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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 ■ The Hungarian and Polish governments represent a 
distinct type of populism where critique against the 
European Union (EU) is used to crystallize anti-elit-
ism and people-centrism. 

 ■ Viktor Orbán wants to build a perception of Euro-
sceptic unity based on a common fight against EU 
institutions and norms. His ideas fit nicely into the 
populist narrative about the “corrupt” European 
Union which “operates against the principles of de-
mocracy, and therefore, it fails to represent the gen-
eral will of ‘the people.’”

 ■ Blaming the “corrupt” EU-elites for undermining 
national sovereignty and the traditional way of Pol-
ish/Hungarian life has various practical advantages 
on the domestic level. With this strategy, these gov-
ernments seek to delegitimize the rule of law and 
corruption criticism by depicting them as “pretexts” 
for the corrupt Western elites to attack Central and 
Eastern Europe (CEE) for defending traditionalist 

values while rejecting immigration and LGBTQ 
rights. 

 ■ The true intention of the Hungarian-Polish axis is 
to allow national constitutional courts to ignore or 
alter the rulings of the European Court of Justice. 
This poses a systemic threat to the legal order of the 
European Union.

 ■ While using the EU as a “punching bag”, Hungary 
and Poland do not see eye to eye on most foreign 
policy issues. Viktor Orbán’s vision of Eurasian inte-
gration as a sovereigntist alternative to Euro-Atlanti-
cism is mainly driven by opportunism and financial 
reasons, whereas the ideology-driven Polish govern-
ment has a hawkish stance on Russia. 

 ■ Despite their antagonistic positions on domestic and 
foreign policy issues, one should not underestimate 
the will of Eurosceptic populists to join forces in the 
European Parliament. 
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INTRODUCTION AND MAIN 
CONCEPTS 

The post-Cold war age, in particular, the Euroatlantic integration and the multiple crises of 
the European Union provided fertile ground for the rise of populism both in the East and 
the West. Research in this area (Verbeek & Zaslove, 2017; Chryssogelos, 2021) suggests that 
there is no such thing as a single populist foreign policy, since populists employ a wide range 
of approaches. Accordingly, the particular brand of foreign policy mostly depends on the 
relation between populism and the main ideology adopted by populist stakeholders.

Central and Eastern Europe is a peculiar region to study 
in this matter. Not only did it become the textbook case 
of democratic and rule of law backsliding, but it is also 
home to the countries where populism became most pro-
nounced within the European Union. Whereas this year 
marks the 30th anniversary of the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the decline in quality of democratic governance 
today is most severe in Hungary and Poland (V-DEM, 
2021). Furthermore, the Eurosceptic parties in both 
countries, the Fidesz (Alliance of Young Democrats) in 
Hungary and the PiS (Law and Justice) in Poland, were 
able to win consecutive elections since 2010 and 2015 
respectively, despite the fact that Hungarians and Poles 
place great trust in the EU (Pew Research, 2019). 

Paying greater attention to these countries in the con-
text of populist foreign policy is crucial for various 
reasons. Being in no man’s land (after quitting the Eu-
ropean People’s Party this year) amid a huge political 
storm over the attack on LGBTQ rights, Hungarian 
prime minister Viktor Orbán wants to build a percep-
tion of Eurosceptic unity based on a common fight 
against EU institutions and norms. Together with Po-
land’s informal leader1 Jarosław Kaczyński, they do not 

only employ a strong anti-imperialist theme in their 
Eurosceptic populist rhetoric, but also intend to sig-
nificantly alter the institutional design of the EU, thus 
challenging the legal basis of the integration. 

The aim of this policy paper is threefold. Besides ex-
plaining the linkage between Euroscepticism and pop-
ulism in Hungary and Poland, my goal is to put these 
cases into comparison with Western (Italian, French) 

Hungarian prime minister 
Viktor Orbán wants to build a 
perception of Eurosceptic unity 

based on a common fight against 
EU institutions and norms. 
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examples. By zooming into the foreign policies of Fi-
desz and the PiS, I will also attempt to highlight their 
nationalistic tendencies, which derive from different 
sources than those of similar movements on the conti-
nent to which they are tenuously linked at best.  

POPULISM AND EUROSCEPTICISM

Drawing upon Cas Mudde, I refer to populism in this 
paper as a “thin-centered ideology that considers society 
to be separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic 
groups: ‘the pure people’ on one side and ‘the corrupt 
elite’ on the other side” – which argues that politics 
should be an expression of the general will of the people. 

But 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 zero-sum 
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) puts it, pop-
ulists “speak and act as if the 
people could develop a singu-
lar judgment, a singular will, 
and hence a singular, unam-
biguous mandate”, which is 
obviously nonsense. Impos-
ing the assumption of such an 
unrealistic uniformity threat-
ens the rights of minorities 
and enables autocratic-minded leaders to dismantle the 
checkpoints on the road to autocracy (Galston, 2018). 

