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The Orbán regime as the ‘perfect autocracy’: 
The emergence of the ‘zombie democracy’ 

in Hungary

ATTILA ÁGH

Abstract: All ECE countries have covered the same historical trajectory of ‘the third
generation autocracy’, but Hungary has been reaching its ‘perfection’, since the two
thirds, constitutional supermajority in the Hungarian case has allowed for the Orbán 
regime to complete this ‘reverse wave’ in all fields of society and turning it into a zombie 
democracy. The conceptual frame of this paper is that the decline of democracy and 
the turn to autocratisation can be presented in ECE in the three big stages of the Easy 
Dream, Chaotic Democracy and Neoliberal Autocracy in the three corresponding dec
ades. The paper concentrates on the third stage in its three shorter periods taking 3–4 
years as the De Democratisation, Autocratisation and De Europeanisation. The Hungar
ian case has been presented in this paper in a comparative ECE view as its worst case 
scenario that also sheds light on the parallel developments in the fellow ECE countries.

Key words: autocratisation and De ‑Europeanisation, zombie democracy and zombie 
EU membership in Hungary

Introduction

As the point of departure this paper offers a historical overview of the auto‑
cratisation in a comparative ECE view in the last thirty years, indicating the 
contours of this backsliding from a basically weak and chaotic democracy to 
a modernised autocracy. In this historical process there has been a change of 
focus in the democracy studies in general and in the ECE states in particular, 
from the democratisation to the autocratisation as the ruling paradigm. With 
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the emerging autocratisation the change of paradigms between the democracy 
studies and the ‘autocracy studies’ has also been completed. In the third stage 
of the ECE developments by the early 2020s the systemic features of the new 
autocracies have been summarised in a new concept of the third ‑generation 
autocracies, focusing on the new ECE autocracies in their increasing confronta‑
tion with the EU mainstream (see V ‑Dem, 2021, Lührmann, 2021, Merkel and 
Lührmann, 2021).1

In the great outlines, after the first two decades there was a general feeling of 
deception in ECE, and the scientific perception of the crisis led to the recogni‑
tion of the common ECE failures in the Europeanisation and Democratisation 
process by discussing the naïve hopes in the first stage and the resentment in 
the second stage in the chaotic early democracies. The ECE developments were 
discussed more and more in the ‘crisis studies’, while the new turn to autocra‑
tisation was described and systematised in the 2010s. As it will be presented 
in a comparative ECE framework in the Hungarian case, the ECE development 
began in the nineties in the Easy Dream stage with the expectation to ‘Return 
to Europe’ in a quick process, but its failure was felt already in the second stage 
of the Chaotic Democracy, especially during the global financial crisis in the 
2000s. The ECE failure in the catching ‑up process in the EU with the increasing 
social polarisation produced the sharp turn in the early 2010s to the stage of 
the Neoliberal Autocracy that will be analysed in its three shorter periods. The 
first period of the De ‑Democratisation was ‘destructive’, since the constitutional 
foundations of democracy were attacked in ECE, and actually ruined in the 
Hungarian case. In the second period there was a rise of elected autocracies 
around the mid‑2010s as Autocratisation with a ‘constructive’ process of lay‑
ing the foundation of a new polity through the oligarchisation based on the 
politico ‑business networks in the formal and informal institutions. The shaky 
consolidation of these new autocracies since the late 2010s has deepened the 
Core ‑Periphery Divide that has produced an open confrontation of the ECE 
countries with the EU in the third period of De ‑Europeanisation. However, as 
this paper tries to argue in the Conclusion, the ongoing triple global crisis has 
provoked a creative crisis in the EU history with radical changes in the EU. This 
new turn in the EU has given a good opportunity for the new systemic change in 
ECE to the sustainable democracies in the 2020s.

1 The theory of the third -generation autocracy in ECE, described in three stages and three periods, has 
been elaborated in my ‘parallel’ paper Third wave of autocracy in East Central Europe (in the Journal of 
Comparative Politics, 2022), see also my recent books (Ágh, 2019a,2021) and papers (Ágh, 2016, 2019b, 
2020a, b). The current ‘decline of democracy’ literature, see for instance Bayer and Wanat (2021), Ber-
man (2021), Coman and Volintiru (2021), Ghodsee and Orenstein (2021), Higgins (2021), Kochenov and 
Dimitrovs (2021), Lovec et al. (2021), Maurice (2021), Sabatini and Berg (2021), Scheiring (2020) and 
Waldner and Lust (2018) cannot be discussed here in detail, but they have been taken into considera-
tion in this paper.
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In this regional approach, this paper points out in a comparative framework 
that Hungary has been the classical or model negative case in this controversial 
transformation process of autocratisation. The Orbán regime has completed the 
state capture in these three periods, and it has performed the political capture 
of all social fields in several steps as a ‘stealthy putsch’, so the Hungarian case 
offers itself for the deeper analysis of the autocratisation. The special analysis 
of Hungary – ‘the country I know best’ – as a zombie democracy provides a con‑
cept of the comparative autocratisation in the Eastern periphery of the EU. This 
concept – by continuously comparing it with the fellow ECE countries – gives 
the hope of provoking a discussion on this topic. Finally, this reconceptualisa‑
tion leads to the conclusion about the ongoing radical reforms of the EU in the 
recent management of the triple global crisis, which not only offers, but in fact 
necessitates the redemocratisation in ECE. 2

The Hungarian blind alley to the perfect autocratisation 
in the 2010s

This paper argues that Hungary has been the worst ‑case scenario in ECE with 
the crazy ride to autocratisation, and turning away from the road to Europeani‑
sation and Democratisation through the above mentioned three periods. The 
Orbán regime has been conquering the full power not by one attack, as in the 
traditional case of power change, but in a long process of ‘coup d’état’, while 
maintaining the democratic façade for the regime. It has occupied the power 
positions in several domains one after another, and finally it has reached the 
‘perfect’ autocracy by completely ruining all democratic mechanisms, the checks 
and balances system in the legal, social and cultural fields. The three consecu‑
tive elections in the 2010s have produced a parliamentary, constitution ‑making 
supermajority for the Orbán regime to finish this stealthy putsch, in which the 
consecutive elections have also been the major turning points in these three 
periods of autocratisation. This supermajority has facilitated the full ‘society 
capture’ by completing the stages of the state/economy/culture capture. At 
the same time this has also been a continuous process of institution ‑building 
through these critical turning points, which have opened step by step a new 
field of action to occupy the next vital territory of society.3

In the main outlines, this new systemic change of the autocratisation began 
with the landslide electoral victory of Fidesz in 2010 because in the late 2000s – 

2 This short summary only introduces the main concepts and terms widely discussed in the parallel paper 
mentioned above, which is actually the first part of the longer paper, and this paper can be considered 
as the second part.

3 Hungary has been qualified by many experts as the worst -case scenario in ECE (see Ágh, 2016). This 
paper adds that the long process of a stealthy putsch has been completed in the early 2020s by the full 
social capture in the recent ‘cultural war’. The term zombie democracy has appeared for the complete 
decline of democracy, see The Economist (2013) and, recently, Roth (2021)
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due to the socio ‑economic crisis – there was a deep fatigue and a shocking de‑
ception in the Hungarian population. It resulted in the collapse of the chaotic 
and weak democracy by the political tsunami of the neopopulist Fidesz winning 
52.73 % of votes and 68.13 % of parliamentary seats Since then, the Orbán 
governments have concocted a manipulative electoral legislation to craft a con‑
stitutional majority repeatedly through ‘democratic’ elections. The general back‑
ground of this process has been the parliamentary supermajority, through which 
everything has become ‘legal’, since Fidesz could make all kinds of legislations 
in a very short time – including a series of the Constitution’s amendments – in 
order to turn all violations of democracy to ‘legal’. As a start, the Orbán regime 
introduced a new Constitution in the traditionalist ‑nativist style, called Basic 
Law. It was not mentioned by Fidesz in the 2010 election campaign, and was not 
followed by any popular discussion and plebiscite in order to confirm it and to 
give legitimacy to it. There has been, however, so far nine amendments of this 
Basic Law that has always been changed according to the given political situa‑
tion. The electoral system has also been changed several times, and the social 
and financial preconditions for the fair electoral campaign in a free media have 
been removed. These elections have remained free at the very formal level, but 
basically less and less fair, due to both the distortion of electoral law and to the 
dominant media capacity of the Orbán regime to influence the voters.4

