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This paper is a reflection on Zsolt Boda’s essay on “Polarization and the disintegration of the 

polity. Reflections on populism and the future of liberal democracies”. He is discussing two 

specific consequences of populist politics, namely the polarization of the polity and the erosion 

of democratic norms.  

 

Whereas the literature is fragmentary and the empirical work on populism is almost invariably 

confined to specific countries or regions, the discussion about the impact of populism on 

democracy has been reinforced by a new wave of radical leftist populism from the beginning of 

the 2000 (Castañeda and Morales, 2008; Levitsky and Roberts, 2011). It was mainly driven by 

leaders such as Evo Morales in Bolivia, and Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, who implemented 

institutional reforms that seek to diminish the power of established elites and incorporate 

excluded sectors.  

 

By 2021, democratic backsliding, concerns about the rule of law and populism seems to be most 

prominent in the Central-Eastern region in the European Union. Whereas this year marks the 

30th anniversary of the collapse of the Soviet Union, the quality of democratic governance has 

fallen the most in Hungary and Poland.2 This contribution examines how the populism of Fidesz 

and Law and Justice (PiS) eroded the quality of democracy in both countries, and what are the 

main systemic risks of populism amids the pandemic crises in CEE.  

 

Zero sum game 

 

Robust research (Akkermann, 2003; Arditi, 2004; Bang and Marsh, 2018) has been conducted on 

the link between populism and democracy. Whereas most studies agree that populism is not anti-

democratic per se, the authors also agree that populism challenges the so-called liberal pillar of 

democracy. 

 

I agree with Boda’s main argument that not only populism may affect the liberal institutions 

when in power, but it can influence democratic norms as well.   He is rightly claiming that 

populism can erode democracy by fostering increasing polarization. Populists not only promote 

antagonism between the” pure people” and the “corrupt elite”. They claim that they are the only 

voice of the real people, and that any resistance to their rule is simply illegitimate. Thus, the 

political struggle between “us” and “them” is conceived as an endless series of moralized 
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zerosum conflicts in which the gains of one collective identity is only possible with a loss of 

benefits of the other.  

 

Moreover, as Jan-Werner Müller (2019) put it, populists “speak and act as if the people could 

develop a singular judgment, a singular will, and hence a singular, unambiguous mandate”, 

which is obviously nonsense.  Imposing the assumption of such an unrealistic uniformity 

threatens the rights of minorities and enables autocratic-minden leaders to dismantle the 

checkpoints on the road to autocracy (Galston, 2018).  

 

“Illiberal” impatience in populist context  

 

History has taught us that tension between populism and democracy is most pronounced once 

populists get into power (Mudde, 2016). Arguably, populists weaken crucial institutions such as 

independent judiciary,  undermine the freedom of the press and civil society if they obstruct 

implementation of their policy agenda. The Hungarian and Polish government that started their 

illiberal remodeling in 2010 and 2015 respectively are profound examples in this regard.  

 

The Orbán government constantly amended the new constitution adopted in 2011 which fits 

nicely into a populist agenda. Populists see ‘the people’ more as constitutive as opposed to 

constituted power (cf. Kalyvas, 2005), and thus, often challenge existing constitutional 

frameworks which do not represent the interests of ‘the people’. (Csehi and Zgut, 2020).  

 

In the name of the “Good change”, Jaroslaw Kaczyński was supposed to think that the rule of 

law in the modern democracy bound the hands of the reformers and defended the old communist 

elites and privileges”(Bunikowski, 2018, p. 295).  The informal leader of PiS portrayed the 

courts as the ‘corrupt elite’, as remnant institutions that ‘have nothing to do with the interest of 

the vast majority of Poles’, that stood in the way of liberating, democratic developments in 

Poland.  

According to Bugaric (2018), there are four main symptoms that showcase how authoritarian 

populists downgrade democracies. The first is the attack on essential checks and balances of the 

executive and legislative branch. The second is the attack on the media independent of the 

government. The third is the assault of civil rights and liberties and the fourth is the degradation 

of the quality of the elections. According to the global democracy indexes, the reports of the EU 

Commission and the OSCE, all four symptomes apply to Hungary and Poland to different extent.  

In Hungary, Fidesz succeeded in deconstructing the components of a consensus-based liberal 

democracy in the name of the majoritarian democracy (Lijphart 1999). Not only has it been 

blaming liberalism and liberal democracy for all hardships. While promoting the concept of 

illiberal democracy, the Orban regime undermined the liberal pillars of democracy in practice by 



weakening the protection of individual rights, the maintenance of checks and balances and 

constitutional restriction on politics that are indispensable to the democratic process itself.  

