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The Orban regime as the ‘perfect autocracy’:
The emergence of the zombie democracy’
in Hungary

ATTILA AGH

§ sciendo

Politics in Central Europe (ISSN 1801-3422)
Vol. 18, No. 1
DOI: 10.2478/pce-2022-0001

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 Orbdn
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, Lithrmann, 2021, Merkel and
Lihrmann, 2021).!

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 naive 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 (Agh, 2019a,2021) and papers (Agh, 2016, 2019b,
20203, 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 Orban 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
Orban 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 fagade 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 Orban 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 Agh, 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 Orban
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 Orban 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 Orban regime to influence the voters.*

The masterminded legislation for the unfair, manipulated elections started
by the incoming Orban 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 “Orban’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).°

This facade 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 Buzogany 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 Buzogany (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 Orban 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-
ban 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
Orban 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
Orban government in the first ‘destructive’ period made a complete overhaul
of the legal-political system for the rule of the hegemonic party. Basically, the
Orban government fundamentally weakened the checks and balances system,
and replaced the heads of all constitutional institutions - Constitutional Court
(AB), State Audit Office (ASZ), 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 Orban 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 fagade 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’ (Orban, 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 Orban 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 Orban’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, Orban 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 Orban.

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 facade, 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 fagade
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 Orban
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 Orban 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 fagade, 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
Orban regime had the full capacity of the voluntaristic legislation for the ‘de-
-democratisation’ already in this first period. In the vast international literature
Bozoki and Hegediis 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 Orban 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 Orban regime
has been dominant from the very beginning, with the well decorated democratic
facade 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 Orban 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 Orban regime to fight against. In 2015
the Orban 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 (COF) financed by the Orban 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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Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban 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.
Népszabadsag, 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 facade 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 Orban 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 Népszabadsag,
the Orban regime in fact banned the most popular oppositional radio station
(Klubradi6) 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 Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban 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 Hesova, 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 Orban 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 Orban regime
has concocted its own ‘Academy of the Arts’ (MMA) to please their supporters
in the various fields of the arts.®

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 Itis well-known that the Orban 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 Orban 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 Rogan’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 Orban has been elevated to a national hero personally
performing the systemic change.

The Orban 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 Orban regime. Since the
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late 2010s big cracks have appeared in the Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban regime as the ‘freedom fight against Brussels’. Since the aggres-
sive anti-EU campaign in the 2019 EP elections the Orban 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
Rogan’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 Orban regime
has claimed to be defending ‘Christian Europe’ - and the business organisa-
tions as the playing field of the friendly oligarchs.?’

7 The Eucharistic World Congress in September 2021in Budapest was a big attempt to use the Catholic Church
for legitimising the Orban regime. In the parallel state, actually, the Hungarian Chamber of Commerce and
Industry (MKI) has also been completely controlled by the Orban 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 Buzogany, 2020). First, the Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban 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 Orban regime has produced a double
game: it has developed a special pro-EU empty rhetoric on one side, but on the
other side Orban’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 Orban
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 I have described this process in my book in details (Agh, 2021a: 113-147, 183-187). Just for the illustration
of the Fidesz style: Orban has insinuated that Brussels has been similar to Hitler's headquarters (the
Wolf's Lair). Szildrd 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 Orban 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).°

As to the second issue, the foreign policy line, it has to be emphasised above
all that the Orban 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 Orban 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 (Buzogany and Varga, 2019). Beyond the EU scenery, however, the
Orban 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
Orban after the entry of his new government on 5 September 2010. The Orban
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 Fiihrer’, who is turning Europe into a gas chamber’ where Hungarians are the ‘new Jews'.
Additionally, the Fidesz-founder, Tamas 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 Thereis 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, 20213, b). The Orban 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 Orban regime with the EU. One of the most characteristic moves of the aggressive
autocracy was Orban'’s strange political message to the EU in the Magyar Kézlony (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).

POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 18 (2022) 1 17



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 fagade 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 Orban 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 Orban
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 itis only at 1.7 percent. Yet, following the line of its opposition to the EU
sanctions, the Orban 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 Orban government has regularly vetoed the EU
decisions condemning these countries (Ji, 2020, Kalkhof, 2021, Kapitonenko,
2021 and Karaskova, 2021). Otherwise, the Eastern opening has not only been
an active foreign policy line for the Orban regime, but also an ideological con-
struct, bordering on the absurdity, because Orban 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 Mészaros, 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 Orban 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 Orban regime to the West
Balkan region it has also been characteristic that Olivér Varhelyi, the Hungarian
Commissioner, has been so much in the favour of Serbia’s president Aleksandar
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Vucié 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
Orban 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).

Allin 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 Orban 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 Miiller, 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 (Median, 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
amarginal, but avital 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.’®
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The authors examine the role of the structure of the peculiar political system in com-
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for a European future with the real political performance of the various Bosnian party
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Introduction

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH or Bosnia in the following text) officially applied
for EU membership in February 2016, but the origins of their relationship go
back much earlier — to the late 1990s. Despite the long-term political coop-
eration and significant financial aid from the European Union, substantial
progress towards membership is lacking. Compared with its neighbours in
the region, BiH is lagging behind significantly in the integration process. In
2019 an Opinion on Bosnia’s application was adopted by the European Com-
mission (EC). The document identified 14 key priorities the country needed to
address to be recommended for opening accession negotiations. While the EU
fulfilled its part of the deal, it is up to the country’s political elites to respond
to this challenge. Simultaneously, the most powerful political parties agreed on
a pro-EU direction which they also declared in their programmes and approved
agendas for the 2018 state elections (SDA 2019; SNSD 2020; HDZ BiH 2016;
DF 2013). The experts we interviewed reported nothing like Euroscepticism in
Bosnia, but the generally accepted consensus across the political spectrum on
the country’s European future.

The renaissance of Europeanisation, as a topic in BiH’s academic and media
discourse, relates to the membership application and the requirements resulting
from the EC’s Opinion. Although the current literature commonly refers to the
key political elites lacking the will to reform and failing to achieve consensus,
a more in-depth analysis of Bosnia’s actual performance in the integration
process is absent. Even though it would not be right to ignore the external
effects of the integration process dynamics, local political elites continue to
be the critical players in determining the country’s direction and at the same
time the cornerstone of the required reforms. It is desirable to look closer at
the steps they have taken towards, or more likely away from, the prospect of EU
membership. Using the concept of Europeanisation, this paper aims to explain
how the Bosnian elites affect the EU integration process dynamics, considering
the current political system’s limitations and benefits.

Our analysis investigates the current political elites whose term in office
originated from the election in October 2018 and the following nominations.
We consider the length of their mandate to date as sufficient to analyse their per-
formance and actions taken to deliver the required results. The paper searches
for answers to the four following questions: Does the political system’s current
setting hinder the Europeanisation process? How do the Bosnian political elites
operate within the system regarding the dynamics of the accession process?
Are the current elites able to push through the necessary reforms? Do they try
to challenge the system sufficiently and modify it so that it complies with the
requirements of the accession process? To answer these questions, the paper
relies on evidence gathered through semi-structured interviews with academics,
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representatives of the international community, the EU’s Delegation in Bosnia,
surveys and numerous research papers.

The structure of the paper is as follows: first, the necessary theoretical back-
ground is explained in order to delimit the role of agency and domestic actors in
the process of the Europeanisation of BiH. We present our source of information
afterwards. Further, we sketch out the structure of the political system of BiH
to understand the institutional settings of the agents and the specific political
culture of Bosnian political elites so that we may contextualise our research in
the long-term trends of political attitudes and behaviours of the elite. Empiri-
cal analysis of the situation after the 2018 elections constitutes the core of the
paper, followed by a discussion and concluding remarks.

Structure, agency and the Europeanisation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina: Literature review and theory

There is a vast critical literature regarding the political arrangement set by the
General Framework Agreement for Peace in Bosnia, known as the Dayton Peace
Accords (Keil 2016; Kapidzi¢ 2020; Piacentini 2019; Arnautovi¢ 2019; Belloni -
Ramovié¢ 2019; Hulsey 2010). Many authors have turned their attention to the
EU as a normative and transformative power, and to the EU enlargement pro-
cess in the Western Balkans region (Cepo 2019; Pejanovi¢ 2017; Blagovcanin
2016) covering inter alia the Bosnian case. In the papers on Bosnia specifically,
there is, however, a clear trend. Critical yet optimistic visions of Bosnia being
attracted by the EU slowly but decisively (Tzifakis 2012) have been replaced
with much bleaker visions of contested states struggling with the rule of law,
an inappropriate constitutional framework and problems with the assurance
of equal citizenship rights (DZanki¢ - Keil 2018).

As we saw, many authors blame the peculiar and complex structure of the
Bosnian political system for the lack of progress in reform and Europeanisation.
On the other hand, human beings including politicians are rational actors who
pursue their goals within societal, economic and political structures (Wendt
1987). This means that the structure cannot explain everything, and we have to
pay the same attention to the role of agency: individual and collective actors,
in our case, politicians and political parties (Dowding 2008; Friedman - Starr
1997). To capture the behaviour and motives of BiH actors, we use the concept
of Europeanisation as modified to include specificities of the process of the EU
enlargement vis-a-vis the Balkan countries.

Transformation of structure, adaptation in order to achieve a ‘goodness to
fit, triggered by the adaptation pressure of the EU institutions - this has been
a ‘baseline model’ (Exadaktylos - Radaelli 2015) of Europeanisation studies. The
entire idea of ‘transformative power’ (Grabbe 2006) and of the logic of appro-
priateness driven by the EU’s demand to comply (Schimmelfennig - Sedelmeyer
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2005) focused more on the institutional adaptation than on the active approach
of the agents. This made sense in the context of the 2004/7 EU enlargement,
with its clear reward and functioning conditionality.

The context of the potential enlargement of the EU to take in the countries
of the Western Balkans has been very different. There are two factors limiting
the EU’s transformative power. First, as the substantial literature shows (Bieber
2011; Borzel - Grimm 2018; Dzihi¢ - Wieser 2008), the belated processes of
state-building were related to the necessity to stabilise and consolidate the area
after the dissolution of Yugoslavia. Stability was simply more important than
Europeanisation as compliance with EU settings. The second factor has been
a certain remoteness of the ‘carrot’ — no vision of EU membership. The com-
bination of ‘enlargement fatigue’ and ‘stabilitocracy’ (Cermak 2019; Vuckovié
2021: 5) limits the adaptational pressure of the EU (Borzel 2016; Mendelski
2015; Mendelski 2016). As Petrovic (2019) argues, the inconsistency of the EU
approach is one of the main factors hampering the enlargement process. The
problems with Europeanisation can be, however, attributed largely to a lack of
reforms in the Western Balkan countries (Elbasani - Sabié 2018; Vuckovié -
bordevi¢ 2019). Since there is literature discussing the particular effects of the
‘balkanised Europeanisation’ on the increasing state capture (Richter - Wun-
sch 2020; Vachudova 2018) and the setting of illiberal patterns of governance
(Stojarova 2020), in our study we will focus on the role of domestic actors and
institutions as (at least potential) promoters of further Europeanisation and
on examining their disappointing performance in this field.

Returning to Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier’s (2005: 8) models of Euro-
peanisation of domestic actors, the above said demonstrate limits on external
incentives and the social learning model. Therefore, we will analyse the BiH
political actors to find the elements of the lesson-drawing model of Europeani-
sation. In practical terms, this model implies mainly the identification of the
domestic actors with the EU, in political discourse, and tangible policy steps
taken or advocated (Sedelmeier 2011: 13 and 16). Our analysis will unravel to
what extent the identification with the EU in words and deeds happens in the
current BiH politics.