The masterminded legislation for the unfair, manipulated elections started 
by the incoming Orbán government, abusing its two ‑thirds majority, and chang‑
ing the rules of elections very often, even right before the 2014 parliamentary 
elections. As the evaluation of these manipulative, unfair elections, Scheppele 
has noted that “Orbán’s constitutional majority – which will allow him to gov‑
ern without constraint – was made possible only by a series of legal changes 
unbecoming a proper democracy… Remove any one of them and the two ‑thirds 
crumbles.” And she continued with a warning: “The European Union imagines 
itself as a club of democracies, but now must face the reality of a Potemkin de‑
mocracy in its midst. The EU is now going into its own parliamentary elections, 
after which it will have to decide whether Hungary still qualifies to be a member 
of the club” (Scheppele, 2014: 17, see also 2015).5

This façade or Potemkin democracy leading to the perfect autocracy with an 
almighty legislative and executive power gives the specificity of the Hungarian 
case. The Big Reverse Wave began in 2010, and these three consecutive elec‑
tions (2010, 2014 and 2018) – won with the two ‑thirds majority by Fidesz – 

4 On the Hungarian developments see for instance Buzogány and Varga (2019), CIVICO Europa (2020), 
Coakley (2021), CoE (2020b, 2021a), Csehi (2019, 2021), Csehi and Zgut (2020), Glied (2020) and Scheiring 
(2020). There are many joint analyses about Hungary and Poland, see Cianetti et al. (2018), Csehi and 
Zgut (2020), Cianetti et al. (2018), Theuns (2020) and Varga and Buzogány (2020).

5 The unfair, manipulated elections have been described by Scheppele (2014 and 2015), see also the very 
critical OSCE (2014) and Council of Europe (CoE, 2020a, b and 2021a, b) Reports.
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give the three periods of the Orbán regime, reaching its ‘perfection’ in the 
early 2020s. In the first case, at the 2010 elections, the mass discontent with 
the failed Europeanisation and with the pernicious social polarisation ruined 
the former chaotic democracy. Hungary – with Poland – was the trendsetter 
in ECE in the late eighties, therefore the expectation for Europeanisation and 
Democratisation after the systemic change in 1989 as a convergence dream 
was very high in Hungary. Consequently, the deception was also very high, the 
highest among the new member states, resulting in the collapse of the chaotic 
democracy at the 2010 elections. This popular discontent already came to the 
surface in 2006 with the mass demonstrations against the government, and 
it was deepening year by year, mostly due to the global fiscal crisis starting 
in 2008. Finally, the new wave of discontent led to this collapse of the weak 
democracy in the 2010 elections. Altogether, there has been a process of the 
new systemic change in three big steps from the political through the socio‑
‑economic to the cultural capture to complete this new systemic change by the 
quasi ‑full social capture.

From the point of view of the big social subsystems, these three periods – 
De ‑Democratisation, Autocratisation and De ‑Europeanisation – have followed 
the logic of a masterplan by capturing the political power in the related fields. 
This cumulative process of the extended state capture or the consecutive state/
economy/culture capture has not been a ‘spontaneous’ process at all, since the 
political capture in the first period gave the legal means of De ‑Democratisation 
for the new political elite. By changing the free and fair elections to the unfair 
elections in a basically pre ‑programed fake system was fatally damaging the 
democracy. It was a conscious process with a masterplan, conquering the ba‑
sics of political power in both the formal and informal institutions in the first 
four years. In the second four years – in the Autocratisation period of the system 
building – the second electoral victory allowed for the autocratic elite to occupy 
all chief positions in the economy and society by ‘privatising’ them. This oligar‑
chisation took place within the pyramid of politically arranged redistribution 
across the whole society as a systematic catch of the socio ‑economic control. It 
started earlier at the state and/or the central government level to prepare the 
next step of the social transformation/polarisation according to the logic of 
this power pyramid based on the politico ‑business networks. Finally, the Or‑
bán regime has managed in the third period to complete the process of social 
capture in the cultural life, which has also meant a fierce attack on the EU, on 
the European rules and values in the recent De ‑Europeanisation period. The 
Orbán regime has engaged in the ‘cultural war’ – usually called Kulturkampf – 
for the quasi ‑full control of the media and by occupying the universities and 
other cultural/scientific institutions in order to control the minds of citizens 
through the education/socialisation in the cultural/academic scenery and in 
media/communication systems.
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All in all, for the more detailed overview of the historical itinerary, the 
Orbán government in the first ‘destructive’ period made a complete overhaul 
of the legal ‑political system for the rule of the hegemonic party. Basically, the 
Orbán government fundamentally weakened the checks and balances system, 
and replaced the heads of all constitutional institutions – Constitutional Court 
(AB), State Audit Office (ÁSZ), Chief Prosecutor’s Office (FH) and National 
Tax Office (NAV) – with loyal Fidesz party soldiers. The main political weapon 
of this overextending ‘state party’ as Golem party was the legal instrumental‑
ism of the state machinery, using the legal rules for direct political purposes, 
since the two ‑thirds majority was in fact a constitutional ‑making majority, and 
therefore all the anti ‑democratic actions of the Orbán government were strictly 
made ‘legal’. This process of converting all former democratic rules through 
the majoritarian ‘democratic’ legal mechanisms into non ‑democratic rules 
in the first period can be termed democracy capture, since it meant turning 
the basic democratic institutions into a mere façade or simply to a ‘fig ‑leaf’. 
Thus, the Fidesz ‑Golem reregulated the entire Hungarian legal system in this 
constitutional coup d’état by abusing the parliamentary supermajority for the 
hostile takeover of the leading positions in the constitutional institutions. This 
systemic change in the polity – laying the foundations of the autocratic regime 
in the institutions – also included the programme for the takeover of the me‑
dia rule through a new repressive law, right at the beginning of this process 
of de ‑democratisation by turning to a new system termed officially as ‘illiberal 
democracy’ (Orbán, 2014).

The deviation from EU norms and from the EU mainstream development was 
already evident in the first period, still with some efforts to pay lip service to the 
EU about democracy and EU values. The EU often mentioned ‘the red line’ in 
the rule of law violations, but it proved to be empty rhetoric already in the early 
2010s. Actually, crossing this red line by drastically violating the rule of law has 
been tolerated for more than one decade within the EU. The first indication of 
the serious violation of rule of law by the Orbán regime was documented in the 
Tavares Report in 2013, voted by the EP with a large majority, but leading no 
sanctions. After the Tavares Report many observers noted, “As for Hungary, how 
much tolerance should Europe show towards the wayward behaviour of one of 
its members with respect to democratic norms and human rights?” (Tsoukalis, 
2014: 58). In the same way, the international ranking institutions recognised 
this start of the new systemic change in Hungary: ‘Events in Hungary in 2010 
demonstrated that the positive trajectory of democratic development cannot be 
taken for granted, within the new member states in particular. Prime Minister 
Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz party used the two ‑thirds parliamentary majority it won 
in April 2010 elections to push through a number of measures that were viewed 
as clear challenges to the country’s system of democratic accountability’ (FH, 
2011: 7, see also later FH, 2021a, b). This statement leads back to the Hungarian 
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worst ‑case scenario, since the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) later issued 
another strong statement that ‘Some negative trends have recently worsened. 
Hungary is perhaps the prime example among the EU’s new member states 
in the region. Since winning a two ‑thirds parliamentary majority in the 2010 
elections, the centre ‑right Fidesz party has systematically taken over the coun‑
try’s previously independent institutions’ (EIU, 2015: 22–23).

In the second ‘constructive’ period between 2014 and 2018, right after the 
2014 elections, Orbán made an often ‑quoted official announcement on the ‘il‑
liberal democracy’ that meant a programme of the full autocratisation by the 
extension of the power grab from politics to the economy and society. While in 
the first period the emphasis was on the big formal institutions in the emerging 
centralised autocratic system, in the second period – based on these almighty 
formal institutions – the emphasis was shifted to the informal socio ‑economic 
and civil institutions. It enabled them to conquer the economic power, and 
through it also the social power by building the big socio ‑political dependency 
pyramid among the population controlled by the politico ‑economic elite. The 
oligarchisation brought in a radical change in economy and society based on 
systemic corruption regulated by the political elite. It means politically organised 
procurements by turning the EU’s resources and the state funds to the friendly 
oligarchs as the mechanism of the institutionalised corruption through closed 
channels, but all actions were formally legalised. This economic capture had 
a direct extension to society through this redistribution pyramid, building an 
extensive social network. Hence, in this period the emphasis was on control‑
ling the whole population through a socio ‑economic dependency system. It 
proceeded as stretching out the political capture to the institutions on the 
other fields, including the government managed owner ‑changes in the media, 
by creating the parallel state with the drastic intervention of the market’s work‑
ings, too. There was a wave of (re)nationalisation of many enterprises, and 
vice versa, giving them to the friendly oligarchs through the (re)privatisation 
of these state assets. With this interdependence this joint socio ‑economic and 
political dependency system produced a new meaning for both the nationali‑
sation and privatisation, since in fact the state was privatised by the political 
elite and the huge properties of friendly oligarchs actually were ‘statised’, that 
is state controlled by the central political elite, by the small group of leaders 
around Orbán.

