia mentioned. Now, Fidesz is also innovated. It has established many hundreds of so-called digital civic circles. So we already discussed civic circles a couple of minutes ago. These are campaign-related organizations where non-party members can also play a major role, and they were once successful.
Now, Orban wanted to recreate them in a more digital fashion because he realized that Fidesz is weak in the social media sphere. This is paradoxical because Fidesz actually was incredibly active in social media through advertisements. So now we have data about this and we can see that Fidesz spend much more on social media ads than any other force in European politics. So two times more than the Conservative Party, the Labour Party, or Reform in Britain. And I don't even mention the Finnish part. So this gave an incredible dominance. But then at one point, Google, Meta, X, and other platforms banned political advertisements. And it turned out that Fidesz's media presence, social media presence is not organic. So they thought that they can overcome it with the civic circles, which started as indeed digital, but then they started to also organize offline rallies. And these meetings are labeled peace marches or peace meetings, meetings against the war. And they feature celebrities, university actors, quite embarrassingly, and virtually any famous person Fidesz can get hold of.
But the most radical innovation, I think, is the use of AI. Now, Fidesz created a program, a platform, a manifesto of Tisza and distributes it, and the public media presents it as Tisza's program, while Tisza itself says that they have nothing to do with it, not a single word they agree with, but that, you know, nobody cares about that. Now, when this was not enough, then Fidesz started to produce videos. In one video, Ursula von der Leyen asked Peter Madjar to send money to Ukraine. And of course, Peter Magyar obliges, sends all Hungarian's money to Ukraine. The most brutal video came out just two or three days ago. You see a small girl, three, four years old, crying, missing her father. And then we see the father on the front, being executed. And the message is that if you vote for Tisza, your father will be taken away and killed on the Russian front. If we change government, we will die. So this is a kind of extremely dramatic message that seems to be the main message of Fidesz at the moment.
While on the other side, model campaigns with very ordinary topics, basically it's social services, education, health care, and the general claim that he will be able to bring back money from EU and by stopping corruption and with this help from the European Union, he will rebuild the economy. So you have an extremely asymmetric political discourse at the moment.
00:47:41 Tim Haughton
That's very interesting. I'd like to come back to a couple of those points later. But let me just ask Emilia, from your perspective, observing the campaign from a distance in Helsinki, what strikes you particularly? Obviously, you've done a lot of work on messaging and the language of Hungarian politics. Any insights that you would bring in terms of the messaging, the language that's being used in the current campaign that struck you?
00:48:10 Emilia Palonen
Yeah, I think Zsolt was giving us a really good overview of all these things that are happening. And currently, we are discussing about social media and how these deepfakes can be effective in the future. Again, we are talking about Central Europe as a case in point where we are testing as a testing ground for for the new futures. And this sounds very scary. So like fear is a key element indeed for that that Fidesz is trying to establish. I think this uncomfortable, it's not necessarily fear of Fidesz that Peter Magyar is tapping onto, but something about like how we have. Our lives have become uncomfortable. And look at the distance, look at the we could have changed, our lives could be better. And therefore, I think it's also ingenious campaigning on the low ground and factual issues and not just like about fear of Fidesz.
And of course, he wants so many of those, as many as possible of the Fidesz voters to change sides. And and that's the only way for Peter Magyar to actually generate change in Hungary. He's not talking to those people who have been voting previously to the left and the liberals, but he's talking to those who are already converted or have been converted for decades uh to Fidesz so so now it's of course of course there would be like some memes that are circulating from this uh the side or the opposition side that are ridiculing Orban's campaign messages those have been interesting to be watching already up up here as well so there there is a lot a lot of politics of the memes taking place.
I haven't been in Hungary now for a while and I'm wondering how do the billboards look like? Because that's another thing that outsiders don't necessarily know about. But the billboards have always been full of fidescampaign messaging because they have not, the opposition has not been able to purchase those places. So when you arrive from the airport, you would be already seeing just the current campaign messages. You reach the center of Budapest, you kind of can go back home already because you've seen the visuals, enough visuals for a presentation. Just kidding. But how do they look like this year?