Sources for analysis of Bosnian post-2018 politics

In order to answer the questions, we will analyse the post-2018 process of politi-
cal development in Bosnia in the context of long-term trends and developments.
The analysis is of the published primary and secondary sources. We will work
with the documents and statements issued by the political parties to demon-
strate the discrepancy between the highly pro-integration rhetoric and the lack
of any real policy measures leading to enhanced Europeanisation. To complete
the picture, we conducted interviews with local experts and stakeholders.
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All interviews were conducted in Sarajevo in February 2020. The people in-
terviewed included local academicians from the University of Sarajevo (Kapidzi¢
2020; Dautovi¢ 2020; DZananovié¢ 2020) and foreign stakeholders from the
European Union’s delegation and diplomatic representations of the member
states based in Sarajevo (Respondents A, B, C, D 2020), whose names and work
positions we are not able to reveal due to the requirements of the institutions
they represent. The interviews are used only as an additional resource given
their number and the unequal representation of all parties involved, namely the
domestic political actors. However, they offer valuable insights into the practi-
cal problems associated with the power-sharing system and the actual political
performance of domestic elites.

The Bosnian political system as a structure constraining, yet not
excluding, Europeanisation

The signing of the Dayton Peace Treaty (DPA) in 1995 ended the civil war in
BiH but also established one of the world’s most complex political systems. The
highly decentralised federal system based on the ethnic principle seemed to be
the only solution for preserving the country’s territorial integrity. The Constitu-
tion’s final version divided the country into the autonomous district of Bréko
and two political units, or entities: Republika Srbska (RS) and the Federation
of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH); both are controlled by three constituent
peoples: Serbs, Croats and Bosniaks. The ethnical division dominates not only
the political setup and functioning, but all spheres of public life. Belonging to
a constituent nation is closely and inextricably linked with religion. The BiH
political system is based on the principles of equality and non-discrimination.
The equality of the three nations is the fundamental basis of the Constitution.
Ethnic power-sharing is reflected in each central institution, specifically in the
three-member revolving Presidency, a two-chambered Parliament, the Council
of Ministers, the Constitutional Court and the Central Bank.

Keil (2020) argues that such an imposed union in the Bosnian case unfa-
vourably affects the political institutions’ ability to act and is the reason for the
political standoffs and constant disputes among the elites representing different
constituent peoples. Since establishing the ‘union’ was neither voluntary nor
approved by local elites, its imposition has become a focus of the contestation
of the state, and the subject of constant challenges and undermining. The result
of the union being imposed by external actors is a barely functioning state of
peoples who do not identify with it and do not respect the diversity, nor the
existence of such a state. It does not fit Todd’s definition (2020) of construc-
tive unionism or Franck’s understanding (1968), supporting his argument
that a federation’s ability to avoid disintegration relies on leaders who must
themselves feel federal.
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Regarding the cumbersome process of drafting and passing legislative revi-
sions, the system has remained virtually unchanged for the last 25 years and
has mostly been ineffective in terms of flexibility and ability to adopt necessary
reforms. Even though, in the past, we witnessed several amendments within the
centralisation of crucial policies which helped to make the rigid power-sharing
system looser, it is important to say that the revisions were mainly enforced by
the external overseer - the Office of the High Representative. Nevertheless, most
political and economic powers are concentrated in the hands of the entities (RS
and the FBiH). Also, in practice, the dominant part of the central institutions’
income depends on contributions from the entities (Keil 2013; Kapidzi¢ 2019)

Bosnia used to be an example of a theoretically perfect or classic consocia-
tion following the key principles of consociationalism enshrined in the Con-
stitution (Merdzanovic 2017; Keil 2016). They include a grand coalition based
on a strict ethnic quota, two quasi-autonomous political units and a complex
system of veto players - these players from each national group have the right
to block in the central Parliament. Merdzanovic (2017) argues that establishing
a consociational governing model within a heavily divided country and hop-
ing that it would work is not enough; Fraenkel (2020) called it an externally
imposed experiment. It is important to underline that the international com-
munity was from the very beginning aware of the fact that consociationalism
produces deadlocks, and the country may have trouble with overcoming these
obstacles on its own. Based on evidence, these assumptions led to distinctly
international intervention, mostly in the first decade after signing the DPA.
Merdzanovic (2017) identifies the Bosnian consociational system as a vicious
circle where international intervention is necessary to overcome deadlocks, but
at the same time aggravates other problems such as domestic dependency and
the incapability of local elites to take political ownership.

Moreover, the local elites are not interested in seeking compromises since
their government positions depend on keeping the ethnonational cleavage im-
portant, rather than on their actual policy and political performance. Although
the consociational model guarantees that the constituent peoples are directly
and equally represented in political institutions, it is necessary to emphasise
that de facto it excludes other nationalities such as Roma or Jews from political
life. The European Union requires the removal of discriminatory laws to enable
progress in the European integration process (Piacentini, 2019).

Since the Council of Ministers is often ineffective and lacks consensus, the
major decisions are taken by the Presidency, and executive power resides in the
Parliament rather than in the Council of Ministers. To pass a bill, it is necessary
to acquire the support of the majority, which must include at least one-third of
the votes from the territory of each entity, specifically the Republika Srpska and
the Federation in the House of Representatives. The Decision-making process in
the House of Peoples should be preceded by meeting the quorum, which consists
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of at least three out of five representatives of each constituent nation. Any bill
may be blocked if it is seen as a possible violation of vital national interests.
The agenda of the Council of Ministers is often blocked by entity vetoes, mostly
from the House of Representatives. Moreover, the principle of ‘vital interest’
as enshrined in the Constitution, which allows the veto to be used, is vaguely
defined and often serves as a political bargaining tool (Fraenkel 2020).

The complexity of the system brings many veto-actors to the decision-making
process. Due to the absence of a unified Bosnian-Herzegovinian identity, po-
litical actors primarily represent their own constituent nation’s interests. The
EU has repeatedly pointed out the dysfunction of the BiH political system and
the need for it to be reformed. Recommendations for reform were included for
the first time in 2009 in the EC’s BiH report. To defrost the blocked political
system caused by the (in)activity of local elites, the Commission recommended
defining vital interests more precisely. A key milestone in the relationship be-
tween the European Union and Bosnia was the enactment of the Stabilisation
and Association Agreement on 1 June 2015, seven years after it was signed. The
political leaders took advantage of this event and in 2016 officially applied for
membership (Pejanovi¢ 2017; DEI 2019).

Following the final submission of the questionnaire on 29 May 2019, the
European Commission adopted an extensive Analytical Report and Opinion
on Bosnia’s application for membership, proposing a comprehensive reform
plan. The Opinion identifies 14 key priorities that the country must meet to be
recommended for opening accession negotiations. Although the EU expressed
its worries about the country’s potential progress under such a political system,
it has explicitly said that the current system does not conflict with accession
conditions (European Commission 2019; Cepo 2019). Therefore, we cannot
expect more immense adaptation pressure leading to external incentives for
the further Europeanisation triggered by the EU institutions and policies. This
was confirmed during the interviews with foreign stakeholders, considering that
the political arrangement itself is not a problem as long as it meets democratic
criteria and the necessary reforms can be adopted within it. Despite the above,
the Constitution defines necessary procedures for its reform and offers ample
legal opportunities to revise the system from the ground up. All that is miss-
ing in the country is the will of the elites to seek compromise and agreement
(Respondents A, B, C 2020).

The political culture of the elites as a persistent, primary problem

Despite our focus on the activities of ‘current’ political elites after the general
elections in 2018, the parties’ current configuration in the state institutions has
been unchanged for a number of decades. Most of today’s elites emerged after
the break-up of the single-party system during the 90s or were formed after the
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BiH declared independence. This period was affected by the absence of a well-
-established rule of law and a legal vacuum. It allowed the emerging political
elites to accumulate vast assets through direct budgetary transfers, black-market
trading and the illegal privatisation of state property (Blagovcanin 2016).

Besides the specific form of corruption, the phenomenon of political clien-
telism based on ethnic criteria is extensively present in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Political representatives offer goods, economic resources, jobs and protection
to the members of a specific nation in exchange for political support and votes
through this mock patronage system. By abusing institutional and economic
capacities, ethno-nationalist political leaders can easily gain the support of
a specific constituent nation. Given the extensive practices of political clien-
telism in BiH, civic alternatives find it challenging to succeed in such a political
system. The party system’s development proves that even if a slight change oc-
curs, it is usually not in favour of those who call for moderation and the politics
of compromise (Piacentini 2019).

For the political elites, a loss of power would imply a threat to their own
political existence, including the possibility of criminal prosecution (Hulsey —
Keil 2021; Respondents C, D 2020). The blocking of institutions, boycotts
and similar signals often serve merely as a fagade, behind which the material
interests of the incumbent elites are hiding. Besides strengthening ethnic na-
tionalism, a destructive side effect of the political crises and the accompanying
rhetoric is that they distract attention away from the fundamental problems in
society including low living standards, poverty, high unemployment rate and
environmental damage (European Western Balkans 2020).

Ethno-nationalist political parties dominate in all the state institutions. The
strongest parties, the Party of Democratic Action (SDA), the Croatian Demo-
cratic Union (HDZ) and the Alliance of Independent Social Democrats (SNSD),
are directly related to the long history of patronage politics, corruption scandals,
nepotism and the systematic violation of media freedom. As Bosnian politics
has gradually lost its potential for change, the election turnout has decreased
over the years. It appears that most of the people who regularly come to the
ballot box do so for the strategic reason that it will help them keep their job or
enjoy other benefits offered by the ruling party (Belloni - Ramovi¢ 2019). All
this affects relations with the EU.

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s foreign policy orientation towards the European
Union has developed slowly yet steadily, in ebbs and flows. Throughout this
time, the country’s foreign policy direction has been accompanied by domestic
ethnic fissures and a complex institutional structure. But the EU too has for
many years lacked a coherent and unified strategy to build relations with BiH
(Pejanovié 2017), even though after the 2003 Thessaloniki summit the interest
of the EU definitively shifted, from post-war stabilisation to the economic and
political integration of the region (Blagovcanin 2016).
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In February 2016, the leaders of Bosnia and Herzegovina officially applied
for EU membership, exploiting a shift made possible by the coming into effect
of the Stabilisation and Association Agreement seven years after being signed,
thus breaking a stalemate. Despite this, the country continued to suffer from
many deficiencies in public administration, a vague distribution of powers and
a lack of effective mechanisms of coordination (Cepo 2019).

Even before issuing the Opinion on the country’s readiness to join the EU,
the Commission prepared a preliminary report, serving to monitor progress in
fundamental areas including the rule of law and human rights, public admin-
istration reform and economic development. The EC report makes it clear that
BiH not only suffered from a lack of political will in adopting action plans and
broader strategies, but also failed substantially in implementing the measures
adopted. The report repeatedly draws attention to a persistent chasm between
the political will declared and the concrete results achieved, which are mostly
absent. Bosnia and Herzegovina exhibited substantial shortcomings in virtually
all of the key areas covered by accession negotiations (European Commission
2018). Over the past two decades in pursuing its enlargement policy, the EU
has strengthened conditionality and brought the adherence to the rule of law
principles to the forefront (EU Delegation 2019b).