Both Fidesz and PiS identify themselves as right-wing 
conservative parties that strongly oppose the liberal 
agenda of personal freedoms, in particular same-sex mar-
riage, access to abortion, euthanasia, or multiculturalism. 
As for the Polish ruling party, Christianity has been con-

sidered as the actual source of agency for the nation from 
the very moment the PiS was established. Fidesz, in con-
trast, used to be a liberal party at the time of the regime 
change in 1989 but later shifted its political stance to be-
come a right-wing party in the mid 90’s (Bozóki, 2008). 

While their nationalist, xenophobic attitudes towards 
immigrants bring them closer to the Western radical 
right-wing parties, their critical attitude towards the 
neoliberal approach of the post-communist transi-
tion make them adopt certain left-wing positions in 
economic questions (Inglehart & Norris, 2016). Both 
parties built upon strong traditions of statism and eco-
nomic nationalism, fostering state capitalism and the 
renationalization of key sectors. 

The literature on the rise of illiberalism in CEE uses 
terms such as populism as the main concepts describ-
ing the emergent “new conservatism”. Comparative 
discourse analysis regarding Orbán’s and Kaczyński’s 
speeches came to the conclusion that both managed to 

formulate a strong pop-
ulist ideology (Csehi & 
Zgut 2020) by drawing 
a radical frontier be-
tween the ‘people’ (or 
the nation) and its mul-
tiple corrupt ‘enemies.’ 
As Mudde and Rovi-
ra Kaltwasser (2017) 
noted, populist radical 
right parties usually pro-
mote an exclusionary 
construct of the “pure 
people” as a cultural 
unit confined within a 
nation state. 

Euroscepticism is a much 
narrower concept based on less abstract ideas: it refers 
to opposition to the process of EU integration. Taggart 
and Szczerbiak (2004) differentiated between ‘hard’ 
and ‘soft’ Euroscepticism: the hard version former 
implies a rejection of the European project per se, the 
soft refers to a qualified opposition to the integration, 
usually in the form of criticism of a particular policy 
decision or orientation. 

Both Fidesz and PiS 
identify themselves as 

right-wing conservative 
parties that strongly 

oppose the liberal agenda 
of personal freedoms.
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CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE: 
ANTI-IMPERIALIST SENTIMENTS

Populists may (in)directly impact the foreign policy of the EU through their membership in 
the European Parliament and their governmental representatives in the Council. The Hun-
garian and the Polish governments are Eurosceptic inasmuch as they question the institu-
tional trajectory of ever deeper integration and dispute common EU policies, especially in 
the field of asylum and migration. The PiS and Fidesz perceive further EU integration as a 
threat to national sovereignty. Therefore, both governments are advocating for a “union of 
nation states” that could curb the competencies of Brussels. 

As net beneficiaries of the EU, Hungary and Poland are 
against setting up exclusive parallel structures because 
they are concerned that 
this might create a second 
tier of membership. At 
the same time, however, 
both of them equate the 
EU with ‘the corrupt elite’ 
and contrast it with ‘the 
pure people’ of Hungary 
and Poland. Together with 
Róbert Csehi, we argued 
that this “is a distinct type 
of populism where critique 
against the EU is used to 
crystallize anti-elitism and 
people-centrism” (Csehi 
& Zgut, 2020: 2) 

Nationalism is a funda-
mental characteristic of 
the populist radical right, which uses a nativist-na-
tionalist discourse to mobilize anti-immigration senti-

ments. The PiS and Fidesz have been sceptical of EU 
asylum policies, particularly burden sharing, since the 

beginning of the refugee 
crises. In this period coop-
eration within the Viseg-
rád Group (Czech Repub-
lic, Hungary, Poland, and 
Slovakia) gained consid-
erable significance in both 
countries, in particular 
in Hungary, because op-
position to the migration 
quota system provided an 
opportunity to promote 
the Visegrád Group as an 
alternative center of power 
vis-à-vis the Western EU 
member states. 

At first glance, it seems 
that Viktor Orbán in 

Hungary, Jaroslaw Kaczyński in Poland, Matteo Salvi-
ni in Italy and Marine Le Pen in France are channeling 

The PiS and Fidesz 
have been sceptical of 
EU asylum policies, 
particularly burden 

sharing, since the 
beginning of the refugee 

crises. 
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their Euroscepticism through the same discourse on 
migration and sexual minorities, stressing that Europe 
is decadent and arrogant, and suicidal to embrace Islam 
and LGBTQI rights.

However, a closer look reveals that historical traumas 
have had a significant impact on populist attitudes in 
CEE. While the project of European integration has 
been designed to protect the welfare of small countries 
against globalization, Orbán and Kaczyński’s populism 
is framed in the context of how “the people” have al-
legedly been marginalized and robbed of their nation 
and sovereignty by a corrupt and self-centered, global-
ist establishment. They depict the EU as ‘the corrupt 
elite’ that is collaborating with the domestic opposi-
tion and George Soros to colonize CEE. Populists have 
instrumentalized the Jewish American billionaire as a 
scapegoat to exploit identity-based anxieties by falsely 
claiming that “he controls Brussels and imposes Mus-
lim immigration and gay marriage” upon our societies. 