00:50:43 Tim Haughton
Yeah, sure, that would be very interesting to know. I mean, I think, you know, think about previous elections. Fidesz often, George Soros in particular was kind of front and center as a target. Or I think back to previous elections where the issue of migration and basically suggesting that the opposition would kind of open the gates to everybody. So yeah, what seemed to be the big Fidesz messages on the billboards in Budapest and the Videk?
00:51:14 Zsolt Enyedi
Well, coming here to the university today morning, I've seen hundreds of Fidesz posters and not a single Tisza billboard. So it's really extremely imbalanced. The Fidesz posters mainly focus on the war, as I mentioned. So Zelensky is a lot on the posters. Ursula von der Leyen, Manfred Weber are also on the posters. They are the ones who are behind Peter Magyar, who simply is a puppet of these actors. By the way, recently, Orban also made a speech in which he included Shell, the oil company, and Erste, the bank, as international multinationals who try to change the Hungarian government and who benefit from the war, and who want Peter Magyar because Peter Magyar cannot say no to any of their requests. Many of their posters attack in-person Peter Magyar as a two-faced person, somebody who cannot be relied on. So they are really very personalized and negative, while at the same time, there is an incredible amount of attention given to the actual social benefits that have been distributed in the last couple of weeks and months. So pensions were raised, salaries were raised, tax exemptions were given. And well Fidesz hopes that the combination of these two will carry the party to victory.
00:52:52 Tim Haughton
So we're recording this podcast in late February. None of us have crystal balls. If we did, we would, our lottery numbers would have come up and we'd be drinking mojitos on a Caribbean beach. So we don't have crystal balls, so I'm not going to ask you to kind of predict the outcome. But rather, I just want to perhaps ask you what you think will be key in shaping the outcome. It's very interesting, a number of things that you've mentioned so far. I mean, one thing that strikes me is that this election, we could say, is in many respects framed in a very traditional way, which is on the one hand, fear of change, on the other, a desire for change. In some senses, that's quite straightforward. It's also interesting to see how the economic conditions both seem to be favoring a desire for change, but also exactly what you've just said, Joel, about how certain welfare policies and changes are being introduced at this particular point. One might simply call them an electoral bribe. That's often the way that politics kind of works. We've also talked more broadly about what the Fidesz regime has been like over a longer period of time. So I'm not going to ask you to predict the outcome, but in a way, what I would like to ask you is what do you think will be key in shaping the outcome? What are the things that you think that we should be looking at in the next few weeks in order to actually be able to explain the outcome when it comes? Maybe I'll go to you first, Emilia.
00:54:24 Emilia Palonen
You know, we had some of these scandals already. Sex and drugs have been implicated. I'm wondering what would be rolling in next. We have still a few weeks left, quite a few weeks left for the next scandals from different sides. And what would be the effects of negative campaigning for Tisza, for instance? Where if they engage in negative campaigning, they are kind of engaging in similar activities as Fidesz has been doing.
So their space for maneuvering in that way is limited. Of course, it could be others that are revealing, making these revelations that they could be then benefiting from. But if they just came from that side, then those people who put their kind of faith in the new, more polished and reliable, somehow trustworthy party, the negative campaigning would have negative effects on those voters. And maybe they would be then staying at home. So who are all the people that then get mobilized to vote? Do they still have faith in politics? And do they have faith in chains as well? There are many who suspect that Tisza and Peter Magyar would be just the same. So why do you want to have chains if it's the same kind of stuff as we had before? And that maybe it's another sort of authoritarian leader wannabe. And that is the fear that we didn't really discuss about yet, the uncertains and what they might do.
00:56:02 Tim Haughton
Yeah, absolutely. I think uncertainty is very significant. But Zsolt, what factors do you think that we should be keeping an eye out for over the next few weeks?