Complications in adopting the essential reforms to achieve progress in the
integration process are due to the number of actors holding a veto as well as
failures in the approach taken by the political elites and in the Bosnian politi-
cal culture as such. Even the preparation of the questionnaire itself proved to
be a Sisyphean labour - it took nearly two years to develop it while including
political actors from all levels of governance; in other countries of the region
the task took a few months (Respondent C 2020). But more than by the size of
the team, the process was impacted by the fact that the members were political
party nominees and not independent experts, causing work inefficiencies and
prolonging the process (Cepo 2019). Once the questionnaire was finally submit-
ted on 29 May 2019, the Commission adopted an Opinion on BiH’s application
for EU membership, in which it proposed a comprehensive reform plan. Of
the political criteria, the Opinion emphasises the need to improve the election
framework and the functioning of justice, and to strengthen the fight against
corruption and organised crime including money laundering and terrorism.
Bosnia and Herzegovina should also improve its border management and its
migration and asylum systems. Progress must likewise be achieved in public
administration reform. The document also appeals to BiH to establish a parlia-
mentary committee for EU affairs? and to develop a National Programme for the
Adoption of the acquis communautaire (NPAA) (European Commission 2019b).3

2 The operating rules of the committee were adopted in mid-2020 (European Commission, 2020b).
3 Bosnia and Herzegovina started the work on developing its integration programme in autumn 2020.
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There are two phenomena present in the relationship between BiH and the
EU that substantially influence the integration process. The first is a general,
declaratory consensus across the constituent peoples and the political entities
on support for full BiH membership in the EU structures (Presidency of Bosnia
and Herzegovina 2018). The second phenomenon - which does not influence
just the integration process, but also Bosnia’s foreign and domestic policy - is
the country’s inability to set aside the incessant rivalries between the constitu-
ent peoples and their representatives and adopt such top-level decisions that
do not have to reflect the ethnic divisions at any cost (Sadowski 2008); this
while the country’s official foreign-policy strategy acknowledges the necessity
of involving all administrative levels in consideration of their constitutional
powers, as required by such a complex process.

The strongest political parties in their election manifestos have likewise set
full membership of the European Union as a foreign policy priority (Cepo 2019).
In their programmes these parties are agreed on a pro-European direction for
Bosnia and Herzegovina; yet only some of them propose specific measures to
accelerate the integration programme and increase its efficiency. Most of the par-
ties declare their readiness to comply with the Commission’s recommendations,
and to make use of the potential provided by the Constitution to make progress
with the integration process, by implementing the recommended reforms of
the judiciary and of the Constitution itself (SDA 2019; SNSD 2020; HDZ BiH
2016; DF 2013). Interestingly, there is virtually no Euroscepticism in BiH. All
political parties describe themselves as pro-European, and any Eurosceptic
rhetoric could hamper their position in party competition. Yet experts admit
that membership of the EU or obtaining membership candidate status is only
a declared priority of political parties and elites, and actually occupies a very low
place in their order of priorities (Respondents A, B, C 2020; Kapidzi¢ 2020 and
DZzananovi¢ - interviews 2020). Cepo (2019) sees a problem in the incessant
presence of a normative conflict, between efforts to maintain the status quo as
set by the Dayton Agreement Constitution and the integration into a supra-
national Union that could significantly threaten the positions enjoyed by the
political elites who derive their prosperity from the post-conflict configuration
that continues to apply today. The topic of European integration thus becomes
overshadowed by nationalist and populist rhetoric, which is always mainly
directed at protecting the interests of the constituent peoples.

Parties’ electoral campaigns have a significant effect on the integration pro-
cess, mainly because state and local elections alternate in a two-year cycle, which
means that the country finds itself in a nearly continuous campaign. This slows
down the dynamism of integration considerably; the integration process is not
an attractive electoral issue, and the elites and voters alike tend to overlook the
topics linked with it before elections (Respondent B 2020). As the completed
questionnaire was submitted to the president of the European Commission in
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2018 and there were some supplementary questions the following year, there
was a renaissance of sorts within the public debate for the topic of BiH obtain-
ing candidate status. Yet candidate status does not fulfil the strategic ambition
of full membership; Bosnian politicians exploit this topic, because they see an
opportunity to score political points by bringing ‘good news’, but the respond-
ents actually have interpreted the membership application as merely a strategic
move on the part of former BiH Presidency members (Respondents A, B 2020).

Respondents agreed that the transactional approach of the Bosnian elites
towards the integration process is wrong. According to them, being a part of
the EU has become a meaningless slogan that the local political elites use from
time to time but only to score political points (Respondent A, B, 2020). Dautovi¢
(2020) said that the EU is an elite club, and if Bosnia and Herzegovina wants
to move forward to EU membership or candidate status, it must start meeting
the requirements. The current European Union is not able to give anything for
granted since BiH participates in SAP voluntarily.

The gradual strengthening of the relationships between the local leading
political parties and partially authoritarian but influential foreign players such
as China, Turkey or Russia might also be problematic. The rise of influence of
these state actors not only in Bosnia but across the whole Western Balkan re-
gion can be explained by the weakening position of the EU and thus filling the
vacuum left by its power withdrawal.

Chinese — Bosnian relations are based mainly on Chinese business interests,
which are focused on facilitating its access to European markets by developing
numerous infrastructure projects and expanding business opportunities for
Chinese companies, including the support of the export. While there has not
been any proven incorporation into political activities so far, China does not
face any crucial obstacles to further strengthening its influence in the country.
Unlike the EU’s conditionality, its termless loans of enormous size and invest-
ments make China a likeable and recognised partner. Its projects, however,
often lack transparency, and the actual long-term consequences are unclear,
mainly given the degree of impact on the future dependence and indebtedness
of Bosnia (Chrzova 2019).

Turkey has become a traditional external actor positioning itself as the pro-
tector of Muslim communities in the Western Balkan region. Within the years,
it has managed to build tight connections with the SDA and above-standard
relationships with many political representatives of BiH, especially the party
leader Bakir Izetbegovi¢. While Turkey officially supports the Eurointegration
of BiH, it also applies its neo-Ottoman foreign policy by providing political
support and funds for Bosniak leadership. Likewise, Russian presence, Tur-
key’s engagement is accompanied by various business, religious and cultural
activities (Rasidagi¢ - Hesova 2020). The Kremlin’s influence in the country is
predominantly based on its close relations with RS and Serbian nationalists.
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Russian representatives directly support Dodik’s SNSD while the ties with the
other constituent peoples stay cold. Russia’s engagement in BiH’s politics is
evident since it has also affected the election processes and results in the last
decade. Russia also manages to exert its influence through the Orthodox church,
to which most Serbs profess by positioning itself as the protector of Orthodox
values and traditions. Russia also plays a crucial role in the oil and gas industry
in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Chrzova 2019).

On the other hand, the EU has lately faced several internal crises, which
have admittedly disturbed the trust in the Europeanisation process as the only
option for the Western Balkans, and has undoubtedly opened the door for
other external actors to exercise their influence in this strategically positioned
region. The one to mention is the unprecedented withdrawal of a member state
from the European Union structure. Long-lasting and not sufficiently successful
negotiations affected the dynamics of EU policies and blocked the capacities of
the institutions for a considerable time. Many authors claim the latest develop-
ments within the EU could result in a long-term stalemate in enlargement policy.
This, for a long time, has been considered one of the most successful policies
of the EU (Bieber 2019; Lopandi¢, 2017).

The more complex the integration process becomes, the more it reflects the
overall fatigue and crisis within enlargement policy.* The double veto over the
opening of accession negotiations with North Macedonia has largely shaken
the perception of the EU by Western Balkan countries and their vision of future
membership, and weakened the credibility of the whole integration process
(Bieber 2019; Fouéré 2019). Failure to fulfil promises has provided an excellent
alibi to those who have sought to maintain the status quo for a long time; vice-
-versa, it has disadvantaged those who want to fight the growing nationalism in
the countries (DZananovié - interview 2020). Under such circumstances, not
even financial compensation would be sufficient to motivate candidate states
to develop further.

The analysis shows that there was an evident lack of internally driven Euro-
peanisation among the BiH political actors. Manifestos and campaigns before
the 2018 parliamentary elections showed a passive approach of Bosnian political
parties: pro-integration rhetoric remained on the surface, EC recommendation
remained the prevailing frame of promised reforms and, in general, the BiH
actors showed a lack of any of their own initiative to proceed with the deeper
Europeanisation of BiH politics and policies.

4 Statements by President Macron had a particularly negative effect. Besides creating disillusion among
Western Balkan countries about their potential EU accession, Macron triggered a diplomatic conflict
with Bosnia and Herzegovina. In his statement he described BiH as a ticking time bomb. The statements
of the French president outraged the public in Bosnia and disrupted diplomatic relations (Politico 2019).
Evidently, the political elites of BiH are not the only actors who complicate and hinder the process of
the country’s Europeanisation. However, the role of the international community is a topic for another
article.
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Current political developments in Bosnia and Herzegovina and
their impact on the integration process

In the October 2018 elections, the traditional parties (SDA, HDZ, SNSD), reaf-
firming their strong support, secured the most seats in the House of Representa-
tives. Despite the success of multi-ethnic and non-ethnic parties such as the
Social Democratic Party of BiH, Our Party and the Democratic Front, currently
represented in the House of Representatives, the Bosnian party system contin-
ues to be dominated by ethno-nationalist parties. Because of the legal setting of
the state administration, the three strongest parties, each representing one of
the constituent peoples, are able to control almost all economic resources and
distribute them to their loyal supporters (Kapidzié¢ 2020 - interview).

The results of the presidency elections did not bring any surprises either,
since only political veterans were elected: the former president of the Republika
Srpska Milorad Dodik from SNSD, Sefik DZaferovi¢ as the Bosnian candidate
from the SDA and Zeljko Koms3ié¢ from the DF representing Croats. The recent
elections confirmed the trend of a strong ethnic cleavage within the Bosnian
party system. Despite the slight strengthening of multi-ethnic parties, their
actual representation in state institutions remains marginal. However, it is
crucial not to overlook the trend reflected by the 2016 regional elections and
later confirmed by the national elections of 2018, which indicates an increase
in the number of citizens who call for a non-nationalist alternative (Kapidzié
2019; Hulsey - Keil 2021).

Immediately after the 2018 elections, the incumbent three-member Presi-
dency of BiH together went on a first official visit to Brussels. This meeting took
place in January 2019, i.e. before the completed questionnaire was submitted.
During the meeting, the Croat and the Bosniak in the Presidency expressed
hope that BiH would soon obtain candidate status. All three members of the
Presidency pledged to continue their journey towards a ‘European future’. This
idyll, presented by the Presidency to the EU leadership in Brussels, was seen as
a sign of unity, willingness to cooperate and a good signal for progress in the
integration process, and for the country meeting its commitments. However,
the reality of politics in Bosnia became manifest almost immediately after the
meeting (European Western Balkans 2019; EEAS 2019).

Bosnia and Herzegovina was without a regular government from October
2018 to December 2019. It took 14 months from the elections until the three
most powerful parties representing Bosniaks, Croats and Serbs respectively
agreed on who would be prime minister and then the other members of the
Council of Ministers, which was crucial for any move forward. In 2019, the
Parliament was practically dysfunctional. After protracted negotiations, the
controversial politician Zoran Tegeltija of the SNSD party was chosen as prime
minister. Together with Tegeltija’s appointment, the Presidency adopted a new
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Reform Programme that allegedly defines BiH’s future relations with NATO and
the EU; however, the exact content of the document remains unknown to the
public to this day (October 2021). Thus, we can only proceed on the basis of
varying interpretations made by the representatives of the three main national-
ist parties (Balkan Insight 2019).