 

Furthermore,  in the spirit of “illiberal impatience”, both governments are depicting checks and 

balances as obstacles of “getting things done” for “the people”.   The main narrative is that 

democratic institutions are not considered to be the right representatives of the right people, so 

populists often advocate a majoritarian takeover, as a justification of the capture of the polity. 

This trait of populism was best reflected by Kaczynski’s notion of “legal/constitutional 

impossibilism” (Sadurski, 2019),  signifying the obstacles which make it impossible to 

implement necessary reforms.  

 

As Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018) have written in their book How Democracies Die, two norms 

stand out as fundamental to a functioning democracy: mutual toleration and institutional 

forbearance. The former refers to the idea that – as long as our rivals play by constitutional rules 

– we have to accept that they have an equal right to exist, compete for power and govern. Despite 

mutual disagreement and strong antipathy, those in power have to accept them as legitimate. As 

Levitsky and Ziblatt remind us that in every case of democratic breakdown, would-be autocrats 

have justified their consolidation of power by labelling their opponents as an existential threat. 

 

The approach of Orbán and Kaczyński is authoritarian not only because they reject pluralism and 

depict critical actors independent of these governments as enemies of the “people”. The 

Hungarian government has rewritten the constitution nine times to capture the state’s referees, to 

create a grossly uneven playing field, favouring Fidesz, and to restrict civil society, the 

opposition and the independent media (Bozóki and Simon, 2019). Whereas systemic corruption 

and politically selective law enforcement are key features of the Hungarian government, it is 

systematically abusing its power to hinder the opposition to be elected. While Poland is ranked 

much better in global corruption indexes,  PiS is a quasi-oligarchical network linking political 

and corporate power and the political playing field became skewed for the benefit of the 

incumbent during the presidential elections.     

 

Cultural wars in CEE 

 

In his paper, Boda Zsolt is invoking the common explanation of the rise of populism, by pointing 

out to the growth of inequality in most developed economies. The “economic insecurity 

perspective” provides a fertile soil for populists who are exploiting the growing expectation of the 

majority of the disadvantaged, which have not been met.  

But the  recent electoral success of Fidesz and PiS indicated that structural explanations placing 

economics at the heart of the matter and treating other issues as derivative distorts a more 

complex reality. In the case of Central Europe, drawing upon Inglehart and Norris (2016), the 



social preconditions of populist success could be rather explained with a conflict-driven cultural 

backlash against modern values of globalism, multicultural tolerance and openness to difference.  

 

Economically, this region has witnessed a slow but steady convergence towards the EU average 

before the pandemic outbreak, due also to the net beneficiary status of both Hungary and Poland. 

In 2019, 68 percent of Poles and 54 percent of Hungarians judge the economy of their country as 

‘Good’, compared to 25 percent of French and 20 percent of Italians.  

 

Drawing upon Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017), the essence of Orbán and  Kaczynski’s populism 

is framed in the context of how “the people” have been marginalized and robbed of their nation 

and sovereignty by a corrupt and self-centred, globalist establishment. 

 

Poland is an interesting candidate to examine where economic and cultural dimensions are 

mutually reinforcing in the populist arguments of the government. As Bill and Stanley (2020) 

noted, the ruling Law and Justice party (PiS) has successfully mobilized voters with non-economic 

cultural arguments by consistently referring to a betrayed legacy of Solidarity in both domains, 

claiming to restore what it presents as the movement’s dual emphasis on national identity and 

social solidarity.  

Similarly, Kotwas and Kubik (2019) argued that PiS’s political narrative should be understood in 

the context of a longer-term “cultural backlash” in response to fears of social and cultural 

transformation after 1989. While ordinary Poles were depicted as losers of democratic transition 

who have been excluded from the process, the main argument of PiS is that altering the political 

system is necessary in order to replace the elite, represented by communist judges, civil servants 

and  journalists appointed by the previous government led by Civic Platform.  

Overcoming historical traumas - a regional drive of populism  

Furthermore, Caramani and Manucci (2019) argued that re-elaboration strategies of the national 

past can influence the development of populism in a country. Although their analysis focuses on 

Western Europe and its fascist past, adjusting their framework to the CEE region reveals 

potential ramifications. Instead of culpabilisation, victimization and cancellation, in the case of 

Hungary and Poland heroization is used as a re-elaboration discourse.  

 

Similar to the reasoning made by Petrović (2018), we argued with Róbert Csehi that opposition 

to an oppressing, communist regime not only allowed right-wing populism to develop. It also 

prepared the ground for an anti-imperialist narrative vis-à-vis the EU, where the EU is criticized 

not mainly for its market liberalism, but rather for its policies that presumably act against the 

notion of national sovereignty displayed through national identity and culture. 