00:56:13 Zsolt Enyedi
Given that Orban has no ambition, the first question to ask is whether he will resort to some extra constitutional means, like provoking military conflict with Ukraine or simply stealing the vote. I think not, but we cannot be 100% sure. Then the next section is whether the mobilizing capacity of Fidesz is as formidable as it used to be. And here, there is a more specific question to ask. And this is whether the Hungarian Roma population will continue to support the party. Now, the Roma are particularly afraid of any change a new government may bring. Some of them are actually grateful for the public works program initiated by Fidesz. And many of them are intimidated by local Fidesz authorities. But recently, some Fidesz politicians spoke in a highly derogatory way about the Roma. So there is a chance that some of them may support this or this time. And the 2% or 3% shift can have huge consequences in this very polarized election. And then finally, what I consider very relevant, and I'm looking forward to learn about this more, and it is whether people will vote for parties or for individuals. And this is because we have single member districts and the candidates of this are completely unknown. They were not politicians. They were not celebrities, most of them. So they are unknown. While Fidesz has actually some locally popular, well embedded representatives, some of them actually brought money to their district. And of course, they use the power of clientelism. So if people focus more on individual candidates, then many of the single member districts will be won by Fidesz, and that can kill Tisza, even if Tisza is more popular on average nationally.
00:58:16 Tim Haughton
I think that's a really interesting point, and it reminds us, I think, sometimes that the tendency, particularly for, I mean, I don't want to be too critical of journalists, I understand what they have to do, but often the kind of flying into Budapest, talking to a few people and then leaving, exactly the kind of point that you touch on, that to really understand the success of a party like Fidesz and whether it will be reelected or not, to get out of the capital, to go into the small towns to see actually what has been delivered or perceived to have been delivered, could be really crucial.
I think what was also really interesting is exactly this kind of, even in a social media age, the importance of place being quite important. I thought, Zsolt, what you were saying about Magyar and him visiting all of these places, I think is crucially important. And I think also, yeah, what you're saying about parties and individuals, again, within this Hungarian electoral system, the electoral system in Hungary isn't quite as complicated as it was prior to 2010, but it still has its kind of complicated and will play an important role.
So I'm very conscious that probably my editor is saying you've been talking for a long time. I do have two more questions that I want to ask you. They are big questions, but I'll ask you to be sort of relatively brief on both of them. As I said in the kind of introduction, I mean, I've admired your scholarship, both of you two, because you have an ability to not only understand a particular case extremely well, but to place it in broader comparative framework. So whatever happens in April, whether Orban stays in power or he loses power, what do you think are the wider lessons that we can really learn from the Hungarian case? Maybe I'll start with you, Emilia, on that question.
01:00:05 Emilia Palonen
Well, the democracy is extremely precarious. And we need to use our our skills as citizens and as political analysts to speak for it and act upon it and not let it slip away. I think we have been taking for granted liberal democracy in Hungary, and that's why I wrote this book that is available in open access for people to learn about this kind of case. And this could happen anywhere. I mean, polarizing rhetoric, I've been already seeing here in Finland how it's emerging and how people start disregarding certain rules that we have been considering as key for for democracy, liberal democracy or something better, some other forms of democracy that would be more participatory, et cetera. But these are only lost in situations where you would have fair elections and enough of opposition parties and enough of opposition media that would be out there. And that space has been shrunken so much in Hungary since 2010.
01:01:18 Tim Haughton
What would be for you the kind of wider lessons of the Hungarian case?
01:01:23 Zsolt Enyedi
Well, there are still too many unknowns to see the wider lesson, I'm afraid. In a way, the first lesson must be a pessimistic one. And this is that authoritarian rule in European Union is possible. So, you know, we see that for 16 years and Fidesz could still win the election, which means that illiberal forces are competitive even when they underperform in a government. There is, of course, a more optimistic take as well, according to which even the inbuilt advantage of authoritarian governments can be overcome under the right circumstances. Hungary is probably best classified as a case of electoral authoritarianism, and electoral authoritarianism is different from non-electoral authoritarianism because it provides a slim chance, but still a chance for turnover. And this is why everybody is excited now.