ORBÁN’S CONSTANT FIGHT AGAINST 
BRUSSELS

The anti-imperialist theme has figured prominently 
in Viktor Orbán’s rhetoric since his return to power in 
2010. In the spirit of an “illiberal remodeling” which 
sparked vast international criticism, the Hungarian 
government started to work on a new constitution 
right away. The move fit in nicely with a populist agen-
da, as populists see ‘the people’ as constitutive of rather 
than opposed to constituted power (cf. Kalyvas, 2005), 

and thus, often challenge existing constitutional frame-
works which allegedly do not represent the interests of 
‘the people’. Thus, Viktor Orbán argued that “we did 
not let Vienna dictate us in 1848, we did not let Mos-
cow dictate us in 1956, and now we won’t let Brussels 
or others dictate us” (McLaughlin, 2011).

It is fair to claim that the economic union and free 
movement created a risk of asymmetric effects between 
the East and the West. Also, as Verbeek and Zaslove 
(2017) noted, weak European identity and an often 
ineffective, technocratic governance made the EU an 
easy target for populists during multiple crises. But 
comparing the EU to the Soviet Union, which really 
dictated and oppressed its member states, is indicative 
of a willingness to exploit identity-based anxieties and 
inferiority complexes in this region 30 years after com-
munism. 

To this end, Viktor Orbán spammed the European me-
dia with his one-page advertisements about Brussels as 
a “super-state,” denouncing it as a “European Empire” 
(Köműves, A. & Maclean, W. 2021). Not only does he 
want the term “ever closer union” to be excised from 
the Treaty on the European Union, by claiming that 
the “European Parliament proved to be a dead end”, 
he is also hoping to reverse one of the greatest achieve-
ments of EU integration. Dissolving the EU’s only di-
rectly elected body which enjoys strong legitimacy fits 
the populist narrative about the corrupt EU “which 

A closer look reveals that 
historical traumas have had a 
significant impact on populist 

attitudes in CEE. 

Weak European identity 
and an often ineffective, 
technocratic governance 

made the EU an easy target 
for populists during multiple 

crises. 
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operates against the principles of democracy inasmuch 
as it fails to represent the general will of ‘the people’” 
(Csehi & Zgut, 2020: 3). 

Having a constitutional majority, Orbán uses a wide 
range of political and legal measures (billboard cam-
paigns, national consultations, legal challenges, etc.) to 
corroborate his Eurosceptic populist narrative, which is 
almost completely absent in the Polish context. 

The fixation of these Eurosceptic campaigns on and 
around the figure of George Soros as the “puppetmas-
ter behind the corrupt EU elites” sparks an indirect but 
blatant anti-Semitic rhetoric. It serves the purpose of 
maintaining a constant external threat in a society that 
is predominantly supportive of EU membership. 

PIS: QUESTIONING THE SUPREMACY OF 
EU LAW 

Jarosław Kaczyński, the de facto leader of Poland, had 
great ambitions to change the institutional design of 
Polish politics even before the PiS managed to return 
to power in 2015. As he 
explained in 2014, “all 
the changes that we pro-
pose are under the current 
constitution. This does 
not mean that we give up 
the prospect of adopting 
a new constitution”. As 
Bunikowski (2018:11) 
quotes Mazur: “Kaczyński 
is supposed to think that 
the rule of law in the mod-
ern democracy bound the 
hands of the reformers and 
defended the old commu-
nist elites and privileges.”

Due to their lack of a 
constitutional majority in the Sejm, the PiS did not 
directly bring about changes but initiated important 
changes in the judiciary – ranging from the Consti-
tutional Court (CC) to the Prosecutor’s Office and 
the common courts – and the media law, which then 

stirred extensive criticism regarding compliance with 
the principle of the rule of law from within the Europe-
an Union. Kaczyński has also employed anti-imperial-
ist rhetoric, claiming that “We will let no one in the EU 
indicate what path we should take” (Poland Current 
events, 2015) and further asserting, “We are not a col-
ony, we will go our own way” (Poland Current events, 
2015).  

Kaczyński’s notion of “legal/constitutional impossi-
bilism”, signifying the obstacles which make it impos-
sible to implement necessary reforms (Sadurski, 2019), 
best reflects his particular brand of populism. Under 
the pretext of “decommunization”, the PiS government 
argued that democratic institutions were not consid-
ered as the right representatives of the people. 

The key feature of Orbán’s and Kaczyński’s policies is 
that both were abandoning the political achievements 
of their countries’ democratic transitions and referred 
to these transitions as failures in an attempt to justify 
their efforts towards transforming the political systems 
in the two countries. In order to achieve this, Hunga-
ry has been using and abusing its Fundamental Law, 

while Poland has been 
disregarding its binding 
1997 Constitution and, at 
the same time, creating its 
new invisible and illiberal 
constitution (Drinóczi & 
Bien-Kacala, 2020). 