This parallel state – sometimes also called background state – introduced 
a strange mixture of the public and private, a modern form of the party state 
in the neoliberal autocracy built on the systematic and hierarchical political 
favouritism for those who are politically connected to Fidesz through the formal 
or informal party membership. In the second period, however, the deep state 
was also built by removing all kinds of the genuine self ‑governance, although 
keeping their democratic façade, but actually conquering and emptying them. 
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This process concerned first of all the lower levels of public administration 
from power by drastic centralisation of the county and local self ‑governments. 
Also, all kinds of interest organisations were marginalised and disempowered, 
especially the trade unions. This direct control of public/civil and private/inter‑
est organisations was masterminded, then executed by the formal legislation, 
furthermore it was supported by the economic restrictions and personal intimi‑
dations against the outsiders. Hence all of them worked through the channels 
of personal dependencies in the centralised network of political dependencies. 
With the decline of professionalisation, the parallel state caused poor govern‑
ance at the national level due to the overwhelming political interests in all state 
decisions/actions of the party nomenclature. Still the deep state was more pain‑
ful for the citizens at the local level because the legal security was missing in 
this model of neoliberal autarky with the ‘strong power above – anarchy below’ 
in the power pyramid. This anarchy was increased by the serious attacks on civil 
society, stigmatising the most active organisations as foreign agents. At the level 
of the NGOs versus QUANGOs, there was also a big effort to marginalise the 
genuine institutions versus the fake ones that presented the democratic façade 
for the government controlled civil society. It was a shadow oligarchisation at 
the civil society level in the closed political patronage system, controlled by the 
big government and super ‑ministries with many state secretaries and govern‑
ment commissioners under strict personal dependence, actually in a one ‑man 
rule, both formal and informal.

Altogether, this declining democracy as ‘populism from above’ tended in the 
second period towards a new kind of authoritarian rule, and Hungary indeed 
became an elected autocracy after the fake elections in 2014. The reasons for 
the new electoral victory were clear, since the supermajority was preprogramed 
in the new electoral law with huge preferences for the big party in many ways, 
including gerrymandering. There was just one round of elections in the new 
electoral system in order to avoid the alliances of opposition in the second 
round. Instead of the dominance of proportional results on the party lists, 
there were more places for MPs from the individual districts. Thus, a huge 
contrast was produced at the 2014 and 2018 elections between the electoral 
support of Fidesz and the size of its parliamentary majority. In 2014 the Orbán 
regime received only 44.87 % of votes that gave 66.83 % of seats, and in 2018 
49.27 % also giving 66.83 % of seats, in both cases the safe supermajority. It 
means that taking the participation in the elections into account (60.09 % and 
70.22 %), in 2014 somewhat less than one third of the population and in 2018 
slightly more than one third of the population gave a supermajority to Fidesz 
in this electoral system. Still afterwards, the Orbán regime referred all the time 
to representing the large majority of Hungarians. All these formal events were 
combined with the pressure of the personal dependence in the new power pyra‑
mid for the population, above all in the countryside, and reported under the 
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quasi ‑monopoly of media by the government. Already no popular resistance was 
possible in the formal ‑legal system because the checks and balances system was 
destroyed on the top. The central constitutional institutions were conquered and 
fully packed with Fidesz appointees, usually for 9 or 12 years in office – includ‑
ing the National Electoral Board with a wide range of competences – in order 
to monopolise these institutions for the long run.

In many publications the term of hybrid regime has become accepted for 
these Potemkin democracies with a double face, that is for the polities with 
an institutional/constitutional democratic façade, but actually with a tough 
autocratic system behind. With some reservations the ‘hybridisation’ term may 
even be applied to the first government cycle between 2010 and 2014, since the 
Orbán regime had the full capacity of the voluntaristic legislation for the ‘de‑
‑democratisation’ already in this first period. In the vast international literature 
Bozóki and Hegedűs have focused on the Hungarian case and they have pointed 
out (2018: 1173,1175) that the declining democracies ‘can be best described along 
a continuum’ between ‘liberal democracies and totalitarian regimes’. Moreo‑
ver, they have emphasised that the ‘unique features’ of the Orbán regime have 
made it into ‘a new subcategory of hybrid regimes’, which have to be analysed 
in comparison with Poland. Indeed, the autocratic feature of the Orbán regime 
has been dominant from the very beginning, with the well decorated democratic 
façade and the increasing democracy capture from the top, but after the first 
fake elections in 2014 it clearly deserves more the title of elected autocracy. 
The second period meant a new phase in emptying the democracy and the ex‑
tension of government power to all layers of political administration, since it 
produced a new quality in the disempowerment of citizens. However, to take 
this second step the Orbán regime needed a fake legitimation, provided by the 
constant reference to the danger of the mass invasion of migrants, in order to 
create a new enemy and to launch a mass mobilisation against it. During the 
second period the refugee crisis gave the opportunity for it, and the bugaboo of 
migrants was the chosen enemy of the Orbán regime to fight against. In 2015 
the Orbán regime introduced the emergency situation, which has regularly been 
renewed and it is still valid.

The hysterical campaign against the migrants dominated in the government‑
‑controlled media, marginalised all other problems in the public mind and it 
served also as the first occasion to confront publicly the EU. The Fidesz propa‑
ganda machinery coined the slogan of ‘the freedom fight against the EU coloni‑
sation’ and mobilised a series of mass demonstrations against the EU, allegedly 
because of the EU’s intention to force its migration policy upon Hungary. This 
mass mobilisation for the anti ‑EU demonstrations was organised by Fidesz 
through the Civic Unity Forum (CÖF) financed by the Orbán government, as the 
fist of Fidesz to rule the streets by mass demonstrations and in order to show 
‘the popular will’. The refugee crisis was the main media legitimacy device of the 
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Orbán regime with an enemy picture to turn attention away from the increasing 
autocratisation, which already indicated the shift of emphasis in the political 
system from hard to soft power.

The media capture was the main road for the de ‑democratisation and auto‑
cratisation by soft power. The colonisation of media began immediately after 
the entry of the Orbán government in 2010 with a new media law, as a move to 
soft power, parallel with the radical actions in hard power, by passing the new 
Constitution and transforming the basic institutions. In the first period the 
incoming Orbán regime used the formal political power of government turn‑
ing public media to party media. They established a new forum of state control 
about the media in general by creating a powerful Media Council consisting 
of well ‑disciplined Fidesz actors. In addition, the effort to create a new domi‑
nant narrative goes back to the late 2000s when Fidesz established a system of 
pseudo ‑scientific institutions – like the House of Terror – as factories for the 
politics of historical memory in the turn to the traditionalist ‑nativist narra‑
tive for reinventing ‑rewriting history. In the early 2010s the capture of public 
media was combined with launching Fidesz ‑prone websites producing content 
for their political messages. The establishment of the cultural and ideology lie 
factories for the traditionalist ‑nativist narrative has been based on the specific 
historical ‘Hungarian identity’.

In the second period to conquer the remaining media or to supress it, and 
establishing also new media centres by – seemingly – independent media actors 
the Orbán regime switched more and more to the use of its increasing informal 
economic power of the market. It has controlled the media not only legally, but 
also financially by direct subsidies and huge government payments for advertise‑
ments as well as from the friendly oligarchs to support these fake media actors. 
Népszabadság, the independent daily, was killed by ‘market’ methods, since 
the new owner purchased it and closed it down in October 2016. In this period 
the reference to the ‘market’ was just the democratic façade in conquering the 
media. The role of the market was just a constant argument against criticism 
when the control by the friendly oligarchs was extended to new media outlets. 
The coronation of this tendency of creating a quasi ‑monopoly in the Hungarian 
media was the establishment of Central European Press and Media Foundation 
(KESMA) uniting about five hundred media outlets across the country. It came 
officially only on 11 September 2018, after the next electoral victory of Fidesz, 
but it had already been prepared step by step in the second period. Paradoxically, 
the establishment of KESMA was a bad joke about the ‘market’, since this move 
uncovered that the ‘private’ was in fact ‘public’ when the true Fidesz oligarchs 
offered their media firms for free to create a huge media mogul in this centralised 
media realm, serving as the quasi ‑monopolistic media actor.