The political system was frozen for more than a year by the inability on the
part of the political parties to agree on a government coalition. The question
of NATO membership was one of the main problems during the negotiations.®
While the Bosniaks and Croats insisted on a reform plan being produced neces-
sary for accession to NATO, Dodik was only willing to discuss targets required
for EU accession. The question of BiH’s future orientation not only caused the
freeze during the negotiations about the new government, but also caused fur-
ther escalation of tensions among the constituent peoples (Euronews 2019).

The formation of a government was expected to allow the planned reforms to
continue and to unlock many of the EU-funded projects blocked in Parliament. It
was also crucial for progress in BiH’s integration into the EU, as noted repeatedly
by the European Commission, among others (European Commission 2019c).
Furthermore, a functional government was needed to implement the necessary
social and economic reforms (Respondents A, C 2020). Yet immediately after
the stalemate was resolved, a new crisis appeared. Tensions among the politi-
cal elites arose when the Constitutional Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina ruled
as invalid a law, adopted in Republika Srbska, on agricultural land previously
owned by Yugoslavia.® Protesting the Court’s decision, Serbian representatives
in February 2020 unilaterally suspended their participation in state institutions’
decision-making and hence also debilitated the work of state authorities. They
indicated that they would continue to be inactive until an act was adopted sus-
pending the three international judges at the Constitutional Court from office.
No such act has been adopted to date. Both the SNSD and HDZ have long found
the presence of foreign judges at the Constitutional Court problematic. Here the
EU admitted that they could be suspended as part of the implementation of the
judiciary reform. However, foreign stakeholders argue that Bosnia and Herzego-
vina is not ready for the suspension of the judges from abroad, as they oversee at
least a minimal standard of independence of this institution. They also say that
such an act should only be adopted on the premise that comprehensive reform
of the judiciary be carried out (Balkan Insight 2020; Respondents B, C 2020).

5 In 2010, BiH pledged to implement a Membership Action Plan, a precondition of accession to NATO. In
2018, NATO greenlighted BiH's membership. Headed by Milorad Dodik, the SNSD as the strongest party
of Bosnian Serbs has long rejected NATO membership, however. While officially arguing in favour of
neutrality, this may be caused by SNSD's pro-Russian policy.

6 Republika Srpska unilaterally declared the land in question its property, and the Constitutional Court
ruled this unconstitutional. Furthermore, the Court decided that Bosnia and Herzegovina and not
Republika Srpska is the owner of the land (Balkan Insight, 2020)
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Along with the protest of the Serbian representatives came Milorad
Dodik’s threat to call a referendum on the status of Republika Srpska and its
potential independence. This was not the first time. While some observers
and politicians considered Dodik’s repeatedly deployed slogan ‘Goodbye BiH,
welcome RS-exit’ as a means of exercising pressure on his political opponents
and the international community, others saw it as a political campaign for the
local elections, held in October 2020.” Dodik certainly needed to improve his
image with the electorate, having recently compromised on the formation of
the Council of Ministers. It might simply have been an attempt on his part to
draw attention to himself as the patron of the Serbian Orthodox community
(OBCT 2020).

Republika Srpska representatives boycotted the central institutions from
February 2020, and they suggested to respondents that the reform of the Con-
stitutional Court was not the only change necessary. Dautovi¢ (2020; and Re-
spondent D 2020) said in an interview that the current system needed a com-
prehensive overhaul. The issues in the country cannot be resolved by taking
one problem out of the ‘Dayton package’ without paying attention to others.
Bosnia and Herzegovina today clearly needs broader and deeper reform of its
political system as such. The Commission’s Opinion and Analytical Report are
also concerned about the make-up of the Constitutional Court, but these docu-
ments note the shortcomings linked with the election of the domestic judges.
The Commission has expressed concern about the election of six constitutional
judges in an exceptionally politicised procedure, and the possible repercus-
sions of this on the independence and professional quality of the institution
(European Commission 2019).

By dragging out the systemic crisis, the nationalist parties have been able to
forestall a resolution to the biggest problems, namely, reform of the judiciary
and improvements in the quality of the rule of law, demanded by the EU with
an ever-greater vechemence. The situations as they arose only confirmed to the
international community that the original structures must be maintained as
they were set up, and that the international community must keep its grasp on
the mechanisms available, should a more serious crisis appear in the country

7 The results of the 2020 local elections were surprising and could herald a new political paradigm in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, especially if the trend is confirmed in the 2022 elections. The traditional na-
tionalist parties SDA and SNSD were significantly weakened. SDA lost most of its seats, largely in the
Sarajevo Canton and its municipalities, and a new political group, ‘Cetvorka’ - a coalition of four political
parties pledging an anti-corruption programme and working towards the prosperity of citizens, can be
considered the winner of the elections. The election of Srdan Mandi¢ of Our Party (Nasa stranka), the
mayor of Sarajevo, who identifies as a Serb, provides clear evidence of national identity gradually losing
its relevance, at least in the larger cities. Likewise, the office of the mayor in Banja Luka, traditionally
an SNSD stronghold, was won by an opposition candidate of the Party of Democratic Progress (Partija
demokratskog progresa). This fundamental change in the electorate’s preferences is probably linked
with the civic protests in 2017 and 2018 following the murder of David Dragicevi¢. SNSD also lost posi-
tions in Republika Srpska’s second economic centre, Bijeljina (NDI 2020).
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(European Western Balkans 2020). The dispute between the domestic leaders
was transferred to the level of European institutions during a meeting between
the chairman of the Presidency of BiH Zeljko Koms3i¢ and the president of the
European Council Charles Michel in mid-February 2020. The working meet-
ing took place before the May summit in Zagreb attended by other Western
Balkans leaders. This was the first meeting of the region’s leaders since the
renewal of EU political representation in 2019. Before the planned meeting
took place, Milorad Dodik sent an official letter to the European Council presi-
dent claiming that anything Kom3i¢ said was not and could not be considered
the official BiH position, as Koms$i¢ was not authorised to speak on behalf of
the country. This was inconsistent with the setup of the revolving Presidency,
where the chairman does represent the country abroad (DPA 1995; Sarajevo
Times 2020; N1 2020).

With the Covid-19 pandemic, the attention of Bosnian leaders turned to man-
aging the crisis, as in other countries. Attempting to unify the top leadership
in an effort to save lives, Dodik decided to abandon his boycott of institutions
and collaborate with his political opponents on stopping the Covid-19 outbreak
(FENA 2020). But in foreign policy another controversial matter soon appeared.
This was the visit by the Russian foreign minister, Sergey Lavrov. While Dodik
was happy to meet Lavrov, the other two members of the Presidency boycotted
the meeting. This was because Lavrov said that the Dayton Peace Agreement
must be preserved in its current form - a view opposed by both the other two
Presidency members and Western partners, who have long talked about revising
the Agreement. Likewise controversial were Dodik’s unilateral proclamations
at the joint meeting to the effect that BiH was not planning to accede to NATO.
Among other things, Lavrov’s visit caused a diplomatic conflict between Ukraine
and BiH when the official gift was presented to the Russian minister. This was
an Orthodox icon from the Luhansk Oblast, which had probably been stolen
(Daily Sabah 2020; Radio Free Europe 2020).

Such crises and unconstructive disputes among the country’s political lead-
ers do not cast a good light on Bosnia and Herzegovina, which does not appear
a credible and trustworthy partner. This problem has been highlighted by the
Commission in its annual report on the country, which mentions nearly all of
the situations discussed above. On the other hand, the Commission admits
that work has started on some of the 14 priorities it set for BiH as of key im-
portance in its Opinion. The Commission also noted the problems in dealing
with the pandemic, stemming from the complexity of the political system. This
situation required a high degree of coordination between the various levels of
governance, which proved ineffective. The central authorities were unable to
develop a unified strategic plan for fighting the pandemic, and the resolution
of the crisis remained in the hands of the lower administrative units (European
Commission 2020b).
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Assessing the scope and motives of Europeanisation, we can conclude that
we did not find any substantial change. Within all of the limits, the external
pressure of the international community has remained the only source of (weak)
adaptation pressure. Domestic actors consumed political energy in nationalistic
struggles and activities without any signs of internally driven changes of their
political commitments to more profound Europeanisation.

Conclusions

Does the Bosnian political system’s current setting hinder the Europeanisation
process? We find the multi-layered and complex political system of Bosnia to be
anotinsignificant obstacle to potential accession. While it indeed suffers from
many shortcomings and affects the speed and flexibility of political action and
the adoption of reform, the institutions are stable and could be used in an ef-
fective way if there were cooperation among the plural Bosnian political elites.
Whereas procedural mechanisms for amending and passing laws exist and are
guaranteed by the Constitution, they also contain instruments that would allow
the Constitution to be changed. The Dayton Peace Agreement itself envisaged
further adjustments to the Constitution according to the country’s needs and
presupposed more fundamental reforms. The respondents confirmed that the
DPA contains all indispensable instruments to redraw the system, particularly
given that the agreement was designed as a temporary solution to end the armed
conflict. According to Keil (2016), the problem is not the system itself but its
rigid and strict application, which offers too little room for informal agree-
ments between elites. Also, the European Commission states in the Opinion
that, although the Dayton system was not designed perfectly, the Constitution
itself is far from the only and insurmountable obstacle to the progress of the
integration process. The EC explicitly stated that the current political system of
Bosnia and Herzegovina was compatible with the accession criteria of the EU.
However, it admits that several tough reforms of its institutions are needed to
enable and simplify cooperation among the political actors in order to imple-
ment and subsequently enforce the acquis (European Commission 2019c).
How do the Bosnian political elites operate within the system regarding the
dynamics of the accession process? Are the current elites able to push through
the reforms required by the European Union? In our findings, the political elites
constitute the biggest obstacle in the process of integration, being neither able
nor willing to cooperate to reach a compromise among the constituent peoples
and their representatives at various levels of governance. Besides that, the quite
frequent use of veto as a ‘normal’ political strategy — a veto power established
by the Constitution to protect constituent peoples’ vital interests - complicates
the whole progress. The pretended patronage of the highest political representa-
tives over their nation serves as the perfect alibi to avoid reform, which would
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restrict the elites’ power or threaten their personal and economic interests. The
system works well, especially for the nationalist parties and their leaders, often
noted by authoritarian tendencies while exercising their political power. The
current system helps them constantly strengthen their positions even without
honest dealing with the problems the country faces since they tend to blame
the system’s dysfunctionality for their own (in)activity.

This paper argues that the status quo is beneficial for the political elites and
that they have no interest in significant changes to the system which are partly
required by the European Union. Despite the constantly declared support of
local elites for EU accession, they have shown a negligible will to surrender
their own advantages which they present in the guise of ‘national interest’.
This is proved not only by their political actions but also by their behaviour and
speeches domestically. Cepo (2019) argues that meeting the EU requirements
would make the legal system work and improve the quality of the rule of law,
which is ruled out by the current impunity of the ruling elites. Today’s politi-
cal elites could quickly lose their access to power by gradual transformation
towards the Union’s standards. Therefore, such minimal progress in recent
years is a clear sign of the elites’ reluctance to seek the consensus needed to
implement reforms and a lack of political will to prioritise issues related to the
integration process.

