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Hungary and Poland’s anti-democratic turn: a new era or more of the same?
Reforms affecting the independence of courts and the media in Hungary and Poland have received
significant attention in recent months. But to what extent do these developments constitute a genuine
shift in the nature of Hungarian and Polish politics? Jan Rovny writes that while both countries have
witnessed a rise in support for parties with anti-democratic tendencies, the dynamics of party
competition remain consistent with the liberal-conservative political divide that has characterised the
politics of these countries since the fall of communism.
Hungary and Poland have recently witnessed constitutional changes that have limited the independence of courts and
the media. As these developments attract international attention, they beg the question of whether the politics of
eastern Europe is being fundamentally altered, and the democratic achievements of the region reversed. My research
suggests that while the recent changes in Hungary and Poland are a cause for concern, they do not represent a
departure from traditionally entrenched contests within these societies. Instead, the current politics of Hungary and
Poland continue to replicate, and even deepen, historical political divides.
Hungary and Poland: A new era or more of the same?
In a recent study, I illustrate that the main political divide in Hungary and Poland is one that combines economic
preferences together with general socio-cultural visions of society. In both countries, reformed ex-communist socialist
parties (MSZP in Hungary and SLD in Poland) initially coalesce with liberals around socially-liberal, pro-market policies,
while deepening their countries’ cooperation with western partners, particularly the European Union. These forces are
consistently opposed by traditional, conservative, nationalist, and generally protectionist opposition.
In both Hungary and Poland, this core divide has been present since the early 1990s, and remains unaltered, even as it
witnesses a flux of party organisations on either side. First, the original liberal parties in both countries – that is the
Union of Freedom (UW) in Poland, and the Alliance of Free Democrats (SzDSz) in Hungary – lost parliamentary
representation, only to be replaced by similar socially-liberal political organisations in later elections, such as Your
Movement (RP) in Poland, and Politics Can Be Different (LMP) and other minor formations in Hungary.
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Second, the socialist parties (MSZP in Hungary and SLD in Poland) in both countries suffered significant electoral
setbacks – largely due to corruption scandals – which strengthened the conservative pole of the political divide. In
Hungary the great electoral beneficiary has been the conservative nationalist Fidesz party. In Poland, the collapse of
the socialists focused competition on the contest between the liberal-conservative Civic Platform (PO), which takes up
the liberal pole of Polish politics, and the conservative nationalist Law and Justice (PiS).
Third, in both countries minor radical nationalist parties – such as the League of Polish Families (LPR) and Self-Defense
in Poland, and the Justice and Life Party (MIEP) in Hungary – have given way to electorally more powerful
organisations. In the case of Poland, Law and Justice has come to represent the nationalist pole, while in Hungary, this
pole is represented jointly by the radical Jobbik, and the governing Fidesz.
Figure: Visual representation of the Hungarian and Polish party systems (2014)

Note: The positions of the parties are determined using the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (2014)