Actually, KESMA indicated the entry to the third period with the quasi‑
‑monopoly of the Orbán regime in the Hungarian media. It has only allowed 
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for some independent media organs at the national level, but not in the most 
popular media outlets or at the local level. After the closing of Népszabadság, 
the Orbán regime in fact banned the most popular oppositional radio station 
(Klubrádió) too. On the government side a complete ministry has been or‑
ganised as the Prime Ministerial Cabinet, called by the people ‘Propaganda 
Ministry’ that may be better called the central fake news factory or even the 
lie factory. This institution has regularly produced sophisticated and systema‑
tised lies by presenting an alternative/fictive world by verbal magic issued 
from the lie factories for the mobilisation of Fidesz believers, first of all in 
the countryside. The media story already indicates that in the same way as 
both the ‘public’ (state) and ‘private’ (civil) have lost their (former) mean‑
ing and they have been turned into a strange autocratic mixture, the same 
political process has taken place both in the formal and informal institutions. 
The formal institutions are supposed to be stable and long ‑lasting that can 
be changed only by a serious legal procedure, while the informal institutions 
are allegedly easily changeable. However, in the Hungarian neoliberal autoc‑
racy all things are upside down, since the big formal institutions are almost 
‘liquid’, easily and quickly changeable by the parliamentary supermajority, 
absolutely legally, while the basic informal institutions, first of all the ruling 
politico ‑business networks, are stable and resilient. Actually, the same strange 
autocratic mixture – which has been overviewed above in the case of public‑
‑private economic sectors – also appears in the cultural sector. The big public 
cultural institutions have been ‘privatised’ and ruled with an ‘easy go round’ 
sequence between the Fidesz party leaders, under the direct personal/private 
command of Orbán himself.

The conquer of media and the cultural sector has produced a strange mixture 
of public and private, with constant transition between the two realms. The state 
institutions have created their private dependencies, since the EU resources 
in this kleptocracy have also become ‘privatised’ through the closed system of 
public procurement. So are the access processes to the state funds at all levels, 
like to the top positions in many cultural organisations. Almost everything 
which looks public turns out to be private and vice versa. What remains out‑
side this realm of the neoliberal concoction may be declared public by a swift 
political decision in order to make it part of this huge private world, but it has 
been working ‘public’ in its new context of political dependency from the party 
headquarters. The magic term of ‘the national interest’ can transform everything 
legally into state property – with an exceptional, special procedure – for com‑
pleting the ‘public’ control of the autocratic state, and it appears ‘on the next 
day’ as the private property of the Fidesz oligarchs at a cheap price. Anyway, 
the third period completed the shift to the soft power of the cultural sector as 
the main means of the political rule in the emerging ‘perfect’ autocratic regime 
that deserves the name of zombie democracy.
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The ‘internal Easternisation’ and the emergence of zombie 
democracy

The zombie democracy has been the endgame of the Orbán regime home and 
abroad as the internal Easternisation of Hungary. The Hungarian historical 
memory is haunted by the symbolism of a ferry moving between East and West 
in the changing stages of Easternisation and Westernisation. It seems so that 
after the decades of Westernisation a new turn to Easternisation began in the 
early 2010s, this time not by foreign occupation but by some kind of internal 
Easternisation generating a zombie democracy. Looking at the consecutive 
periods of autocratisation more closely, these three periods discussed above 
can also be seen as the state capture at macro‑, meso‑ and micro ‑levels, namely 
first in the central government, second in the intermediary institutions and 
third in civil society, with its widening implications in the social, cultural and 
human dimensions. To track down the development, these three consecutive 
periods give the key for the systematisation of the democracy decline and the 
emerging zombie democracy in the ECE scholarship through these periods of 
De ‑Democratisation, Autocratisation and De ‑Europeanisation.

The divergence of Hungary from the democratic mainstream has been cru‑
cial during the Orbán regime because this long ‑term supermajority has offered 
the opportunity for the voluntaristic legislation in the formal institutions, and 
cumulating enough political power for the institution ‑building in the informal 
institutions and in the networks across all other social fields. This double process 
has culminated in the third period and it can be described in general as conquer‑
ing the monopolistic positions in the formal state institutions – representing 
the zombie democracy par excellence – on one side, and building the informal 
power centres as the general foundation and/or the background of the zombie 
democracy on the other side. In the recent period it has meant extending the 
direct formal control of the government to all layers of public administration 
and reaching a complete state capture as the ‘deep state’ vertically by ‘govern‑
ing’ even in small settlements as well as conquering/creating the big economic, 
social and scientific/cultural institutions informally, called the ‘parallel state’. 
This total invasion of government as social capture has also produced direct 
government control in those institutions, which are supposedly independent 
and representing the interests of the given field in the public life of a democratic 
country. This extension of the political power from the central state to all sectors 
has mostly been disturbing the everyday life of the Hungarian citizens.

The third consecutive electoral victory of the Orbán regime in 2018 was 
indeed a deep turning point in all respects as an all ‑out war of the government 
with everybody about everything for full control. Therefore, the Orbán regime 
in the third period of autocratisation has focused on the cultural war. The media 
drogue has been the main weapon of Fidesz control over the popular mind, but 
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in this period all other cultural and scientific fields have experienced the fierce 
attack for conquering them in order to widen and diversify this control. It has 
been characterised by an open traditionalist ‑nativist, anti ‑EU ideology giving 
the cultural frame to the official narrative of the freedom fight against ‘Brussels’. 
The third period has been the peak of the Orbán regime, and at the same time it 
has also presented the decay of this regime by its ‘hybris’, by the overextension 
in all fields. In the strange mixture of the new Orwellian ideological factory – 
as e.g. combining the pagan and Christian traditions in the Fidesz ideological 
campaigns – this complete social capture in Hungary after the 2018 elections 
has been managed by a tough state control in its largest meaning through the 
aggressive ‘privatisation’ of the cultural sector (see the comparative ECE analysis 
in Hesová, 2021).

After dismembering the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (MTA) and de‑
priving it from its research institutes, the next step has been the colonisation 
of universities by ‘privatisation’ and pushing them into a direct politically 
dependent situation. Most state ‑run universities – except the biggest ones, as 
yet – have been ‘privatised’ in the legal form of ‘private foundations with public 
functions’ with all of their properties. Fidesz political leaders are exclusively in 
the decision ‑making positions of the curatorium in these ‘private’ universities. 
By this move, those employed in the research institutes and at the universities 
have lost their status of public employees, so they can lose their job any time 
‘if the market demands’, actually, if they are not disciplined enough for loyal 
behaviour in the Orbán regime. They have also organised the National University 
of Public Service (NKE) – in the common parlance the ‘janissary’ university – 
with many privileges for the elite socialisation of the praetorian guard or the 
professional serving intelligentsia, and have established a huge training fac‑
tory in order to produce ideological foot soldiers under the – otherwise very 
prestigious – name of Mathias Corvinus College. The MCC has recently been 
given big properties across the country and a huge budget, unimaginable for the 
poorly financed universities. Moreover, and among others, the Orbán regime 
has concocted its own ‘Academy of the Arts’ (MMA) to please their supporters 
in the various fields of the arts. 6

Altogether, when in this cultural war ‘formal’ institutions have turned into 
‘informal’, public into private and vice versa, it has taken place parallel with 
the drastically decreasing transparency in all fields, not only in the government 
sector, but also in the workings of these new government controlled informal 
institutions, including the ‘private’ cultural/scientific enterprises. The trans‑

6 It is well -known that the Orbán government has pushed out the Central European University and it has 
prepared the establishment of the Chinese Fudan University in Hungary. Both cases have been very 
controversial, but there is no space here to discuss them in detail. This is the same case with the fake 
scientific research institutions serving the government and fabricating some kind of seemingly scientific 
background to the official ideology, like many other Quangos at different levels.
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parency for the public control has disappeared in both the ‘privatised’ formal 
institutions as the universities and in the ‘statised’ informal institutions as the 
Quangos. There have been more and more obstacles to get information about 
political decisions, since access to the politicians and to the public institutions 
has been bordering on the absurd in this ‘perfectly’ closed world of govern‑
mental politics and policy. Moreover, the Orbán regime has used all legal and 
many illegal means to intimidate the still surviving independent media actors, 
and has tried to disturb them by direct/indirect state actions in order to force 
them to accept limitations, the compromises for ‘decent’ behaviour. This effort 
for full control has reached its peak in the recent Pegasus ‘spy’ scandal. It has 
concerned both opposition politicians and independent journalists, to put some 
of the ‘dangerous’ people under surveillance of the security services through 
the close observance of their mobiles.