Do they try to challenge the system and modify it according to the require-
ment of the accession process? We agree with Sasso (2020), who says that BiH
wasted a year in 2019, when it had a chance to make progress in European inte-
gration. Though some progress was made centrally in the second half of 2020, in
the near future not much can be expected, not least because of the complicated
pandemic situation. The approach taken by BiH political elites towards the
process of EU integration has remained unchanged for several years. We could
even argue that their post-election activities put a total freeze on the process.
Such political crises do not improve the image of BiH as a relevant and reliable
partner for the EU. In our interviews the foreign stakeholders agreed that, by
regularly providing technical and financial assistance and issuing critical docu-
ments - the Commission’s Opinion and Analytical Report - the EU authorities
have completed their task. The ball is now in the domestic political elites’ court.
But rather than using every opportunity to achieve consensus and coordinate
the lower levels of governance, the Bosnian political elites today seek to bend
the political system, aiming to maintain the status quo, and they do so in such
a way that might not only freeze the political system, but even cause the country
to regress.

Returning to the conceptual debate on Europeanisation, our research con-
firmed assumptions of shallow Europeanisation and the negative impact of
‘stabilitocracy’ concerns of the EU and international community in general.
Therefore, neither external incentives nor social learning models worked to-
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wards the progress of depth and intensity of Europeanisation. Given the intact
institutional framework of the DPA and specific consociational Bosnian polity,
only the internally driven change of the BiH political actors could have been the
mechanism pushing Europeanisation forward. As our findings clearly showed,
the BiH political actors remain intact by such impulses so far. Europeanisation
does not seem to be the functioning explanatory framework of the current
Bosnian politics.
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Abstract: The article investigates the discourse of two Czech presidents, Vdclav Klaus
(2003-2013) and Milos Zeman (2013-incumbent), vis-a-vis the salient issue of the Euro-
zone crisis. Having adopted the general orientation of the discourse historical approach
to discourse analysis, and working with a corpus of data on Klaus” and Zeman’s public
utterances on the Eurozone crisis in the 2010-2018 period, the central research question
that the article addresses is: How was the Eurozone crisis discursively constructed in the
presidential rhetoric of Vdclav Klaus and Milos Zeman? Building on the crisis literature,
the article answers the question by exploring the presidential discourse within three
persuasive narratives of the crisis causes, resolution and consequences.

Key words: Eurozone crisis, Czech Republic, President, Vdclav Klaus, Milos Zeman,
discourse analysis

Introduction

The article investigates the discourse of two Czech presidents, Vaclav Klaus
(2003-2013) and Milo§ Zeman (2013-incumbent), vis-a-vis the salient issue
of the Eurozone crisis (Eurocrisis). Having adopted the general orientation
of the discourse historical approach to discourse analysis, and working with
a corpus of data on Klaus’ and Zeman’s public utterances on the Eurozone
crisis in the 2010-2018 period, the central research question that the article

1 Writing of this article was supported by the Czech Science Agency (project 19-10214S).
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aims to answer is: How was the Eurozone crisis discursively constructed in
the presidential rhetoric of Vaclav Klaus and Milo§ Zeman? In particular, we
are interested in where the blame for the crisis was laid, as this ‘underpins the
public’s trust and confidence in domestic and European Union institutions’
(Capelos - Exadaktylos 2017: 73).

To begin, let us outline the four-fold rationale behind this research endeav-
our and elucidate why we deal with 1) the Eurocrisis, 2) political discourse,
3) the Czech Republic and 4) presidents. Starting with the first one, the Euro-
zone crisis, also known as the European debt crisis, was the multi-year debt
crisis taking place in the European Union which broke out in March 2010 and
peaked in 2012. Having ‘significantly shaped the fortunes of many Europeans’
(Héanska et al. n.d.), the crisis shook up not only the Eurozone, but the entire
European Union (EU), having created a space of concern and uncertainty that
affected every single EU member state. The crisis ‘pushed the boundaries of
political conflict, it triggered the most intensive period of decision-making so
far’ (Puetter 2021: 880). Even today, EU member states still ‘struggle to answer
the fundamental question of what happened and what steps need to be taken to
prevent another crisis’ (Miiller - Porcaro - von Nordheim 2018: 2). As Miiller,
Porcaro and von Nordheim (2018: 2) convincingly argue, ‘Disagreement about
the causes and potential remedies appears to be the major obstacle to creating
a more stable and crisis-proof set-up.” In addition, the Eurocrisis ‘opened up
the EU policy making process to wide-spread debate over the form that both EU
policy and institutional development should take’ (FitzGibbon 2013 in Bijsmans
2021; similarly also Borriello - Crespy 2015), with the current ongoing debate
about the reform of Eurozone macroeconomic governance serving as a case in
point (see, for instance, Puetter 2021 on this). Besides, there is a widespread
belief that the ‘fragilities and imbalances that primed the monetary union for
this crisis are still present’ (Baldwin - Giavazzi 2015: 18).

Why do we pay attention to discourse? As the existent scholarship demon-
strates, policy-making discourses may ‘play a powerful causal role in determin-
ing the trajectory of policy change and, as such, should be treated as objects of
enquiry in their own right’ (Hay - Smith 2005: 135). The Eurocrisis did trigger
‘an array of constructions and representations of a financial/socio-political
crisis in the European Union and global politics, media and everyday talk’
(Wodak - Angouri 2014: 417) and the role of discourse in its management has at-
tracted significant attention amongst scholars, because public discourse ‘largely
shapes how a crisis is perceived, experienced and subjectively interpreted’ (von
Scheve - Zink - Ismer 2016: 648). The examination of political elite discourse
on the Eurozone crisis thus provides invaluable insights into how key policy
makers responded to the crisis as such. In addition, they also entail important
pointers to the actors’ perspectives on the future of the EU integration as well
as to the level of Euroscepticism (Bijsmans 2021).
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What makes the Czech Republic a compelling subject of interest? Studying
EU crisis discourse in the Czech Republic is particularly interesting, for at least
three reasons. Firstly, it is one of the most Eurosceptic countries in the EU
(Eurobarometer 2021), with a strong tradition of party-based Euroscepticism
(Havlik - Hlou$ek - Kaniok, 2017; Kaniok - Havlik, 2016). Secondly, the debate
on the crisis of the Eurozone is a fascinating research matter in a country that
still contemplates whether or not to adopt the euro. Even though the Czech
Republic is bound to join the Eurozone in the future and is economically well
positioned to do so, the issue has been postponed indefinitely. The incoming
government headed by Petr Fiala has already made clear that it will not adopt
the euro during its four-year term (Reuters 2021; cf. Pechova 2012). Thirdly,
the European sovereign debt crisis triggered different problems in each coun-
try (Miiller - Porcaro - von Nordheim 2018: 1) and that is why it is important
to provide contextualised, country-specific analyses in each of the member
states, including non-Eurozone members. Besides, as research on the Eurocri-
sis discourse often focuses on the larger EU member states (especially France,
Germany and the United Kingdom), we opt for a different perspective, namely
that of a small member state and a non-Eurozone country at that.

Why is it worthwhile to study the presidential elite discourse in the parlia-
mentary political system? Vaclav Klaus and Milo§ Zeman, both former prime
ministers who later became presidents, have long belonged to the most prom-
inent figures in Czech politics. Although the Czech presidency is a largely
ceremonial position and the executive powers of the Czech president, who is
elected by a direct vote for five years, are limited, the president is still a formal
head of state who plays a key role in the formation of new governments and the
Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces (Anto$ 2011; Brunclik - Kubat 2016;
Brunnerova - Just - Charvat 2018; Kysela 2015). He also has ratification powers
and therefore the ability to impact the adoption of EU treaties, he represents the
country abroad and can be influential on foreign policy if possessing leverage
over domestic politics (Cadier 2013). Yet, to phrase it in the words of Gregor
and Mackova (2015: 405), ‘the greatest power inherent in the office of president
lies in the power of rhetoric, in the president’s capacity to influence the other
elements of power and public opinion, thus propelling public discourse.” Indeed,
representing the highest level of office, the presidents are key opinion-forming
actors, co-shaping the public sphere and playing a crucial role in the complex
process of narrative-building and the national political debate, including on
the EU (and the euro adoption). In other words, acting as agenda and/or tone
setters, the presidency provides a significant ‘platform from which to influence
Czech political debates’ (Shotter 2018). And even though the trust of Czech
citizens in the president has been on steady decline lately (Hospodarské noviny
2020), it is still very high.

POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 18 (2022) 1 55



By providing a linguistically informed analysis of Klaus’ and Zeman’s Euroc-
risis discourse, the study contributes to two distinct strands of literature. Firstly,
it adds to the extant academic literature on the Eurocrisis discourse. So far, it is
especially the media discourse that has been studied in this context (Bijsmans
2021; Capelos - Exadaktylos 2017; Kaiser - Kleinen-von Konigslow 2017; Kut-
ter 2014; Miiller - Picard 2015; Porcaro - von Nordheim 2018; Touri - Rogers
2013). Less scholarly attention has been paid to the discourse of key actors
across member states and EU institutions (Borriello - Crespy, 2015; Papadimi-
triou, Pegasiou - Zartaloudis 2019; Schmidt 2014). Yet, ‘our knowledge of the
discursive evolution of the EU’s bail-out crisis management over the past eight
years remains rather fragmented’ (Papadimitriou - Pegasiou - Zartaloudis 2019:
436). As this is the first study on the Czech political Eurocrisis discourse, it rep-
resents the missing piece in the jigsaw puzzle, empirically mapping the crisis
discourses across EU member states. Secondly, with the Czech (presidential)
discourse vis-a-vis the Eurocrisis remaining an uncovered phenomenon in the
literature on the Czech discourse on the EU, the study seeks to make an empiri-
cal contribution to a body of research seeking to document Czech discourse(s)
vis-a-vis the EU (Braun, 2008; Kim, 2020; Naxera - Stulik 2021; Novotna, 2007;
RakuSanovd, 2007), and the discourses of the two presidents in particular (for
Klaus, see, for instance, Gregor - Mackova 2015; Hlous$ek - Kaniok 2014 and
partly also Pechova 2012; for Zeman, see, for instance, Naxera — Krc¢al 2018;
Naxera - Krcdl 2019). It is especially in Zeman’s case that almost no analysis
on his EU discourse as such has yet been undertaken.

Following this introductory part, the article continues with four further
sections. To contextualise the topic, the first part provides a brief exposition
and general reflection on the two presidents’ approach to the EU. The second
section deals with the theoretical background of the study, presents the data
and outlines the methodological approach. The subsequent part is devoted to
the nuanced empirical analysis, looking at how the presidents communicated
and shared their perceptions of, and cognitions on, the Eurocrisis. Scrutinising
the presidential discourse within the three narratives of crisis causes, resolu-
tion and consequences as well as the related linguistic features, we develop our
arguments and substantiate them with specific illustrations of the presidents’
statements. Finally, the short conclusion summarises the major findings.