After 6 years of dispute 
over the rule of law be-
tween Poland and the EU, 
the PiS went as far as to 
challenge the EU’s legal 
order. On the one hand, 
the Polish government 
has often disregarded the 
rulings of the Court of 
Justice of the European 

Union (CJEU) (Bielecki, 2021). But moreover, the 
Law and Justice Party wanted to obtain a judgment 
declaring a certain provision of EU law to be uncon-
stitutional. The disputed provision entitles the CJEU 
to review national provisions with respect to the com-

After 6 years of dispute 
over the rule of law 

between Poland and the 
EU, the PiS went as far 
as to challenge the EU’s 

legal order. 
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position, method of appointment and competences 
of the authorities of the Member States in particular 
courts. Therefore, the Polish Constitutional Tribu-
nal is expected to decide on September 22 whether 
certain provisions of the EU Treaties are compatible 
with Poland’s constitution, and whether the EU’s top 
court can force the PiS to suspend part of its judicial 
reforms. Meanwhile, the EU Commission has not yet 
approved the National Reconstruction Plans presented 
by Poland and Hungary, claiming that both countries 
are undermining the independence of the judiciary and 
violating media freedom.2

Although the Polish government (similarly to its 
Hungarian counterpart) often refers to legal examples 
from other countries, there are significant differences 
between the Polish challenges to EU law and the one 
launched in Germany for instance. While the Karl-
sruhe court questioned the way the ECJ had done 
its job in assessing the validity of bond-buying by the 
European Central Bank, Polish Minister Mateusz 
Morawiecki challenged the very idea that EU law could 
apply to Poland after all.

EUROPEAN RENAISSANCE - DRIVEN BY A 
DIFFERENT EUROSCEPTICISM

Making their voice heard in the context of the debate 
on the future of Europe, Hungary’s Fidesz and Poland’s 
PiS united with 14 far-right parties for a joint declara-
tion. In their Eurosceptic manifesto, the parties pledge 
to align against the “dangerous and invasive social en-
gineering” which allegedly destroys the existing “social 
structures”, the institution of the family and traditions 
in Europe. 

While pro-family values have obviously become the 
new buzzword to blatantly sell anti-LGBTQ, an-
ti-abortion etc. traditionalist narratives, the true inten-
tions of the Hungarian-Polish axis lie elsewhere. These 
governments want to protect member states by allow-
ing national constitutional courts to dismiss or change 
the rulings of the European Court of Justice. The latter 
has criticized legislation in both countries as a violation 
of EU law for years now. Even though the EU intro-
duced various new tools to constrain democratic and 

rule of law backsliding, it has so far been the EU Court 
of Justice that could at least slow down the authoritari-
an remodeling in the two countries. 

But blaming “the corrupt Western elites” for under-
mining national sovereignty and the traditional way of 
Polish/Hungarian life has various practical advantages 
on the domestic level as well. With this strategy, these 
governments seek to delegitimize the rule of law and 
corruption criticism by depicting them as “pretexts” for 
the corrupt Western elites to attack CEE for defending 
traditionalist values while rejecting immigration and 
LGBTQ rights. The PiS and Fidesz have also falsely 
claimed that the “European elites” wanted to take re-
venge on them because of their restrictions on refugee 
quotas and gay rights by creating a second tier of EU 
integration.

What really brought these Hungarian, Polish, French, 
Italian etc. parties together is their Eurosceptic popu-
lism, that is, the fact that they are using the EU as a 
“punching bag” that is to be blamed for all hardship. 
But when it comes to broader external issues, let alone 
the main drive of their Eurosceptic populism, they 
would not qualify as a homogeneous group.

As Caramani and Manucci (2019) argued, the strate-
gies of re-elaborating the national past can influence 

Blaming “the corrupt Western 
elites” for undermining 

national sovereignty and the 
traditional way of Polish/

Hungarian life has various 
practical advantages on the 

domestic level.
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the development of populism in a country. Although 
their analysis focuses on Western Europe and its fas-
cist past, their framework consisting of four different 
types/strategies of re-elaboration (culpabilization, 
heroization, victimization, and cancellation) can po-
tentially be applied to the CEE region. In the case of 
Hungary and Poland, the discourse of re-elaboration is 
based on heroization. 

Therefore, in our joint paper with Csehi (2020), we 
argued that the rejection of the communist regime had 

a twofold impact on our region. Firstly, this has led a 
right-wing populism to become dominant in CEE. 
Secondly, it also prepared the ground for a very strong 
anti-imperialist narrative vis-à-vis the EU and the West. 

In contrast to Italy and France, where anti-market lib-
eralism was more prominent and the economic impact 
of European integration was the main reason for of Eu-
rosceptic attitudes, the economic utility of the EU was 
less questioned in Hungary and Poland who are net 
beneficiaries of the EU budget. 