For this overextended state with a huge control mechanism a big waterhead 
has been needed in the central government, numbering three times more top 
leaders than in the former governments. This formal/informal government has 
also contained high numbers around the government as (prime‑)ministerial 
commissioners, who have been charged with the control of this combination of 
formal and informal, public and private institutions, and provided the surveil‑
lance over the ‘money pump’ of the redistribution to feed the political pyramid. 
This all ‑embracing control mechanism, including also the informal institutions, 
has become manifest by the new and new voluntaristic legal regulations and 
by the appointments of the Fidesz actors to rule these colonised social fields. 
They have been instructed and coordinated by Rogán’s large Prime Ministerial 
Cabinet, as the ‘Propaganda Ministry’ with hundreds of various leading of‑
ficials. Altogether, due to the cumulative effect, this new ‘party state’ has been 
completed in the final period of autocratisation by the ‘cultural capture’, the 
extension to the remaining social fields, with the systemic change in culture and 
ideology. The main ideological products of the cultural war have been conceived 
in the politics of historical memory, producing controversial messages border‑
ing on the sheer absurd. Not only by declaring Christianity as fundamental to 
Hungarian national identity, but mixing it with the idealisation of the mythi‑
cal Hungarian pagan prehistory to a chaotic concept of the singularity of the 
‘Hungarianness’ in Europe. In the politics of historical memory, everything has 
been rewritten about the contemporary history, and in the official presentation 
of the last thirty years Orbán has been elevated to a national hero personally 
performing the systemic change.

The Orbán regime completed the Reverse Wave after the 2018 elections by the 
institutionalisation of autocratisation in the ‘cultural capture’ that has raised 
a big opposition inside, and open conflict with the EU as De ‑Europeanisation 
outside. These two parallel, domestic and international processes have un‑
leashed the endgame of the perfect autocracy in the Orbán regime. Since the 
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late 2010s big cracks have appeared in the Orbán regime, and the economic, 
social and political ruptures have deepened more and more in this ‘perfect’ 
autocracy. The autocratisation provoked an increasingly popular resistance 
and the success of the opposition parties’ union on one side and the weaken‑
ing of the ‘perfect’ autocracy on the other, became evident by the two – EP and 
municipal – elections. In the late 2010s for the first time all opposition parties 
were able to form an electoral alliance, and in both elections the EU was in the 
centre of the electoral campaign. Although Fidesz won the EP elections on 26 
May 2019 by a large majority against the parties of democratic opposition with 
13 versus 8 seats, still it meant some kind of turning point in the history of Hun‑
garian parties. It was a good socialisation for the democratic opposition how to 
campaign together for the EU integration and in the spirit of the EU rules and 
values. Just to the contrary, the open confrontation of Fidesz with the EU was 
visible both internationally and domestically in the EP elections. As a result, in 
the municipal elections the democratic opposition parties on 13 October 2019 
already won ‘urban Hungary’ – the majority of cities, including Budapest – but 
not yet the countryside, ‘rural’ Hungary, which was still under the direct and 
strict political and ideological control of the Orbán regime. Above all, since the 
municipal elections the democratic parties at local level have governed a large 
part of Hungary, the most developed cities and regions, and these city govern‑
ments have collected a lot of experience in the democratic coalition politics.

As to the conflict with the EU, the drastic violations of rule of law at the 
political, social and cultural levels has produced ‘the Easternisation of poli‑
tics’, called sometimes Putinisation (see e.g. Gotev, 2021). In some rampant 
anti ‑democratic legislations of the Orbán regime they have just copied the 
Putin model, sometimes word by word. It has finally led to a full confronta‑
tion with the EU, to the open De ‑Europeanisation. This Easternisation has to 
be investigated in the open conflict and confrontation with the EU, termed 
by the Orbán regime as the ‘freedom fight against Brussels’. Since the aggres‑
sive anti ‑EU campaign in the 2019 EP elections the Orbán regime has moved 
from its ‘mimicry’ to an open anti ‑EU position, from a defensive attitude to 
offensive behaviour against the EU. Beyond the ‘state ‑owned’ lie factories in 
Rogán’s Propaganda Ministry the newly organised parallel state has also been 
more and more mobilised in the offensive against the EU. This mobilisation 
among others includes also the Christian Churches – since the Orbán regime 
has claimed to be defending ‘Christian Europe’ – and the business organisa‑
tions as the playing field of the friendly oligarchs. 7

7 The Eucharistic World Congress in September 2021 in Budapest was a big attempt to use the Catholic Church 
for legitimising the Orbán regime. In the parallel state, actually, the Hungarian Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (MKI) has also been completely controlled by the Orbán regime. The Consultation Forum of the 
Competitive Sector and the Government (VKKF) has been convened very rarely and it has not played any 
significant role in the conflict management between the government and the business life.
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In the external dimension there has been an increasing conflict with the EU 
on two issues: in the rule of law violations (see the whole story in Scheppele, 
Kelemen and Morijn, 2021) and in the diversion from the EU in the foreign 
policy line (see Varga and Buzogány, 2020). First, the Orbán regime has been 
the ‘poster boy’ or the most ill ‑famed actor, although the profiles of the other 
ECE states in these conflicts about the rule of law violations have been rather 
similar, just in the internal dimension the national idiosyncrasies have played 
a more important role. In the deepening conflict between the EU and Hungary 
the crucial event was the Sargentini Report (2018), since critical efforts of the 
EP majority produced a long list of the democracy deficit in Hungary that can 
be applied, by the way, almost directly to all other ECE countries. This Report 
was passed on 12 September 2018 in the EP with a large majority (448 votes 
versus 197) in the Article 7 mechanism. The Sargentini Report is emblematic of 
the worsening relationships between the EU and the Orbán regime, indicating 
the real turning point as the entry to the third period of the open confrontation, 
and since then there have been many other EU documents condemning the rule 
of law violations of the Orbán regime. However, in this deepening conflict with 
the EU the biggest event was the Polish and Hungarian veto threat during the 
preparation of the basic EU document for the management of the triple crisis. 
It was concluded in the December compromise, masterminded by Merkel just 
before the end of the German Council Presidency in late 2020. For sure, there 
will be a hard debate about this December Compromise for a long time, empha‑
sising either its positive side that it has saved the crisis management in that 
given historical moment, or its negative side that it has given a free pass or lee 
way – at least for some time – to the access of the new recovery fund for those 
ECE regimes as the horrible actors in the violations of the EU rules and values.

The EU resources have been extremely important for the Orbán regime, 
since the brutal expropriation of the EU funds by the Hungarian government 
through the systemic corruption has been a vital necessity to feed the ‘money 
pump’ in the power pyramid for the support of the regime. Therefore, even in 
this process of turning against the EU, the Orbán regime has produced a double 
game: it has developed a special pro ‑EU empty rhetoric on one side, but on the 
other side Orbán’s propaganda factory has performed a fierce populist ‑nativist 
propaganda war against the EU with personal attacks on its main opponents 
in the EU. This move has led to the effort of the marginalisation of the Orbán 
regime in the EU, first by the exclusion of Fidesz party from the European Peo‑
ples Party faction in the EP, followed by its deepening confrontation with the 
majority of MEPs on the issue of the rule of law violations.8

8 I have described this process in my book in details (Ágh, 2021a: 113–147, 183–187). Just for the illustration 
of the Fidesz style: Orbán has insinuated that Brussels has been similar to Hitler’s headquarters (the 
Wolf’s Lair). Szilárd Demeter, the Ministerial Commissioner of culture has written an article in a domestic 
newspaper that has created internationally resonance, since in the article he referred to George Soros 
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This behaviour of the Orbán regime – parallel with that of the Polish govern‑
ment – has produced a split in the EU’s decision ‑making mechanism in the deli‑
cate historical moment of the implementation of the recovery funds in the next 
EU budget (MFF). Obviously, the Council and the Commission have had more 
a conciliatory approach with a conflict ‑avoidance in this rule of law issue that 
has raised increasing concern in the EP, but also in many Western governments 
and, first of all, among the large majority of the EU citizens. In the early 2020s 
this EU ‑wide conflict can also be widely described even in the strict legal terms 
of the official documents issued from the institutional triangle of the Council, 
Commission and Parliament. However, this situation can be briefly summarised 
in the turn of the EP against the Commission, threatening it with taking this 
negligence to the European Court of Justice for the marginalising the rule of 
law violations in Hungary and Poland. This is still an open history in the fall 
of 2021 (see Bayer, 2021, Hungarian Spectrum, 2021 and Reuters, 2020a, b).9