 

Having analyzed Jaroslaw Kaczyski’s and Viktor Orban’s speeches, we identified that  their 

populism integrates Eurosceptic narratives into a populist worldview. They also claim that the 



EU operates against the principles of democracy inasmuch as it fails to represent the general will 

of ‘the people’ as they “served the interest of ‘the corrupt elite’. Thus, Eurosceptic populism is a 

distinct type of populism where critique against the EU is used to crystallize anti-elitism and 

people-centrism.  

 

Crisis factor - accelerating polarization and democratic erosion 

 

It is often claimed that crises or simply the evocation of an emergency situation play into the 

hands of populists (Moffitt & Tormey, 2013; Rooduijn, 2013). It was mirrored effectively by the 

establishment of the AfD in Germany and Brexit that came in the wake of the European 

sovereign debt and refugee crises.  

 

While the COVID-19 shock was unprecedented both in terms of the scale and speed of its 

effects, two opposite trends prevailed in 2020. As Petra Guasti (2020) has noted: where 

democratic institutions were hollowed out before the global pandemic crisis, populist leaders 

instrumentalized the pandemic to strengthen exclusionary rhetoric and weaken institutional 

safeguards.  

 

The Hungarian Prime Minister’s handling of COVID shows how political leaders have used the 

pandemic crisis as a pretext to further weaken the role of the parliament and skew the playing 

political field by undermining both the opposition and civil society. Furthermore, Viktor Orbán 

has decided to further exploit identity-based anxieties regarding traditionalist values: the populist 

frame consists of antagonism between ‘us’ and ‘them’ in relation to the conservative anti-

LGBTQ narratives, as an alleged fundament of national identity became more evident in the last 

months.3  

 

The Polish government has not only taken the opportunity of the pandemic to strip the 

oppositional local governments4 of financial support and introduced new types of disciplinary 

offences for judges. After the politically captured Constitutional Tribunal further restricted one 

of Europe’s strictest abortion law in Poland, and thousands of people have taken to the streets in 

protest, Jarosław Kaczyński said the country is in the midst of a “cultural civil war” and he urged 

to defend the church “at all costs,” or Poland will be “destroyed.5 By framing the fight as one 

that centers on the church, the ruling party is portraying the protests as an attack on a pillar of 

Polish society and, by extension, an attack on “the people.”  

 

 
3 https://www.reuters.com/article/hungary-lgbt-constitution-idINL1N2HW2HV 
4 https://wyborcza.pl/7,173236,26710171,a-committee-packed-with-pis-loyalists-distributed-pln-6-

billion.html 
5 https://abcnews.go.com/Health/wireStory/polands-pm-defends-abortion-ruling-condemns-protests-

73850706 



The most profound risk posed by such populist manifesto is that it potentially spread the seeds of 

political violence and further polarize the ever divided Polish society two years after the tragic 

murder the liberal mayor of Gdansk, Pawel Adamowicz. 

 

Thus, Zsolt Boda rightly argues that the most alarming consequence of populism is that 

polarization is hard to heal because it exploits deep psychological mechanisms and creates social 

identities that are difficult to change. Moreover, extreme political political polarization and 

stalemate can further enhance public disenchantment with the performance of democratic 

institutions. Latin America provided a great example that even when the populists leave office, 

difficult legacies are lingering and moderate successors are most often struggling to rebuild trust 

within deeply polarized societies. As Oneil (2016; 267) put it: as the gaps between social groups 

have widened, it becomes harder to forge compromise into the lifeblood of democracy as well.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Populism in CEE teaches us two lessons and leaves us a warning with regards to liberal 

democracy. Amidst the ongoing pandemic crisis, democratic publics are seeking policy changes 

that give them hope for a brighter future. Left unmet due to the economic downturn,  their 

demands could evolve into pressure from populists waging cultural war against minorities, 

blaming foreigners and the EU to further exploiting identity-based anxieties. Given the high level 

of polarization, bridging the divisions will require intellectual clarity and political leaders who 

are willing to take risks to serve the long-term interests of their countries.  

 

The second risk is that populists are justifying their crisis management during the pandemic 

crisis with further power grab by claiming that this is the only way to combat coronavirus in an 

effective way. It is particularly alarming since citizens are more likely to tolerate or support 

authoritarian measures during security crises, when they fear their own safety. Thus, 

antidemocratic measures taken during crisis situations could remain in force easier, simply 

because societies become tolerable with time. 

 

Therefore, democratic forces have to challenge this particularly dangerous notion. Populists 

embed the global pandemic crisis into a false, misleading dichotomy that stipulates that people 

have to choose between their health and safety and democracy. On the contrary, consolidated 

democracies, enhanced rule of law and the protection of human rights are what help us best to 

coordinate in this global crisis.  
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