The figure above demonstrates the extent to which the current party systems of Hungary and Poland replicate the same
pattern. It plots major political parties (with a vote share over 3 per cent) based on their economic left-right, and their
social conservative-liberal stances. Clearly the main divide in both countries runs over socio-cultural, rather than
economic issues. In both countries we see a cluster of socially conservative parties (Fidesz and Jobbik in Hungary, and
PiS and SP in Poland), opposed by a more-less cohesive cluster of socially liberal parties that do not differ much on
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their economic positions.
Consequently, despite a number of dramatic shifts in terms of party organisation and governing coalition options, the key
divide in both Hungary and Poland remains intact. This is an important finding, further supported by ongoing research I
am conducting with Jonathan Polk, as it underlines the fact that even when political parties have a weak organisational
basis, as is typically the case in eastern Europe, they nonetheless tend to represent stable political divides and
electorates. Although they come and go, they replicate stable patterns of political competition.
What then has changed in Hungary and Poland?
The key change in both countries has been the continuous weakening of the socially-liberal pole of the main political
divide, coupled with increasingly bold assertions of conservative nationalism from the opposite side. Since the electoral
undermining of socialist parties, the liberal bloc in Hungary contains a multiplicity of weak organisations struggling to
form an effective anti-Fidesz coalition. In Poland, the liberal-conservative Civic Platform (PO) is under pressure from the
conservative Law and Justice (PiS), the minor liberals, as well as from anti-system populists.
Simultaneously, the politicians of the conservative pole in both countries are pursuing further goals on the liberalconservative divide with greater confidence. Shifting away from simply championing conservative values in the current
political framework, the Hungarian and, more recently Polish, governments are reformulating their political regimes by
enacting legal changes deemed as limiting the independence of constitutional courts, and of the media. The Prime
Minister of Hungary, Viktor Orban, whose tactics have been closely observed by the current government in Warsaw,
argues for the need to “construct a new state built on illiberal and national foundations”.
Finally, the conservative pole in both countries has been strengthened by the migration wave, which saw hundreds of
thousands of refugees arriving in Europe from primarily Syria and Afghanistan in 2015. As many unregistered migrants
passed through Hungary on their way to Germany and Scandinavia, Viktor Orban seized the political opportunity by
sealing the Hungarian-Serbian border, and by vocally criticising immigration, as well as European Union plans to
resettle the refugees throughout the EU.
The 2015 Polish election took place in the context of this migration wave, giving the opposition Law and Justice (PiS)
party the opportunity to criticise the incumbent Civic Platform (PO) for accepting EU refugee quotas. Thus, the
conservatives of both countries profited from this exogenous shock by integrating the political issue of immigration – a
hitherto novel issue in Hungarian and Polish politics – into the existing liberal-conservative divide, and taking a vocal
position on it.
The significant changes that have occurred in Poland and Hungary amount to worrying attempts at the hollowing out of
liberal democracy, and the fueling of xenophobic nationalism. These changes are, however, taking place within the
historical liberal-conservative political divide which has shaped the politics of these countries over the last quarter of a
century. Despite the rise of various political organisations, and despite the increasingly anti-democratic character of the
conservative political camps, as well as the increased salience of immigration, the core political division in Poland and
Hungary remains stable.
Please read our comments policy before commenting.
Note: This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of EUROPP – European Politics and Policy, nor of
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the London School of Economics.
Shortened URL for this post: http://bit.ly/1LSSbSm
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Leto March 2, 2016 at 9:25 pm - Reply

anti-democratic = liberals don’t like it

zygmunt March 3, 2016 at 5:03 am - Reply

This article is ideologically driven. PIS is not a nationalist party. PiS introduced a welfare scheme that is more
generous that that of Norway.
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Elizabeth March 3, 2016 at 11:22 pm - Reply

The problem with the West that you are self-righteous, superficial and hypocritical. You call Central and
Eastern European countries undemocratic when their governments are not social-liberal and/or do not let
your countries to exploit them unscrupulously (free market economy – privatization – profit making). In other words, the
West does not tolerate their desire for self determination and independence. They have to obey and play according to
Western rules, even if often it is against their own (economic) interest. You also call these countries ‘nationalist’,
meanwhile in practice you are more nationalist than those people (i.e. British-Brexit, USA). The only difference that you
call yourselves ‘patriotic’, it sounds better. Do you ‘worry’ about democracy? In your countries democracy is a nice
notion, nothing else, not even in the UK (i.e. lying about the Iraq war, bombing Syria without parliamentary approval) or
in the US (i.e. lobbying – elections). You worry about free media too (a nice notion again), although, in your countries it
does not even exist, for example, BBC or ZDF (in Germany) are not neutral at all or I can mention the deal between
Murdoch and Blair. Lying and manipulating freely without any legal consequences and dividing people, this is what your
‘free media’ does (i.e. did in Hungary under the socialist government). Media freedom = dominance of social liberal
ideas or spreading the word of the West. If the media is being regulated strictly (it is necessary!), you immediately start
worrying about freedom. Xenophobic nationalism? What the heck is that? The British colonized a quarter of the world
with brute force. You ruined millions of lives and created several failed states. Your master, the USA too. You went to
Iraq and murdered hundreds of thousands of people for selfish reasons, therefore, you are responsible for this mess in
the Middle-East. You also helped to build a fence in Calais because you do not want ‘refugees’ and other migrants to
‘invade’ your country illegally. No one can know who these people are. However, you condemn poorer Central and
Eastern Europeans for worrying about them and doing the same? In addition, this is one of the reasons why you want to
leave the EU. On this basis people are racist in the UK too………and so on. You should ask sometimes questions.
What happened? Why do they do this and that? What are their reasons? You do not really care what lies beneath the
surface, do you? As a researcher you work for someone (for money) and you do your best to satisfy your master. You
are also driven by your own conviction. In other word, you present your and your master’s views as ‘facts’. It is a shame
and not science.
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