As to the second issue, the foreign policy line, it has to be emphasised above 
all that the Orbán regime in close cooperation with the Polish government has 
tried to organise – in their parlance – the ‘sovereigntists’ versus the ‘unionists’, 
the new member states versus the old ones, as well as the neopopulist parties 
versus the ‘federalists’ within the EP. This effort was clear already in 2019 when 
the Orbán regime provoked an anti ‑EU electoral campaign with the other ne‑
opopulist/extremist parties in the EP elections, both domestically and inter‑
nationally, in an effort to reset the proportions of party factions in EP, but this 
effort failed (Buzogány and Varga, 2019). Beyond the EU scenery, however, the 
Orbán regime has been rather successful in organising intensive contacts with 
other autocratic regimes around the world, mainly with Russia and Turkey, and 
recently more and more with China. This ‘Eastern Opening’ was announced by 
Orbán after the entry of his new government on 5 September 2010. The Orbán 
regime took the first steps in this new foreign policy toward Russia, but after‑
wards China came to the fore. The Eastern Opening has attracted a large follow‑
ship in ECE, better to say, in other ECE countries the same perverse tendencies 
have also emerged, and they have reinforced each other.

as the ‘liberal Führer’, who is turning Europe into a gas chamber’ where Hungarians are the ‘new Jews’. 
Additionally, the Fidesz -founder, Tamás Deutsch, the leader of the Fidesz faction in the EP, has compared 
the critical stance of Manfred Weber, the EPP faction leader towards Fidesz to that of the Gestapo.

9 There is no space the follow the itinerary of this political and legal debate (see Scheppele et al, 2021), it 
is enough to indicate here the increasing tension in the EU because of the aggressive behaviour of the 
Hungarian and Polish governments and the conciliatory approach of the Merkel government (Financial 
Times, 2021a, b). The Orbán government turned to the European Court of Justice, but in the summer 
of 2021 the ECJ confirmed the EP decisions. This legal decision has become the indication of the total 
confrontation of the Orbán regime with the EU. One of the most characteristic moves of the aggressive 
autocracy was Orbán’s strange political message to the EU in the Magyar Közlöny (Hungarian Official 
Journal) on 2 August 2021 (Issue 146, p. 6811) as the Decision of the Hungarian Government refusing 
the Commission’s Report on the Rule of Law situation in Hungary (EC, 2021).
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The Eastern Opening claims to be pragmatic, and advertised as trade‑
‑oriented, but in fact it has been a politically ‑engaged ideological weapon. In 
the last decade this trade policy has also been used for inviting investments 
from the countries outside the EU, and it has been declared successful accord‑
ing to the government reports. In fact, its economic role has been minimal for 
Hungary and it has basically served as a façade for the political opening to the 
other autocratic regimes outside the EU. Although Hungary has relied strongly 
on the Russian supply of gas and oil, the Orbán regime – unlike the other energy 
importing EU countries – counterproductively extended this contact to other 
fields, first of all to the ill ‑famed case of the Paks‑2 nuclear station, which would 
be both unnecessary and too costly for Hungary, and serves only to strengthen 
the political relationship with Russia. Thus, since the 2010 elections the Orbán 
government has not only established and maintained a strong relationship with 
Russia and the Putin regime, but it has often followed, even copied, its autocratic 
measures against the opposition and civil society.

Nowadays in the trade opening the often ‑mentioned case is China, but its 
economic importance has been exaggerated. While the Hungarian export has 
been increasing to the EU and presently stands at 77.3 percent, in the case of 
China it is only at 1.7 percent. Yet, following the line of its opposition to the EU 
sanctions, the Orbán regime has turned toward China. In the early 2020s the 
issues of the planned Belgrade ‑Budapest railway for the sake of Chinese ‘con‑
nectivity’ and that of the establishment of the Hungarian branch of the Chinese 
Fudan University have been among the biggest political confrontations within 
Hungary, and these moves have also sent a strong political message to the EU. 
The international press often claims that Hungary has been the Trojan horse 
of Russia and China, since the Orbán government has regularly vetoed the EU 
decisions condemning these countries (Ji, 2020, Kalkhof, 2021, Kapitonenko, 
2021 and Karásková, 2021). Otherwise, the Eastern opening has not only been 
an active foreign policy line for the Orbán regime, but also an ideological con‑
struct, bordering on the absurdity, because Orbán himself has declared that 
Hungarians are among the Turkish nations, and he has regularly attended their 
summit meetings, developing intensive relations not only with Turkey, but also 
e.g. with Azerbaijan (see the whole story recently in Mészáros, 2021).

Thus, the ‘Hungarian disease’ is particularly important because this is the 
model case of autocratisation and this disease has also infected the neighbouring 
countries, and it has turned to a common ECE disease. This pandemic of autoc‑
ratisation has been spreading, the Orbán regime has been active in supporting 
this ‘Putinisation’ tendency not only among the new member states, and seeking 
partnership with them, but it has infected the Western Balkans too, above all in 
Serbia (Gotev, 2021). In this geopolitical turn of the Orbán regime to the West 
Balkan region it has also been characteristic that Olivér Várhelyi, the Hungarian 
Commissioner, has been so much in the favour of Serbia’s president Aleksandar 
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Vučić that he has undermined the EU credibility in the region (Gricourt, 2021: 
1). Actually, as the Brdo Declaration of the EU (Council, 2021 on 6 October 2021) 
indicates, the EU has recently arrived at a historical impasse in the WB region, 
since neither the EU, nor this region are able and ready for the enlargement, 
therefore the EU has shifted toward the partnership and securitisation. Whereas 
Orbán in this precarious situation looks for allies in the West Balkans to make 
troubles for the EU, some experts have elaborated an alternative strategy for 
the ‘staged accession’, meaning the accession process in several steps planned 
for a longer period (Emerson et al., 2021).

All in all, in the last years Hungary has turned out to be a ‘perfect autocracy’, 
confronting the EU with a political leadership that has lost any long ‑term 
rationality or self ‑control, and behaving as a loose cannon in the EU also in 
the extremely critical period of the covid crisis. The emergence of this ‘perfect 
autocracy’, advertised as illiberal democracy, has been based on the repeated 
two ‑thirds majority in the consecutive fake elections in 2014 and 2018. It has 
produced deep violations of the rules and values of the EU and regular confron‑
tations with the EU foreign policy by regularly threatening with a Hungarian 
veto. Finally, in the recent period of zombie democracy by completing the new 
autocratic polity, the Orbán regime has resulted in an open conflict with the EU, 
declaring war on ‘Brussels’. In this situation of the general De ‑Europeanisation 
in ECE, no wonder that some eminent Western politicians and experts have 
demanded to expel Hungary – and Poland – from the EU (see e. g. Acemoglu, 
2021 and Müller, 2021), since Hungary has developed in fact a zombie member‑
ship in the EU, while the overwhelming majority of Hungarian citizens (89 %) 
are pro ‑EU and supporting the EU membership (Medián, 2021).

Conclusion: The project of ‘Re ‑unite EUrope’ and the 
redemocratisation in ECE

In the early 2020s the development of the EU has arrived at a crossroads, and 
the cumulated problems may be overviewed through the three basic issues 
that have to be arranged in the recent global crisis management. First, since 
the early 2010s in the controversial EU developments some disintegration ten‑
dencies have also appeared and strengthened. This trend has been indicated in 
the EU scholarship as Fragmented Europe, and the strategic programme of the 
‘Re ‑unite EUrope’ has been designed against it. After the failed global crisis man‑
agement in the early 2010s, the EU has to now face the main task to overcome 
this disintegration process in Fragmented Europe in order to ‘re ‑unite’ the EU. 
All problems in ECE have to be taken into consideration in this context of the 
recent EU global crisis management for the EU integration at a higher level. 
Second, this deepening Core ‑Periphery Divide in the Fragmented Europe is not 
a marginal, but a vital issue for the entire EU, since without solving this Divide, 
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the EU cannot accomplish its ‘Re ‑uniting’ strategy. These favourable external 
conditions, the prosperous Next Generation EU recovery programme, offer 
a big historical opportunity for the ECE countries, and at the same time they 
have to face the hard necessity to perform a new systemic change. Third, the 
key words for the ECE internal development are the re ‑entry, social citizenship, 
redemocratisation. This great challenge as a new systemic change means that 
the ECE countries have to re ‑enter the EU in a new form of social citizenship 
that presupposes completing the process of redemocratisation. This second 
historical test for them is nowadays much more difficult than the first one, with 
the systemic change in the euphoric years on the nineties. The ECE states have 
to overcome the autocratisation to reach a much higher level of Europeanisa‑
tion by creating the internal conditions for the sustainable democracy and the 
effective EU membership. This special crisis management of ECE countries has 
been high on the agenda in the early 2020s, but it will be a long, painful and 
complex process.10

References

Acemoglu, Daron (2021): The EU Must Terminate Hungary’s Membership, Project syndicate: 
available at https://www.project -syndicate.org/commentary/eu -must -terminate -hungary-
-and -possibly -poland -by -daron -acemoglu-2021-09 (2 September 2021).