But we have to remind ourselves that even if Tisza wins, given that all positions are in the hands of Fidesz, the president, constitutional court, prosecutor's office, academically institutions, everything. We can expect a protracted struggle, something like in Poland, but much more extreme and bitter.
01:02:50 Tim Haughton
It's very interesting that you mentioned that. And I would just remind listeners that the podcast I did with Stanley Bill and Ben Stanley, they also talk a little bit there about when peace lost power and what they call a kind of illiberal trilemma, the challenge of sort of dealing with a difficult past. I'll encourage people to listen to that former podcast you can find it on the People Power Politics website. So my final question to both of you, scholarship is a never-ending process. The more we know, the more we realize there is to know. Having now respectively completed your AuthLib project, again, congratulations for managing that huge project through to its completion. And Emilia, your book project again, congratulations for publishing that excellent book.
What do you see as the sort of next set of questions related to either Hungarian politics or the politics of the region or the study of democracy that you want to look at, but you think others also should be thinking about?
01:03:53 Emilia Palonen
Well, there's quite a lot to uncover. Currently, we are working on the question of the social contract in one of these horizon projects. And this is an interesting term for the case of Hungary as well, how it can be seen as a heuristic for understanding how Fidesz sedimented its power. Also looking back on the, I would be hoping that Fidesz rule would be ending this spring because then I would be able to go back and look look until 2010 where effectively my close reading of Hungarian politics ends in this book and see how this hegemonic transformation and like new transition ended and what were the underpinnings for a new system and what are the possibilities for something new to emerge. But even if the rule would be continue, I would be interested in this kind of electoral autocracy as hegemony dimension.
01:04:57 Tim Haughton
And Zsolt?
01:04:58 Zsolt Enyedi
Well, I think we need to dig deeper into understanding the public appeal of illiberal forces. Scholars very often argue that the victories of such forces happen more due to shifts in elite behavior and not changes in social attitudes, and I think these colleagues are correct. But it's also important to see that illiberal leaders are not discredited once they are found to violate basic democratic rules. So this observation urges me to look into the relationship of ideological discourse, on one hand, and public attitudes. It is clear from what we see across the world that it is possible to construct a political offer that prioritizes other values than democracy while not being anti-democratic per se. And these kind of offers are acceptable by the majority of the population of many countries, even of countries that have been previously classified as consolidated democracies.
So there is something puzzling there about why the population is so receptive to these kind of political strategies. And I think the way to find out the answer to this question is to systematically link elite discourse with public attitudes.
01:06:24 Tim Haughton
Excellent.
01:06:25 Emilia Palonen
Can I add still, because we mentioned this Peronism in Argentina, and I think this was a really great result. I hope we can be continuing talking about this, but that also this kind of left and right, as we've been like describing always Fidesz as like right-wing party and this populism as somehow like right-wing radical, even if it's quite conservative politics and radical on the other hand. We are planning to compare it also with Venezuela and the way in which this kind of hegemonic operation took place in Venezuela and this hopefully will be then interesting.
01:07:05 Tim Haughton
Fascinating. Well, I look forward to reading your forthcoming research. I look forward to talking to you again at some point about your exciting research agendas. So just to say thank you to both of you, köszönöm, Kiitos, thank you to Zsolt and Emilia for being with us and for sharing your wonderful insights. A reminder that Zsolt's AuthLib project I will put a link in the show notes so you can go and look at all of the work done we should say not just by Zsolt, but by his big team of scholars. And also congratulations to Emilia again for her book. And as she's mentioned already, but I will just reiterate, the book is open access. So if you just put Emilia's name and the title into your search engine, it will pop up and you can download a PDF for free and I would encourage you to read that. So thank you to both of you two. Thank you.
01:08:05 Zsolt Enyedi
Thank you, Tim.
01:08:06 Emilia Palonen
Thank you very much, Tim, and colleagues.
01:08:09 Outro Jingle
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