FIGURE 1:  NET CONTRIBUTORS TO THE EU BUDGET BY MEMBER STATE 
 (2018, IN MILLION EUROS)*

* contributions minus money received
Source: European Commission

Germany
UK

France
Italy

The Netherlands
Sweden
Austria

Denmark
Finland
Ireland

Malta
Cyprus
Spain
Slovenia
Estonia
Croatia
Latvia
Bulgaria
Slovakia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Czech Republic
Belgium
Romania
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Hungary
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Economically, CEE has witnessed a slow but steady 
convergence towards the EU average before the pan-
demic outbreak, due to the status of both Hungary and 
Poland as net beneficiaries. When it comes to Hun-
garian GDP growth, the competitiveness of the Ger-
man automotive industry was another crucial factor. 
According to the Standard Eurostat polls, in 2018, 68 
percent of the Polish and 54 percent of the Hungari-
an population judged the economy of their country as 
‘good’, which compared to 
25 percent of the French 
and 20 percent of the Ital-
ian population. 

While the Italian popu-
lists have been focusing on 
concerns about labor mar-
ket instability and fiscal 
autonomy, and Marine Le 
Pen, the leader of the Na-
tional Rally, was fixated on 
the protection of French 
agriculture, the PiS and 
Fidesz were preoccupied 
themselves with re-nation-
alizing key economic sec-
tors, which also fits in with 
their anti-imperialist dis-
courses. Although a Frexit 
or a return to the Franc is 
no longer on the agenda of 
the National Rally, these have previously been strong 
elements of Marine Le Pen’s rhetoric. 

Since the EU’s economic utility is viewed rather posi-
tively in CEE, the “Let’s leave the EU” campaigns were 
not pushed by regional governments explicitly so far. 
This does not mean, however, that Fidesz and the PiS 
would not have pondered the idea. The Hungarian 
pro-governmental media floated the idea of a “Huxit” 
just recently, amid tension between Fidesz and the EU 
regarding the Rule of Law conditionality. One of the 
main allegations of the government is that Hungary 

would receive increasingly 
less money from the EU 
and therefore not gain any 
more advantage from EU 
membership. 

Likewise, the notion of a 
“Polexit” rose to greater 
prominence in the polit-
ical discourse in Poland 
where the government is 
openly challenging the le-
gal order of the EU. The 
Polish government is bla-
tantly disrespecting the 
decisions of the EU Court 
and questioning the su-
premacy of EU law which 
could – as former Polish 
Ombudsman Adam Bod-
nar (2020) has noted – 
result in a “legal Polexit” 

that might cause the Polish judiciary to forfeit its trust 
within the EU. 

Since the EU’s economic 
utility is viewed rather 
positively in CEE, the 
“Let’s leave the EU” 
campaigns were not 
pushed by regional 

governments explicitly so 
far. 
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HUNGARY: AN “OPPORTUNIST” 
EASTERN OPENING

When it comes to populists’ foreign policy preferences, the diverging forces become more 
marked even among the closest allies. Wojciech Przybylski (2017) rightly argued that Po-
land and Hungary have applied a “chaotic cocktail” of postmodern ideology mixed with na-
tionalism and an anti-institutional approach in their foreign policies. 

One is right to claim for instance that right-wing popu-
lism offers fertile ground for Russian and Chinese pro-
paganda. Conservative and libertarian Eurosceptics, 
who see the EU as the single most significant threat 
to individual freedom 
and free markets, tend 
to believe that their ene-
my’s enemy is their friend. 
They are likely to align 
with the Kremlin’s social-
ly conservative values. In 
2017, the Hungarian gov-
ernment hosted the World 
Congress of Families, an 
ultraconservative and ho-
mophobic event, which is 
also instrumentalized by 
the Russian far right. 

But for populists like Vik-
tor Orbán, who seeks to 
diversify Hungary’s for-
eign policy relationships 
within the ‘Berlin–Moscow–Istanbul triangle’, this 
issue goes beyond ideology. Viktor Orbán’s vision of 
Eurasian integration as a sovereigntist alternative to 
Euro-Atlanticism is mainly driven by pragmatic and 

financial reasons. The strategy of an “Eastern open-
ing” also serves the role of consolidating the ruler’s 
power and personal wealth through whatever means 
necessary. In depicting China and Russia as Hunga-

ry’s alternative allies, Or-
bán is not only seeking to 
counterbalance the gov-
ernment’s isolation in the 
EU because of the process 
of democratic backsliding 
in the country but also to 
find alternative sources for 
funds. This was mirrored 
by the Prime Minister in 
2018 when he asserted, 
“[if ] the European Union 
cannot provide financial 
support, we will turn to 
China” (Hungarian News 
Agency, 2018). 