Ágh, Attila (2016): The Decline of Democracy in East -Central Europe: Hungary as the Worst -Case 
Scenario, Problems of Post Communism, Vol. 63, No. 5–6: 277–287.

Ágh, Attila (2019a): Declining Democracy in East Central Europe: The Divide in the EU and Emerg
ing Hard Populism, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Ágh, Attila (2019b): The neoliberal hybrid in East -Central Europe: The ‘treason of intellectuals’ 
and its current re -assessment, Politics in Central Europe, 15 (3), 355–381.

Ágh, Attila (2020a): The Bumpy Road of the ECE region in the EU: Successes and failures in the 
first fifteen years, Journal of Comparative Politics, 13 (1), 23–45.

Ágh, Attila (2020b): Rethinking the historical trajectory of ECE in the EU: From the ‘original sin’ 
in democratization to redemocratization, Politics in Central Europe, 16. (2), 367–398.

Ágh, Attila (2021): Awaking Europe in the Triple Crisis, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Bayer, Lili (2021): How Orbán broke the EU ̶ and got away with it, Politico, available at https://
www.politico.eu/article/how -viktor -orban -broke -the -eu -and -got -away -with -it -hungary -rule-
-of -law/ (24 September 2021).

10 This conclusion about the megatrend of the EU developments in the 2020s has only been indicated 
here, it has been explained and documented in my book, Ágh 2021. The strategy of the Re -unite Europe 
has been elaborated in the European Policy Centre, see first of all Emmanouilidis (2018).



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 18 (2022) 1 21

Bayer, Lili and Zosia Wanat (2021): 5 ways the EU’s democracy crisis could end, Politico, available 
at https://www.politico.eu/article/five -ways -the -eus -democracy -crisis -could -end/ (3 August 
2021).

Bánkuty -Balogh, Lilla Sarolta (2021): Novel Technologies and Geopolitical Strategies: Disinfor-
mation Narratives in the Countries of the Visegrád Group, Politics in Central Europe, Vol. 17, 
No. 2, 165–195.

Berman, Sheri (2021): The consequences of neoliberal capitalism in eastern Europe, Social 
Europe, available at https://socialeurope.eu/the -consequences -of -neoliberal -capitalism -in-
-eastern -europe

Bozóki András and Dániel Hegedűs (2018): “An externally constrained hybrid regime: Hungary 
in the European Union”, Democratization, Vol. 25, No. 7, 1173–1189.

Buzogány, Aron and Mihai Varga (2019): The ideational foundations of the illiberal backlash in 
Central and Eastern Europe: The case of Hungary, Review of International Political Economy, 
available at https://www.researchgate.net/publication/330758100_The_ideational_founda-
tions_of_the_illiberal_backlash_in_Central_and_Eastern_Europe_the_case_of_Hungary.

Cianetti, Licia, James Dawson and Seán Hanley (2018): Rethinking ‘democratic backsliding’ in 
Central and Eastern Europe – looking beyond Hungary and Poland, East European Politics, 
Vol. 34, No. 3, 243–256.

CIVICO Europa (2020): By surrendering to autocracy in the fight against COVID-19, Hungary 
poisons European ideals, available at https://civico.eu/news/by -surrendering -to -autocracy-
-in -the -fight -against -covid-19-hungary -poisons -european -ideals/ (20 April 2020).

Coakley, Amanda (2021): Hungary’s Orban Is on a Mission to Remake the Right, Foreign Policy, 
available at https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/03/hungary -orban -fidesz -christian -democracy-
-right/ (3 August 2021).

CoE, Council of Europe (2020a): Annual report on the media freedom, available at https://
rm.coe.int/annual -report -en -final-23-april-2020/16809e39dd.

CoE, Council of Europe (2020b): Dunja Mijatović, Commissioner urges Hungary’s Parliament 
to postpone the vote on draft bills that, if adopted, will have far -reaching adverse effects 
on human rights in the country, available at https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/
commissioner -urges -hungary -s-parliament -to -postpone -the -vote -on -draft -bills -that -if-
-adopted -will -have -far -reaching -adverse -effects -on -human -rights -in-.

CoE, Council of Europe (2021a): Hungary, Memorandum on the freedom of expression, available 
at https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/-/commissioner -high -time -for -hungary -to -restore-
-journalistic -and -media -freedoms.

CoE, Council of Europe (2021b): Annual Democracy Report 2021, https://www.coe.int/en/web/
portal/-/democracy -is -in -distress -finds -the -council -of -europe -secretary -general -s-annual-
-report -for-2021.

Coman, Ramona and Clara Volintiru (2021): Anti -liberal ideas and institutional change in Central 
and Eastern Europe, European Politics and Society, available at https://www.tandfonline.com/
doi/abs/10.1080/23745118.2021.1956236.



22 The Orbán regime as the “perfect autocracy” Attila Ágh

Council (2021): Brdo Declaration, available at https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/52280/
brdo -declaration-6-october-2021-en.pdf (6 October 2021).

Csehi, Robert (2019): Neither episodic, nor destined to failure? The endurance of Hungarian 
populism after 2010, Democratization, Volume 26, Issue 6, 1011–1027, https://doi.org/10.108
0/13510347.2019.1590814.

Csehi, Robert (2021): The Politics of Populism in Hungary, Routledge, p. 242.

Csehi, Robert and Edit Zgut (2020): We won’t let Brussels dictate us”: Eurosceptic populism in 
Hungary and Poland, European Politic and Society, January 2020, https://doi.org/10.1080/2
3745118.2020.1717064.

EC, European Commission (2021): Rule of Law Report 2021 Hungary, available at https://
ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/2021_rolr_country_chapter_hungary_en.pdf

EC, European Commission (2021d): Ursula von der Leyen, State of the Union, available at https://
ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_21_4701

EIU, Economist Intelligence Unit (2021) Democracy Index 2020, https://www.eiu.com/n/cam-
paigns/democracy -index-2020/ (15 September 2021).

Emerson, Michael (2021): Balkan and Eastern European Comparisons, CEPS, available at https://
www.ceps.eu/ceps -publications/balkan -and -eastern -european -comparisons/.

Emmanouilidis, Janis (2018): “The need to ‘Re -unite EUrope’”, EPC, available at https://www.emman-
ouilidis.eu/download/Emmanouiilidis--The -need -to -Re -unite -EUrope.pdf?m=1548849699&.

EP, European Parliament (2018): Sargentini Report, available at https://www.europarl.europa.
eu/doceo/document/A-8-2018-0250_EN.html (12 September 2018).

EP, European Parliament (2021): Commission’s Rule of Law Report 2020, available at https://
www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0313_EN.html (24 June 2021).

Financial Times (2021a): Angela Merkel has dealt Europe’s authoritarian leaders a trump card, 
available at https://www.ft.com/content/a2c58fd4-e055-4373-a2c6-ba7cca780549

Financial Times (2021b) Orban government not ‘reliable steward’ of EU funds, available at 
https://www.ft.com/content/4d79583c -f5a1-40be-93dc -cae27e6c713f?desktop=true&segme
ntId=d8d3e364-5197-20eb-17cf-2437841d178a#myft (26 May 2021).

FH, Freedom House (2011): Nations in Transit 2011, available at http://www.freedomhouse.org/
images/File/nit/2011/NIT-2011-Release_Booklet.pdf

FH, Freedom House (2021a): The global decline in democracy has accelerated, available at 
https://freedomhouse.org/article/new -report -global -decline -democracy -has -accelerated

FH, Freedom House (2021b) Hungary, https://freedomhouse.org/country/hungary/freedom-
-world/2021.

Glied, Viktor (2020): The Populist phenomena and the reasons for their success in Hun-
gary, Politics in Central Europe, Vol. 16, No. 15, 23–45, available at https://www.academia.
edu/41774351/The_populist_phenomena_and_the_reasons_for_their_success_in_
Hungary?auto=download&email_work_card=download -paper.

Ghodsee, Kristen and Mitchell Orenstein (2021): Taking Stock of Shock: Social Consequences of 
the 1989 Revolutions, Oxford University Press, p. 304



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 18 (2022) 1 23

Gotev, Georgi (2021): Vucic, Orban and the Putinisation of Europe, Euractiv, available at https://
www.euractiv.com/section/central -europe/opinion/the -brief -powered -by -ehfg -vucic -orban-
-and -the -putinisation -of -europe/ (23 September 2021).