Presidential Eurocrisis discourse in context

First of all, let us situate briefly the Eurocrisis discourse of the two presidents
into the wider context of their approaches to the EU. Vaclav Klaus, who served
as the first prime minister of the newly independent Czech Republic from 1993
to 1998 and as its second president (2003-2013), represented ‘a strong and
increasingly overbearing President who has striven to gradually expand his
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scope of power’ (Pechova 2012: 794). Still commenting extensively on both
domestic and foreign policy issues, he is widely known as ‘one of the EU’s most
vocal critics’ (Gregor - Mackova 2015: 410). Indeed, he has long boasted strong
Eurosceptic credentials, notoriously waging ‘his most ferocious battle... against
European integration’ (Cadier 2013; similarly also Pechova 2012), with an
increasing sense of urgency in his criticism of the EU as his time in office pro-
gressed (Gregor - Mackova 2015). As Hanley (2008: 191) succinctly sums up,
his Euroscepticism is based on ‘an “Anglo-Saxon” neo-liberal economic critique
of the EU as an inefficient, over-regulated and “socialist” structure dominated
by self-seeking bureaucratic elites... a moralistic “Central European” critique
of the EU’s self-interest and bad faith in the enlargement process and in its
relations with East and Central Europe; and a “national” critique of the EU as
a threat to Czech national sovereignty and identity, both through its existing
policies and in its plans for further political integration’ (cf. Havlik — Mocek
2017; Hlous$ek - Kaniok 2014).

In 2013, Zeman became the first directly elected president in Czech history
(Brunnerova - Just - Charvat 2018). As a prime minister in the 1998-2002 pe-
riod, he used to be a supporter of the European integration. Having proclaimed
himself a Eurofederalist, he brought the Czech Republic into the EU, kept
close relations with Western European social democratic parties and showed
support towards deepening European integration (Cadier 2013; Kocker 2016;
Ruzicka 2018). As a populist president (Naxera - Kréal 2018), however, Zeman
has become openly Eurosceptic and distinctly pro-Russia, engaging often in
a war of words with the EU (Shotter 2018), with his relentless attacks against
the EU’s quota plans serving as a case in point. His second victory in the Czech
presidential election in 2018 was widely interpreted not only as a setback for
Western liberalism (Ruzicka 2018) but also as ‘another milepost in the shift in
central European attitudes towards the EU’ (Shotter 2018). Additionally, he has
been also known for open calls for an EU in/out referendum and simultaneous
assertions that he would campaign in favour of the Czech Republic remain-
ing in the Union, with this strategy enabling him to ‘dance at two weddings
at once - attract Eurosceptic voters... while not losing too many mainstream
voters’ (Kocker 2016).

Theory, data and methodology

The general theoretical approach to the analysis has been informed by the
theory of social constructivism which emphasises the role of language, speech
and argument (Finnemore - Sikkink 2001). Social constructivist approaches
are ‘crucial for an understanding of Member States’ European policy and the
future development of European governance’ (Diez 2001: 6). According to
this perspective, discourse is constitutive of politics, meaning that politics is
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socially constructed through discourse, since wider social and contexts affect
and constitute discourse and vice versa (De Cilla - Reisigl - Wodak, 1999: 157;
also Krzyzanowski - Wodak, 2008; Reisigl - Wodak, 2001; Wodak, 2011). Crises
(and here specifically the Eurozone crisis) are thus viewed as a complex phe-
nomenon that is both discursively constituted and socially produced.

With a reference to Schmidt’s (2008; 2013; 2014) distinction between co-
ordinative and communicative discourse, this article deals with the latter one
which is defined as occurring in

the political sphere and consisting of ‘the individuals and groups involved in
the presentation, deliberation, and legitimation of political ideas to the general
public’ (Schmidt 2008: 310). Our overall approach is essentially actor-oriented,
working at the individual level of analysis.

Regarding the data collection, we compiled a corpus of data on public utter-
ances by Klaus and Zeman on the crisis of the Eurozone in the period between
2010-2012 (Klaus) and 2013-2018 (Zeman). As detailed in Tables 1and 2, these
are usually in the form of speeches, media interviews, blog posts and essays.
All of the materials were collected from Klaus’ and Zeman’s official websites
which serve as extensive repositories of their texts, speeches and interviews
(www.klaus.cz and www.vk.hrad.cz in the case of Klaus and www.zemanmilos.
cz in the case of Zeman). In line with Reisigl and Wodak’s (2001) understand-
ing of discourse, the data corpus includes both the written and the spoken.
In order to ensure the balance between breadth and depth of the analysis, the
data corpus comprises 15 public pronouncements for each president, i.e. 30 in
total. In all of the pronouncements, the presidents referred to, or evaluated,
the Eurozone crisis. We analysed all the texts in their original versions, with
our fluency in Czech allowing us to work on original data. All translations from
Czech to English are the authors’. The timeframe of our analysis stretches from
2010 to 2012 in the case of Klaus (i.e. from the outbreak of the crisis until the
end of his tenure - he stepped down in early March 2013 but made no speech
on the Eurocrisis in 2013) and from 2013 to 2018 in the case of Zeman (i.e.
from taking up office in 2013 until 2018 when he last addressed the Eurocrisis
issue substantively).

To explore how the crisis of the Eurozone featured in the presidential dis-
course, the article adopts the discourse historical approach to critical discourse
studies (Krzyzanowski - Wodak, 2008; Reisigl - Wodak, 2001). More specifi-
cally, using Krzyzanowksi’s (2010) analytical operationalisation, the attention
in this inquiry is paid to: 1) thematic analysis of the presidential Eurocrisis
discourse and 2) the related linguistic features. The first step functions as an
initial examination of the data and zeroes in on the easily detectable dominant
narratives that characterise the given discourse (Krzyzanowski 2010: 81-83).
The second level of the analysis focuses on the employed rhetoric and linguistic
devices (Krzyzanowski 2010: 83-89). We find the two-level analysis especially
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Table 1: Data corpus on Vaclav Klaus

Date Title Format Reference
Interview of the President of the Republic for Tyden
10.5.2070 | magazine on the elections to the Chamber of Media interview | Klaus 2010a
Deputies and the problems of the Eurozone
8.7.2010 I-!arq tlmgs for liberals: an essay on Gerhard Schwarz's Essay Klaus 2010b
sixtieth birthday
9.12.2010 |Future of Europe? Blog post Klaus 2010¢
Interview of the President of the Republic for Lidové o )
26.11. 201 noviny on the European integration without illusions Media interview Klaus 2011a
Remarks on the President's address at the pre-
12.12.20m Christmas EURO Business Breakfast Speech Klaus 20T1b
18.12.20M InFervieyv of the President of the Re'public in the TV Media interview | Klaus 20T1c
Prima discussion programme - Partie
18.1.2012 | On today's European problem in Saudi Arabia Blog post Klaus 2012a
10. 4. 2012 Zofin Forum 2012.: radical change must take place in Speech Klaus 2012b
our country and in Europe
572012 Speech I?y the Pre5|(.1ent of the Republic during his Speech Klaus 2012¢
state visit to Malaysia
Speech by the President of the Republic at the
28.9.2012 National St. Wenceslas Pilgrimage Speech Klaus 2012d
Speech by the President at the state dinner on the
11.10. 2012 occasion of his visit to the Republic of Poland Speech Klaus 2012e
Speech by the President at the state dinner on the
13.1. 2012 occasion of his visit to the Republic of Austria Speech Klaus 2012
10.12. 2012 | President’s address at the Euro Business Breakfast Speech Klaus 2012g
14.12. 2012 Speech by the Presu.jent of '.che.R.epubllc at the state Speech Klaus 2012h
dinner on the occasion of his visit to Hungary
Chapter on the financial crisis from the forthcoming
31.12. 2012 | book by the President of the Republic: We, Europe Blog post Klaus 2012i
and the World
Source: the authors.
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Table 2: Data corpus on Milos Zeman

Date Title Format Reference
5. 4. 2013 Int.erwew of the PreIS|dent of the Republic for the Media interview | Zeman 2013a
daily newspaper Pravo
20.5.2073 Speech by the President of the Republic at the Zofin Speech Zeman 2013b
Forum
Speech by the President of the Republic at
27.6.2013 Humboldt University in Berlin Speech Zeman 2013¢
Address by the President of the Republic at the
18.2.2014 | 6th Session of the Chamber of Deputies of the Speech Zeman 2014a
Parliament of the Czech Republic
26.3.2014 Greece should leave the euro, I am a fan of creative Media interview | Zeman 2014b
destruction
Speech by the President of the Republic at the
conference ‘The Czech Republic through the eyes Conference
1.4.2014 of Europe, Europe through the eyes of the Czech contribution Zeman 2074c
Republic’
3.1.2015 IntAerV|ew of the Pre’5|dent of the Republic for the Media interview | Zeman 2015a
daily newspaper Pravo
13.3.2015 Inte.rwew of the President of the Republic for Halé Media interview | Zeman 20156
noviny
14.3. 2015 Inte.rwew of the President of the Republic for Halé Media interview | Zeman 2075¢
noviny — part two
28.5.2015 |Euro - emotions and reality Blog post Zeman 2015d
30. 8. 2015 Interview of the President of the Republic for the Media interview | Zeman 2015e
Press Club Frekvence 1
6.3.2016 InFerwew qf the President of the Republic for TV Media interview | Zeman 2016a
Prima Partie
23.5.2016 Interylew of the President of the Republic for Media interview | Zeman 2016b
Rossiyskaya Gazeta
17.12. 2017 President's interview with Israel HaYom: ‘Israel and
T its heroism are an example and encouragement for Media interview | Zeman 2017
us'
Interview of the President of the Republic for the TV o )
18.10. 2018 Barrandov programme ‘Week with the President’ Media interview | Zeman 2018

Source: the authors.
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suitable, as it generates insights into various discursive dimensions addressing
both form (style) and content (proposition).

The article builds on the crisis literature that demonstrates that crisis re-
sponse involves the existence of three persuasive narratives of the crisis causes,
resolution and consequences (Hay 1999; Natorski 2020). The definition of
a narrative that this article aligns itself with follows that of Kreuter, Green,
Cappella, Slater et al. (2007: 222) as ‘a representation of connected events and
characters that has an identifiable structure, is bounded in space and time,
and contains implicit or explicit messages about the topic being addressed’.
In a political context, narratives enable societies to formulate political priori-
ties and influence ‘the way a society views itself and forms its policy priorities’
(Mtiiller - Porcaro - von Nordheim 2018: 3). The importance of narratives in
governance owes much to their ability to ‘make problems amenable to human
action via public decisions (or non-decisions)’ (Baldoli - Radaelli 2019: 6). In
what follows, we systematically scrutinise the presidential discourse within
the three narratives of the crisis causes, resolution and consequences, using
concrete textual examples from the presidents’ statements to exemplify the
given phenomena.

Results and discussion

Thematic analysis

To compare and contrast how Klaus and Zeman discursively expressed them-
selves on the Eurocrisis, the following three sections scrutinise the three nar-
ratives identified by the crisis literature (Hay 1999; Natorski 2020) as predomi-
nant in the crisis discourse, namely 1) the narrative of the crisis causes; 2) the
narrative of the crisis resolution; 3) the narrative of the crisis consequences.