Hungary has become one 
of the most ardent sup-

porters of Beijing’s 16+1 and Belt and Road initiatives3 
and the Orbán government often deviates from main-
stream European views on relations with Beijing. Eco-
nomic projects with China like the Budapest–Belgrade 

Viktor Orbán’s vision 
of Eurasian integration 

as a sovereigntist 
alternative to Euro-

Atlanticism is mainly 
driven by pragmatic and 

financial reasons. 
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railway project, the Rosatom’s nuclear investment, or 
the fast authorization of both the Russian and Chinese 
vaccine against COVID-19 have all provided lucrative 
business opportunities to the chief patron’s clientelistic 
network. 

One of the key figures is Viktor Orbán’s close friend 
and wealthiest Hungarian Lőrinc Mészáros (Kovács, 
2018), who is part of the consortium that won the ten-
der for the Budapest-Belgrade railway together with 
two Chinese companies. Therefore, ongoing and po-
tential future projects might be one of the reasons for 
Fidesz to block EU statements on issues that Beijing 
considers to be red lines, such as Hong Kong. 

David Cadier and Christian Lequesne (2020, 8) argued 
that populist governments “block decisions on China 
more easily than those on Russia, and they appear more 
determined to do so.” CEE governments like Orbán’s 

do not have the capacities to meaningfully influence 
the decision making of the EU: due to the changes in 
the Lisbon Treaty, it became more difficult for smaller 
member states to formulate a blocking minority that 
requires 35 percent of the whole EU population. Thus, 
some countries participating in the 16+1 cooperation 
have a certain incentive to block EU coordination on 
foreign policy against China. So far, the Orbán gov-
ernment has vetoed four declarations condemning Bei-
jing’s human rights records, among others.

 Hence, as Angelos Chryssogelos (2021: 10) put it in 
a recent paper, “Orbán presents… a largely pragmatic 
and stable foreign policy in ideological terms in or-
der to justify the real change in Hungary: the illiberal 
transformation of its political system, presented as a 
precondition for an inescapable and necessary ‘turn to 
Eurasia’.”
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POLAND: IDEOLOGY-DRIVEN 
FOREIGN POLICY 

While Kaczyński agrees with Orbán that the communist ideology, which spilled over to the 
countries from the East, had in fact been invented in the West, he still considers Russia as 
the greatest security threat. Thus, Poland’s relations with Moscow have been unsettled and 
conflict-oriented, with the bilateral relations hovering on a very low, working level. Inciden-
tally, this is also based on the “Antimurale” myth which is strongly present in Polish conser-
vative political thinking, namely the assumption that Poland is the protector of Christianity, 
defending the latter against both the Eastern (Russian) and Western (German) barbarians.

However, Poland’s hawk-
ish stance on Russia does 
not mean that there would 
not be any ideological 
proximities between the 
PiS and the Kremlin. The 
Polish government is quite 
supportive of the newly 
established Ordo Iuris-run 
Collegium Intermarium, 
which is one of the key 
instruments of Kremlin 
efforts to promote conser-
vative ideas on the global 
stage. 

Although Polish Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Zbigniew Rau has stated that joining 
forces with openly pro-Russian forces in the European 
Parliament was not unthinkable (Bielecki, 2021), one 
of the main questions yet to be answered is whether 
Warsaw would in fact disregard the potential partners’ 
fundamentally different approach to Russia. None-

theless, the foreign policy 
preferences of the PiS are 
mainly driven by concerns 
regarding Russian aggres-
sions against the East-
ern flank of the NATO. 
Therefore, when it comes 
to the enlargement of the 
EU, the PiS government 
is primarily focusing on 
the Eastern Partnership 
countries, instead of the 
Western Balkans, which 
constitute a priority for 
Hungary. Also, in contrast 
to Viktor Orbán, who 
called for stronger ties be-

tween Hungary and Belarus in June 2020, the Polish 
government has always had a hawkish stance on Presi-
dent Alexander Lukhasenko. 

Although the PiS has always been Atlanticist, the rela-
tionship between Washington and the PiS have started 

The foreign policy 
preferences of the PiS 
are mainly driven by 

concerns regarding 
Russian aggressions 
against the Eastern 
flank of the NATO. 
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to grow more tense after President Joe Biden won the 
elections. Bilateral relations were markedly different 
under President Donald Trump, who shared the PiS’s 
nativist, populist values and went soft on the govern-
ment regarding the deterioration of the rule of law in 
Poland. The newly emerging tensions became palpable 
in June when the Polish government complained about 
Washington’s decision not to invite President Duda for 
a bilateral meeting ahead of the Biden-Putin talks. The 
Polish diplomacy was also disappointed by President 
Biden’s waiving of sanctions on Russia in connection 
to the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, which also provided the 
PiS with an opportunity 
to ventilate its frustrations 
over criticisms voiced by 
the White House regard-
ing the rule of law in Po-
land. 