Gricourt, Sébastien (2021): The EU -Western Balkans summit: is there any hope? – The Progres-
sive Post, available at https://progressivepost.eu/the -eu -western -balkans -summit -is -there-
-any -hope/ (11 October 2021).

Hesová, Zora (2021): Three types of cultural wars and the populist strategies in Central Europe”, 
Czech Journal of Political Science, June 2021, 130–150.

Higgins, Andrew (2021) Populist Leaders in Eastern Europe Run into a Little Problem: Unpopular-
ity, The New York Times, available at, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/21/world/europe/
eastern -europe -populist -leaders -unpopular.html?searchResultPosition=3 (21 June 2021).

Hungarian Spectrum (2021): The beleaguered Viktor Orbán strikes back, available at https://
hungarianspectrum.org/tag/civil -osszefogas -forum/ (24 June 2021).

Hutchinson, Lorna (2021): We are not living in Europe à la carte” says Jourová on Rule of Law 
report, The Parliament Magazine, available at https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/news/
article/we -are -not -living -in -europe -la -carte -says -jourov -on -rule -of -law -report (20 July 2021).

Ji, Xianbai (2020): Conditional endorsement and selective engagement: a perception survey of 
European think tanks on China’s belt and road initiative”, Journal of Contemporary Central 
and Eastern Europe, Vol. 28, Nos 2–3, 175–197.

Kalkhof, Maximilian (2021): Ungarn: Chinas Einfallstor nach Europa, Die Welt, available at 
https://www.welt.de/politik/ausland/plus230840525/Ungarn -Chinas -Einfallstor -nach -Europa.
html?cid=onsite.onsitesearch (4 May 2021).

Kapitonenko, Nickolay (2021): China’s soft power debacle in Eastern Europe, IPS, available at 
https://www.ips -journal.eu/topics/foreign -and -security -policy/chinas -soft -power -debacle -in-
-eastern -europe-5146/ (5 May 2021).

Karásková, Ivana (ed.) (2021): Empty shell no more: China’s growing footprint in Central and 
Eastern Europe, China Observers in Central and Eastern Europe (CHOICE), Prague, available 
at https://chinaobservers.eu/new -publication -empty -shell -no -more -chinas -growing -footprint-
-in -central -and -eastern -europe/.

Kluth, Andreas (2020): Merkel’s Deal with Hungary and Poland Is a Compromise Too Far, 
Bloomberg, available at https://finance.yahoo.com/news/merkel -deal -hungary -poland-
-compromise-182954661.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer= (10 December 2020).

Kochenov, Dimitry Vladimirovich and Aleksejs Dimitrovs (2021): Solving the Copenhagen Di-
lemma, available at https://verfassungsblog.de/solving -the -copenhagen -dilemma/.

Lovec, Marko, Katerina Koci and Zlatko Sabic (2021): “The stigmatization of Central Europe via 
(failed) socialization initiative”, Journal of International Relations and Development, available 
at https://www.researchgate.net/requests/r90674147.

Lührmann, Anna (2021): Disrupting the autocratization sequence: towards democratic resilience, 
Democratization, Vol. 28, Issue 5, 1017-1039, available at https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/fu
ll/10.1080/13510347.2021.1928080?scroll=top&needAccess=true.



24 The Orbán regime as the “perfect autocracy” Attila Ágh

Maurice, Eric (2021): Protecting checks and balances to save the Rule of Law, Fondation available 
at Robert Schuman, https://www.robert -schuman.eu/en/doc/questions -d-europe/qe-590-en.
pdf.

Medián Public Opinion Research Institute (2021): Hungarians on the EU, published in Heti Világ
gazdaság (HVG), 29 July 2021.

Merkel, Wolfgang and Anna Lührmann (2021): “Resilience of democracies: responses to illiberal 
and authoritarian challenges”, Democratization, Vol. 28, No. 5, 869–884, available at https://
doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2021.1928081, https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4258-1088b.

Mészáros, Tamás (2021): As Hungary lauds its ‘Eastern Opening’ policy, statistics fail to show 
benefits, Euractive, available at https://www.euractiv.com/section/economy -jobs/news/
as -hungary -lauds -its -eastern -opening -policy -statistics -fail -to -show -benefits/ (12 May 2021).

Müller, Jan -Werner (2021): Die EU muss gegen Polen und Ungarn vorgehen, Süddeutsche 
Zeitung, available at https://www.sueddeutsche.de/meinung/ungarn -polen -eu-
1.5399005?reduced=true (2 September 2021).

Orbán, Viktor (2014): Full text of Viktor Orbán’s speech at Băile Tusnad (Tusnádfürdő) of 26 July 
2014, Budapest Beacon, available at https://budapestbeacon.com/full -text -of -viktor -orbans-
-speech -at -baile -tusnad -tusnadfurdo -of-26-july-2014/.

OSCE, Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (2014): Hungary, Parliamenta-
ry Elections, 6 April 2014, Final Report, available at http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/
hungary/121098?download=true.

Reuters (2020a): Hungary will defend EU against migrant wave, Orban says, Reuters, 4 March 
2020, available at https://www.reuters.com/article/us -europe -migrants -centraleurope-
-idUSKBN20R1H0.

Reuters (2020b): Visegrad Four grouping push back on new EU migration plan, Reuters, 24 
September 2020, available at https://www.reuters.com/article/us -europe -migrants -hungary-
-idUSKCN26F1T6.

Roth, Kenneth (2021): The Age of Zombie Democracies: Why Autocrats Are Abandoning Even 
the Pretence of Democratic Rituals, 28 July 2021, Foreign Affairs, available at https://www.
foreignaffairs.com/articles/americas/2021-07-28/age -zombie -democracies.

Sabatini, Christopher and Ryan C. Berg (2021): Autocrats Have a Playbook, Now Democrats Need 
One Too, Foreign Policy, available at https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/02/10/autocrats -have -a-
playbook -now -democrats -need -one -too/ (10 February 2021).

Scheiring, Gábor (2020): “The foundations of hybrid authoritarian state capitalism in Hungary”, 
Sociology, No. 1, 119–131.

Scheppele, Kim Lane (2014): Legal But Not Fair (Hungary), The New York Times, 13 April 2014, 
available at http://krugman.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/04/13/legal -but -not -fair -hungary/?_
php=true&_type=blogs&_r=0.

Scheppele, Kim Lane (2015): Orbán’s police state, Politico, available at http://www.politico.eu/
article/orbans -police -state -hungary -serbia -border -migration -refugees/.



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 18 (2022) 1 25

Scheppele, Kim, Daniel Kelemen and John Morijn (2021): The EU Commission has to Cut Funding 
to Hungary: The Legal Case, Expert Material for the EP, available at https://danielfreund.eu/
wp -content/uploads/2021/07/220707_RoLCR_Report_digital.pdf (7 July 2021).

The Economist (2013): Zombie democracy: A note to Turkey’s prime minister, among others: win-
ning elections is not enough, available at https://www.economist.com/leaders/2013/06/22/
zombie -democracy (22 June 2013).

Theuns, Tom (2020): Could we found a new EU without Hungary and Poland? available at, 
https://euobserver.com/opinion/149470 (21 September 2020).

Tsoukalis, Loukas (2014): The Unhappy State of the Union: Europe Needs a New Grand Bargain, 
Policy Network, 21 March 2014, available at http://www.policynetwork.net/publications/4602/
The -Unhappy -State -of -the -Union.

Varga, Mihai and Aron Buzogány (2020): The Foreign Policy of Populists in Power: Contesting 
Liberalism in Poland and Hungary”, Geopolitics, 29 March 2020, https://doi.org/10.1080/14
650045.2020.1734564.

V -Dem (2021): Autocratization Turns Viral, Democracy Report 2021, available at https://www.v -
-dem.net/en/publications/democracy -reports/.

Waldner, David and Ellen Lust (2018): Unwelcome change: Coming to Terms with Democratic 
Backsliding, Annual Review of Political Science, (21) 93–113, available at https://www.annual-
reviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev -polisci-050517-114628.

Attila Ágh is a Professor Emeritus in the Political Science Department at the Buda‑
pest Corvinus University. He was the founder and the former Head of Department 
of Political Science at this University, the Director of the Research Centre “Together 
for Europe” and also the President of the Central European Political Science As‑
sociation (CEPSA). He was a visiting professor at many universities from Aarhus 
to Vienna, and also from New Delhi to Los Angeles. His major research interest is 
comparative politics with special regard to the EU developments, focusing the Eu‑
ropeanization and Democratization in the New Member States. He has published 
more than twenty books and dozens of papers in the international journals. Email: 
attila.agh@chello.hu.