Narrative of the crisis causes
A key line of the Czech presidential Eurocrisis discourse centred around attri-
butions of crisis responsibility. In general, this narrative is essential, because
‘In the world of policymaking, narratives are incredibly important since if we ¢
agree on what happened - or more precisely, on what were the most important
things that happened - then we cannot agree on how to remedy the situation’
(Baldwin - Giavazzi 2015: 18). Employment of this narrative was more evident in
Klaus’ discourse than Zeman’s, but both presidents presented their arguments
here as backed up by the presumedly common knowledge. It was within this
narrative that the discursive strategy of blaming was most extensively applied.
Zeman’s line of argumentation centred here on the repeated assertion that
the Eurocrisis was not caused by the common currency, with this overarching
scheme reproduced in various arguments (albeit often expressed in a somewhat
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patronising manner), such as ‘Only an economic illiterate believes that the crisis
in Greece or Cyprus was caused by the euro’ (Zeman 2013a) or ‘The Greek crisis
has nothing to do with the euro, this is an amateurish opinion’ (Zeman 2015b;
cf. Zeman 2015d). Instead, he attributed the causes of the Eurocrisis to ‘low
investments in the European economy, including in Germany’ (Zeman 2013c).
Apart from that - and in a marked contrast to Klaus - Zeman did not engage
much in the debate on the crisis causes.

Contrariwise, Klaus used different clusters of arguments to assign blame
for the crisis to the adoption of the single currency, foregrounding the intro-
duction of the euro as ‘the most important single moment’ that ‘led to the
economic disaster’ (Klaus 2012a). The effort to identify the common currency
as the main culprit was advanced by other arguments on the deficiencies of the
EU’s economic architecture, such as ‘If Greece didn’t have the euro and had
the drachma, it would have devalued it long ago and there would be no crisis
at all’ (Klaus 2010a; very similarly also Klaus 2012e; Klaus 2012f), with Klaus
severely criticising the fact that ‘The political decision to create this monetary
arrangement was made without taking sufficient account of existent or non-
-existent economic conditions’ (Klaus 2012f). Unlike Zeman, Klaus elaborated
more extensively on the issue of crisis causes, viewing them as multi-level and
multi-dimensional. In his view, these included - apart from the introduction of
the single currency - a single exchange rate, a single interest rate for countries
with very different economic parameters, long-term loss of the EU’s interna-
tional competitiveness and unsustainability of the current European economic
and social model (Klaus 2012a; Klaus 2012f). As is commonplace for Klaus (see,
especially Gregor - Mackova 2015 on this), his discourse was replete with refer-
ences to axioms of economic liberalism.

Further invoked in the analysed corpus were responsibility attributions vis-
-a-vis Greece, with both presidents portraying the country as an unpredictable
and irresponsible actor (cf. Capelos - Exadaktylos 2017; Kutter 2014; Papadimi-
triou - Pegasiou - Zartaloudis 2019; Touri and Rogers 2013). Klaus, however,
did not consider Greece the ultimate culprit, avowing that it was ‘too cheap’ to
narrow the crisis down to Greece and placing its problems into the context of
wider Eurozone deficiencies (as in ‘If the problem did not arise from Greece, it
would have arisen from something else’ [Klaus 2011a]). In a comparison with
Klaus, Zeman promoted national discourse on the origins of the crisis (cf. Picard
2015), which is well demonstrated by the following quote: ‘The fact that Greece
and Cyprus were living above their means was not caused by the euro, but by
the economic policies of their governments’ (Zeman 2013a). By attributing
Greece’s financial problems predominantly to domestic factors - for the most
part in a sense of the pathologies of the Greek political and economic system
such the country’s overdebtedness, corruption, fiscal irresponsibility and gen-
eral economic mismanagement — he reinforced the position of Greece as the
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main culprit of the crisis (prominent especially in Zeman 2016a). Correspond-
ingly, Zeman backgrounded the idea that Greece’s Eurozone membership was
a mistake, hinting at the catastrophic collapse of the country’s credibility (as
in ‘Greece got there [into the Eurozone] by fraud, by statistical fraud’ [Zeman
2016a]; cf. Papadimitriou - Pegasiou - Zartaloudis 2019).

As is clear from above, Klaus, in sharp contrast to Zeman, characteristically
adopted a wider perspective and commented more broadly on the European
situational context, thus employing ‘a more Europeanised narrative’ (Papadimi-
triou - Pegasiou - Zartaloudis 2019: 435) of the Eurocrisis causes. Indeed,
he intimately connected the causes of the crisis to his critique of the drivers
towards ever closer union and deeper integration, often couched in European
superstate terms, and the deficiencies of the Eurozone’s economic governance.
Most of his blame was attributed here to the ‘unnecessarily accelerated and in
any case premature unification steps’ which were introduced by the Maastricht
and Lisbon Treaties (for instance, Klaus 2010b; Klaus 2012a) and which brought
a too-high level of risks and costs for all types of member states, rich and poor,
big and small (Klaus 2010b). It was various of the EU’s dysfunctionalities where
much of Klaus’ blame assignment was directed. Such communicative behaviour
is well in line with Klaus’ long-term critical attitude towards the current direc-
tion of the EU (Gregor - Mackova 2015).

Further afield, detectable within Klaus’ rhetoric was the tendency to take the
issue of crisis causes to a higher level of abstractness, to what he denoted as
a ‘civilizational-cultural sphere’, assigning blame to ‘comfortable living under
the illusion that no serious problems can arise, whatever we do in the economic
and social sphere’ (Klaus 2012i; similarly also Klaus 2011b).

Narrative of the crisis resolution

In both cases, the narrative of the crisis resolution was driven by arguments on
1) solutions adopted at the EU level and 2) alternative remedies to the crisis.
Starting with the first one, the targeted hostility towards the solutions adopted at
the EU level was notable in the discourse of both presidents. Framing a polarised
picture within this topic area, both Klaus and Zeman employed a lot of criticism
to convey the message that these attempts to solve the crisis were misguided
and actually detrimental for the EU and its member states. Constructing the
opposition to the EU by means of the othering concept (cf. Malmborg - Strath
2002 and Spiering 2015 on this), both were very critical of the EU institutions
and representatives for not being willing and/or able to put the right remedies
in place and contain the crisis.

Importantly, Zeman applied a tougher othering language than Klaus in his
discursive interactions within this narrative, having often modified the adopted
solutions by the strong evaluative adjective ‘non-sensical’ (Zeman 2013b, 2018).
In this vein, he iteratively criticised chiefly the ‘quantitative easing, sometimes
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also referred to as liquidity supply’ which was ‘essentially nothing more than
plain and simple money printing, or uncovered inflationary issuance’ (Zeman
2013b). Correspondingly, the European Stability Mechanism was in his per-
spective irrational, distorted and non-sensical, as evidenced by the following
quoted passage: ‘The European Commission has created this nonsensical system
called the European Stability Mechanism, which means that when a Member
State goes bankrupt, you give it not just an interest-free loan, that is the least
of it, but you give it a de facto non-repayable loan. Well, and I said, why should
Czech taxpayers have to pay Greek debts?’ (Zeman 2018). As is clear from this,
in order to create the sense of a collective identity through reference to a shared
concern, Zeman nationalised his Eurocrisis discourse by referencing it explicitly
to the Czech context.

By way of comparison, Klaus’ rhetoric typically hinged on the opposition
against the solutions of building various protective walls, centralising European
decision-making and federalising the EU (Klaus 2012h). He was eager to convey
the message that these were unnecessary meddling in the domestic affairs and an
infringement of national sovereignties, as they entailed ‘stripping ourselves of
our own sovereignty and handing the decision-making over to Brussels’ (Klaus
2012h). Constantly emphasising that the ‘crisis is not and cannot be solved this
way’ (Klaus 2012h), neither of these ‘methods of curing the crisis’ had brought
any viable solutions (Klaus 2012g).

Related to this point, both presidents also systematically discredited the EU
for not solving the crisis at all. In Zeman’s view, all the adopted solutions were
nothing more than just mere postponement of the problem(s): ‘We are rolling
the Greek problem like a boulder in front of us. We are not solving it, we are just
postponing it’ (Zeman 2014b). Likewise, in Klaus’ view, the EU was not dealing
with the crisis solutions, with the president habitually expressing negative ef-
fects, delegitimising the Union as a careless, lazy and generally idle actor, and
excluding the delicate inter-institutional and intergovernmental negotiations
that were taking place from his discursive interactions (as in ‘But what to do
with today’s Greece, today’s Portugal and other countries? That was never dis-
cussed in Brussels’ [Klaus 2011c]). Emblematic of Klaus’ discursive handling
of the crisis were also the arguments that the solutions implemented at the EU
level did not work properly (thereby admitting that the EU was trying in fact to
solve the crisis, after all), because the highestlevel of EU administration ‘refuse
to accept the crisis as such and truthfully describe its causes’ (Klaus 2012g).
He, for instance, denigrated the EU summits as thoroughly incompetent, as
instantiated by the following quote: ‘... the belief in palliative medicine and in
shamanic methods of incantation. This is what the European Union summits
are all about’ (Klaus 2012g).

Alongside this, a common theme for both presidents was that of praise for
certain countries and their (re)presentation as role models in terms of dealing
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with the Eurozone crisis. While for Zeman, it was the Scandinavian countries
(Zeman 2014), for Klaus it was the Czech Republic and Poland, due to their
ability to retain their national currencies (Klaus 2012e; similarly also Klaus
2012c). In Klaus’ case, the choice of this particular manoeuvre was primarily
motivated by the effort to illustrate the adverse implications of euro adoption
(Hlousek - Kaniok 2014; Pechova 2012).

Secondly, the Czech presidential discursive posture vis-a-vis the Eurozone
crisis pivoted around the topic of alternative remedy suggestions. Unlike Klaus,
Zeman offered a quick, clear-cut solution that, in his view, would stimulate
growth: ‘The solution that I have been long proposing... is to overcome the
crisis through investment, not consumption’ (Zeman 2015e). When it comes to
proposals for specific solutions, Zeman took a punitive stance towards Greece,
foregrounding the conditionality issue and openly calling for the country’s ejec-
tion from the Eurozone: ‘If Greece does not want to comply with the terms of the
bailout plan, the simplest solution is to leave the Eurozone - not the European
Union - reintroduce the drachma, devalue it and pay off its debts in a devalued
currency’ (Zeman 2015c; very similarly also Zeman 2016a).

Out of the two, it was Klaus who was more prolific in terms of putting for-
ward alternative policy directions. According to his discursive logic, there were
no simple solutions to the Eurozone debt problem (especially notable in Klaus
2012a). Klaus often reiterated that the long-term economic solutions that he
proposed depended on accelerating economic growth in Europe but admitted
that sources of such acceleration were very hard to find (Klaus 2012a; Klaus
2012h). Klaus also went a step further than Zeman in tying up the proposed
solutions to broader alternative conceptions of EU policies or/and the Euro-
pean integration - mainly in a sense of calling for less EU involvement(s), as
evidenced, for instance, by his continual references to the abolishment of the
common currency in the aftermath of the crisis: ‘I do not believe it makes sense
to try to maintain at all costs institutions that have demonstrably failed and
led to the crisis - such as the single currency’ (Klaus 2012¢). Sometimes, Klaus
talked at a higherlevel of abstractness, seeing the ‘return to politics’ as the only
solution to the Eurocrisis (Klaus 2011a).

Narrative of the crisis consequences

Zeman’s discursive handling of the Eurozone crisis was characterised by the
positive construal of the crisis consequences. Principally, he fostered the
image of the crisis as ‘an impetus for useful reforms [of the EU] but also for
a deeper and previously unthinkable integration’ (Zeman 2014c), characteris-
ing the crisis ‘not only [as] a condition’ but also as ‘an opportunity and a chal-
lenge’ (Zeman 2014b). Portraying the post-crisis future in a positive way, he
repetitively professed his belief that the EU would come out of the Eurocrisis
strengthened, as demonstrated by the following excerpts: ‘Out of each [crisis],
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the EU has come out stronger and I believe that it will become stronger also
under the leadership of J. C. Juncker, who is known to be a Eurofederalist’
(Zeman 2015a); ‘The EU has already gone through many crises and has man-
aged to deal with all of them’ (Zeman 2017) or ‘the EU has overcome every
crisis in its history so far, and, what is more, it has come out stronger out of
each’ (Zeman 2014c).