The Polish government 
came into a huge conflict 
with the US recently by 
pushing an amendment 
to the existing legislation 
regulating the media in 
Poland (Kublik & Wron-
ski, 2021). On August 11, 
the Polish Sejm accepted 
the so-called “Lex TVN”, 
which ensures that media 
outlets cannot be owned 
by entities from outside 
the European Econom-
ic Area (EEA). The Lex 
TVN targets the biggest 
private broadcaster in Po-
land, which has been US-owned since 2015 and is dis-
liked by the government for its often critical coverage of 
the ruling camp. Although Trump used to turn a blind 
eye to the deterioration of the rule of law in Poland, his 
ambassador Georgette Mosbacher intervened in situa-
tions where the PiS-dominated National Broadcasting 
Council tried to impose penalties on TVN. 

Although Poland has traditionally been considering 
the US as the most important guarantee of its national 
sovereignty against Russia, bilateral relations are cur-

rently undergoing a transformation. While the PiS ar-
gued that the “Lex TVN” should block Russian, Chi-
nese and “drug business” influence in Polish media, the 
legislative action is embedded in a broader context of 
anti-pluralism. When Andrzej Duda won the presiden-
tial election by only a small margin, Jaroslaw Kaczyński 
blamed critical media and explicitly claimed that “the 
media in Poland should be Polish”(Czuchnowski and 
Kublik, 2020). The conflict is further fueled by the 
return of Kaczyński’s political “enemy” Donald Tusk, 
the leader of the European People’s Party (EPP) and 
former president of the European Council who is obvi-

ously attempting to regain 
the center-right for the op-
position (Civic Platform). 
Kaczyński thus depicts the 
flagship channel TVN24 
as a political instrument 
of Tusk. It fits the popu-
list argument that only the 
PiS can rightfully repre-
sent the voice of the “real 
people” against the cor-
rupt (foreign) elites, and 
that any criticism of their 
rule is illegitimate. This is 
a very dangerous anti-plu-
ralist notion which has 
also become evident in the 
government’s increased 
harassment of not only 
journalists but also judg-
es and academics. Media 
capture would also have 
a negative impact on the 
fairness of potential early 

elections in Poland: it would further skew the playing 
field to cement the power of the incumbent. Further-
more, Kaczynski’s populist argument was a distraction 
from the fact that he wanted to undermine US invest-
ment in a country known as the most pro-American in 
Europe. While President Duda’s expected veto might 
lead to the Lex TVN eventually being shelved, the con-
flict is indicative of how domestic politics determine 
the foreign policy trajectories of the Polish populist 
government. 

Although Poland has 
traditionally been 

considering the US as 
the most important 

guarantee of its 
national sovereignty 

against Russia, 
bilateral relations are 

currently undergoing a 
transformation. 
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The Polish authorities have been also hesitating to ac-
cept Zbigniew Brzeziński as the new US ambassador, 
referring to his Polish citizenship as allegedly posing 
an administrative problem. Meanwhile, Germany’s 
ambassador has been left in a limbo for months after 
Kaczyński found out that the father of Arndt Frey-
tag von Loringhoven had served in Hitler’s bunker. 
Kaczyński presented this move as a slap in the face 
of Angela Merkel (Wielinski, 2020). This reflects a 
broader problem of populist ideological motivations 
with regard to diplomacy and institutional design. Jo-
hannes Plagemann and Sandra Destrati rightly argued 
that “populists centralize and personalize decision 
making across policy fields, and particularly so in for-
eign policy”.

After the PiS returned to power in 2015, it not only 
altered the composition of the Polish diplomatic ser-
vice, but also significantly undermined the weight of 

the Polish MFA. Firstly, Polish diplomats who gradu-
ated from Moscow’s MGIMO University during the 
Communist period were dismissed, followed by many 
of those who were appointed by the previous Civic 
Platform government. Moreover, they gradually low-
ered the admission requirements for the Diplomatic 
Academy. As Christian Lequesne (2020) pointed out, 
“[t]he PiS prefers to appoint political ambassadors who 
do not necessarily have the experience or skills for the 
role”. He rightly claimed that the “reform” of the diplo-
matic career in Poland was indicative of how populist 
parties try to capture the state when they are in power. 

Secondly, the PiS has restructured the foreign policy 
decision-making process by reallocating the responsi-
bilities between the Chancellery of the Prime Minister, 
President Duda’s office and the MFA, leading to a trou-
bling lack of horizontal coordination (Wiejski, 2021). 
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CONCLUSION

While both use the EU as a scapegoat, Hungary and Poland do not have any shared positions 
on broader external issues. As Chryssogelos noted, “[w]hile it is misleading to generalize 
about a single populist approach to foreign policy, there are certain distinct themes and po-
sitions that link some populist figures, movements and parties”, like pursuing a more unilat-
eral approach and rejecting limits on sovereignty. 

For instance, despite the fact that these actors unan-
imously take an anti-immigrant stance, their policy 
preferences let them diverge on more specific issue 
such as the mandatory relocation quota of non-Euro-
pean refugees. While Salvini was interested in a com-
mon European solution, Orbán and Kaczyński op-
posed such a mechanism. This is only one of the more 
sensitive issues in which an East-West division makes it 
more difficult for the populist parties to cooperate in a 
single EP-fraction – the latter being Viktor Orbán’s pet 
project of a “European Renaissance”.

However, we should not underestimate the populists’ 
will to achieve forging a coalition in the European Par-
liament, as Viktor Orbán seems very determined to de-
liver on his promise to connect these actors either way. 
The Hungarian Prime minister continue to negotiate 
with Salvini regardless of their antagonistic positions 
on the relocation issue suggests that they are driven by 
the desire to be perceived as actors opposing migra-
tion, rather than to substantively define EU policies. 
Furthermore, the Polish-Hungarian defense alliance 
is shaped by the escalating rule of law crises and their 
dispute with the EU. 

The COVID-19 pandemic represented a new and un-
paralleled stress-test for the European Union, ticking 
virtually all the boxes on how Eurosceptics can gain 

momentum in a global pandemic crisis. According to 
the polls conducted by the European Council of For-
eign Relations (Dennison & Puglierin, 2021), pub-
lic faith in EU institutions has declined due to their 
handling of the pandemic and vaccine procurement. 
Amidst the ongoing pandemic crisis, democratic pub-
lics are seeking policy changes that give them hope for a 
brighter future. If such hopes are left unmet due to the 
economic downturn, more people might turn towards 
populists who are thriving on cultural war against sex-
ual and ethnic minorities and falsely blaming the EU 
for all hardship.

The ongoing anti-EU campaigns launched by the Hun-
garian government already had an impact on public 
attitudes: in 2017, polls showed that more Hungarian 
respondents feared Russia less than they feared Brussels 
and Soros (Zavecz Research, 2017). Supportive of EU 
membership in general, 63 percent of the Hungarian 
respondents in the European Social Survey (2018) 
were of the opinion that EU integration was going too 
far and should be reversed. This could provide fertile 
soil for an exit narrative, especially because Hungarians 
tended to regard EU funding as one of the key advan-
tages of EU membership, whereas the Orbán govern-
ment has recently started to suggest that the country 
would not have any more advantage to gain from EU 
membership (Simon, 2021). 

https://ecfr.eu/publication/crisis-of-confidence-how-europeans-see-their-place-in-the-world/
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Another poll showed that the number of respondents 
believing that Poland would do better outside of the 
EU increased by 11 percentage points within two years 
(Polandin, 2019). On top of that, there is a general pat-
tern indicating that the Polish population would rath-
er choose to leave the EU than to accept migrants in a 
mandatory relocation system. Since the tensions at the 
Polish-Belarusian border and the situation in Afghani-
stan refueled the discourse on refugees, the Polish and 
the Hungarian governments have already started shift-
ing up gears in their anti-immigration rhetoric. 

Eurosceptic populists have deliberately exploited the 
multiple crises that have occurred within the EU over 
the last years overshadowed the positive sides of EU 
membership – even in CEE. Maintaining an open-
ness to constructive proposals and criticism on how 
to fix the real problems of the EU, democratic parties 
need to engage dynamically with the electorate at the 
grassroots to win their hearts and minds by practical-
ly demonstrating the democratic achievements of the 
integration.

Even if Orbán’s far-right caucus will never be born, the 
democratic forces should use the Conference on the 
Future of Europe as an opportunity to reboot trust in 
the EU and combat Eurosceptic propaganda. 

The participatory procedure of the conference pro-
vides an opportunity to spark an inclusive conversation 
about the future of a more democratic and prosperous 
Europe. The communication strategies of national and 
EU-level stakeholders should be aimed at closing the 
gap between overreaching economic expectations and 
often misleading perceptions of what the EU delivers.

Eurosceptic populists have 
deliberately exploited the 
multiple crises that have 

occurred within the EU over 
the last years overshadowed the 
positive sides of EU membership 

– even in CEE. 
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ENDNOTES

1 Officially, Jarosław Kaczyński currently only serves as deputy prime minister, but in practice he is the ultimate 
decision-maker in the Polish government where the members of the cabinet are strongly dependent upon their 
relationships with him. As the chairman of the PiS, he’s been in the back seat up until 2020 September when 
he joined the government in order to manage conflicts within the competing flanks of the coalition: Prime 
Minister Matteusz Morawiecki (PiS), Zbigniew Ziobro (United Poland) and former coalition partner Jaro-
slaw Gowin (Agreement).

2 So far, the EU Commission has launched four infringement procedures against Poland on the grounds that 
the “muzzle law” (disciplining Polish judges) undermines the judicial independence of Polish judges and is 
incompatible with the primacy of EU law.

3 China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) involves more than 60 countries and covers a massive network of rail-
ways, pipelines, ports, and roads. Among these countries are the 16 Central and Eastern European countries 
(CEEC) with whom China set up the 16+1 forum in 2012.
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