This contrasts with Klaus’ construal of the Eurocrisis consequences which
was replete with instances of negative assessment of the post-crisis future.
Because of the EU’s inability to provide effective solutions (and other deficien-
cies of the Eurozone’s economic governance), the EU was slipping into an
ever-worse crisis: ‘Because of this, Europe is sinking deeper and deeper into
an economic, political and social crisis precipitated by a flawed and, moreover,
immodest and unbending social-engineering integration experiment’ (Klaus
2012d). Klaus built this narrative for the most part around the criticism of
the existing ideas for a fiscal union: ‘The European fiscal, redistributive or
transfer union is a dead end. It is not a tunnel at the end of which I can see
hopeful lights... I think someone is after their position, their hegemony, their
interests’ (Klaus 2011a; similarly also Klaus 2012d). It follows that Klaus’
discursive patterning towards the crisis was pervaded by a sense of gloom,
anxiety-arousal and a generalised loss of hope, with the president adamant
in laying out grim, bleak future scenarios and expressing his fears over the
danger of financial contagion and Europe-wide recession, as exemplified by
the following passage: ‘Euro debt crisis a la Greece or Ireland will affect other
countries, too’ (Klaus 2010c).

Just like in Zeman’s case, also in Klaus’ perspective, the Eurozone crisis
should become an impulse to rethink the EU integration project but, unlike
Zeman, solely in a sense of less integration (‘Rather than another integration
impulse, the Greek debt crisis could become a trigger mechanism for reas-
sessment of the existing integration ambitions’ [Klaus 2010b]). At the same
time, what figured prominently in his political messaging was the conviction
that there would be no policy lessons learned from the Eurocrisis experience
whatsoever, because he did not ‘believe that this crisis and its consequences
will become a lesson. Rather, everything will remain the same’ (Klaus 2012i).

Related linguistic features

In the following, let us have a brief look at some key linguistic features by
means of which the two presidents made sense of the European debt crisis.
The Eurocrisis discourse of both was interspersed by extensive credit-claiming
and positive self-presentation manoeuvres which they used for advancing their
own profiles. Both rhetorically positioned themselves as Heroes, yet each for
different reasons. Zeman repeatedly cast himself as a Hero because he was
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proposing solutions that politicians did not want to hear (using often his fa-
vourite ‘investments do not have a voting right’ soundbite in this context [for
instance, Zeman 2013b]). Adding to this was Zeman’s instrumental strategy
to promote the Eurocrisis discourse as a presidential topic — an exceptionally
suitable theme for the president and even more so for the one who got elected
in the historically first direct election: ‘... this exactly is a presidential issue.
The president, and even more so the president elected directly by the citizens
for five years, does not have to take into account the current moods and mood
swings of individual political parties’ (Zeman 2013b).

Contrastingly, Klaus cast himself as extremely knowledgeable, priding him-
self on having known that the crisis would come for a very long time, as in ‘I have
to say that some of us have criticized this project since the very beginning of
the 1990s’ (Klaus 2012a). As a result, the Eurocrisis-related developments did
not come as a surprise to him. Indeed, more than Zeman, Klaus used the argu-
mentative strategy of parading his own qualities, often evoking the ‘rescue nar-
rative’ frame and casting himself within that frame as a potential Helper (who
comes to rescue by providing the advice, if unsolicited). At the same time, he
conveyed the feelings of being disgraced for not being listened to (as in ‘Some
of us have been warning for years about the risks of the current direction of the
European integration, but our concerns have been ignored’ [Klaus 2012f] or ‘As
an economist, I was convinced for two decades that the project called the euro
had to end in the way it is ending now. It was simply inevitable that it would
come to this. It is a pity that no one listened’ [Klaus 2011c]).

Relatedly, what could be further observed was the absence of doubt in Klaus’
Eurocrisis discourse. In communicative terms, he conveyed a strong sense of
self-confidence and employed no hedging techniques to tone down his claims
(cf. Buckledee 2019). Instead, it was various expressions of certainty, such as ‘it
is obvious’ or ‘I must insist that’, which became ritual elements of his discourse,
sitting well with his long-lasting tendency to promote his own opinions on
the EU assertively (Gregor - Mackova 2015). Zeman, by contrast, occasionally
admitted an error in judgement in the Eurocrisis context, as in: ‘... you wanted
to hear an example of misjudgement, so here you go. I expected the European
Union, and specifically the Eurozone, to behave rationally and push Greece
out of the Eurozone. And I was wrong, Greece is still in the Eurozone’ (Zeman
2015e). This stands in sharp contrast to Klaus for whom assertions along the
lines of ‘“There is nothing to change about that [his opinions]. It still holds true’
(Klaus 2012b) were more typical.

In tandem with this, both presidents used their Eurocrisis discourse for
the purpose of dichotomous messaging that purposefully pitted them against
the political establishment/traditional politicians (despite already being in
politics for a very long time and being the very embodiment of the said politi-
cal establishment). Both strategically invoked this polarisation, promoting
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themselves as non-standard (hence authentic, truthful and honest) politicians
and constructing themselves in direct opposition to the political elite. It was
especially Zeman who often spoke out against ‘standard politicians’ whom
he portrayed as ‘enjoying promises’ to imply that they, unlike himself, were
untrustworthy (for instance, Zeman 2013c). Statements to that effect were
made also by Klaus, as exemplified by his claims that politicians were lying
to the people and attempting to obscure the ‘true causes’ of the crisis (for in-
stance, Klaus 2012b; Klaus 2012f). Apart from that, Klaus identified himself
as someone who, unlike the said politicians, and in fact as the only one, called
everything by its right name. For instance, while others labelled the current
problems imprecisely as ‘democratic deficit’, he called them accurately as
‘post-democracy’ (Klaus 2012a).

Finally, Klaus, to a greater extent than Zeman, foregrounded more norma-
tively engaging arguments in the Eurocrisis context in order to give an appear-
ance of moral superiority. His explicit work with normative categories of right
and wrong is instantiated in the following excerpt: ‘If that were to happen, it
would certainly be a good thing’ (Klaus 2010b). Zeman, on the other hand, used
a more emotional language, claiming, for instance, to be ‘very, very cruel’ when
presenting his views on the crisis causes (Zeman 2013c).

Conclusion

The article has focused on the discursive mediation of the Eurocrisis in politi-
cal discourse in the Czech Republic. Albeit exploratory in nature, the study is
significant because it illuminated how the two Czech presidents, as influential
public figures at the highest echelons of power, acted through language to shape
other people’s attitudes towards the European debt crisis and the EU as such.
The interpretivist account of the presidential discourse suggests that both of
them focused mainly on the Eurocrisis causes (Klaus to a larger extent than
Zeman) and its controllability and future preventability (in a sense of measures
that could be taken to forfeit similar events in the future).

Zeman highlighted what amounted to predominantly national discourses
on the origins of the crisis, while Klaus employed a more Europeanised nar-
rative of the crisis causes, typically foregrounding a wider perspective and
commenting more broadly on the European situational context. For him, the
Eurocrisis was symptomatic of wider structural weaknesses in the design of
the EU and the Eurozone. At the same time, Klaus viewed the European debt
crisis not just as economic/financial but also socio-political, too (cf. Schmidt
2014), with the notion of broken values particularly strong in his Eurocrisis-
-related rhetoric. He, more than Zeman, also identified the crisis not only as
a Eurozone problem but as a problem that concerned the EU more broadly (cf.
Touri - Rogers 2013).
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The narrative of the crisis resolution was in both cases driven by arguments
criticising the solutions adopted at the EU level, with both presidents con-
structing the opposition to the EU by means of the othering concept. Express-
ing negative effects and conveying an image of the EU as the non-liked Other,
their criticism amounted especially to condemnation of the existing policies
(yet, in each case, from a different perspective). While doing so, both presidents
engaged in negative other-presentation, attaching various negative attributions
to the EU, for the most part in a sense of being ineffective, idle and incompetent.
Yet, it was Zeman who applied a stronger othering language in this context.
Zeman also took a more punitive stance towards Greece, foregrounding the
conditionality issue and openly calling for the country’s ejection from the Eu-
rozone. In addition, the proposed solutions were accompanied by presentation
of alternative remedy suggestions and different policy options and, especially
in Klaus’ case, alternative conceptions of EU policies and the European integra-
tion more broadly. While Zeman offered what he considered quick, clear-cut
solutions, according to Klaus’ discursive logic, there were no simple solutions
to the Eurozone debt problem.

Regarding the narrative of the crisis consequences, Zeman’s discursive
handling of the Eurozone crisis was characterised by the positive portrayal of
the crisis consequences in a sense that the EU would come out of the European
debt crisis strengthened and more resilient. Klaus’ construal of the Eurocrisis
consequences was, by contrast, dotted with instances of negative assessment
of the post-crisis future.

Finally, let us situate the findings into the broader context and look at
what constituted the parameters of the Eurocrisis for each president and what
attributes they ascribed to it. Both Klaus and Zeman engaged extensively in
describing the nature of the crisis, differing markedly, however, in the crisis-
-related aspects that they emphasised in their rhetoric. For Klaus, the crisis
was an unprecedented phenomenon, unlike any other crisis since the 1930s:
‘the crisis - in its depth undoubtedly different from all the crises since the
1930s’ (Klaus 2012i). It was particularly its ‘unexpected severity and depth’
(Klaus 2012i) that differentiated it from previous crises. The European debt
crisis, in his view, was the most visible crisis of all the crises facing the EU
(notable, for instance, in Klaus 2011b). Unlike Zeman, Klaus accentuated the
disruptiveness of the crisis, casting it as ‘a derailment of the existing course
of things which has and will have long-term consequences’ (Klaus 2012i;
similarly also Klaus 2012g).

By contrast, omnipresent in Zeman’s discourse was the notion of the EU
having already been through many crises, thus implying that the crisis was
commonplace in the EU and that it, in effect, acted as a normative assertion
about the status quo (cf. Lawrence 2014). The following quoted passages il-
lustrates this discursive positioning well: ‘I do not know of any situation where
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the EU was not facing a deeper or shallower crisis. I recently read the memoirs
of Jean Monnet, one of the EU founders, who in his book listed about twenty
such crises’ (Zeman 2015a); ‘The European Union has already been through
many crises’ (Zeman 2017). Having said that, Zeman was remarkably incon-
sistent in this respect, as he simultaneously claimed (albeit only occasionally)
that the EU was not used to crises and as such the Eurocrisis was not anything
special: ‘The trouble is that the EU is not used to crises and it is unable to react
quickly to them’ (Zeman 2016b).

What is more, typical for Klaus, rather than Zeman, in his crisis construal
were references to the prevalence of the Eurocrisis, with him portraying it as
only a visible tip of the iceberg of a much deeper and longer-lasting European
crisis (Klaus 2012a). Unlike Zeman, Klaus routinely engaged in the debate on
the broader meaning of the Eurozone crisis, viewing it as having spilled over
into a wider political, societal and cultural crisis (Klaus 2011b). Notably, Klaus
systematically foregrounded the image of the Eurocrisis as a political crisis and
a crisis of values, as in ‘An economic crisis, a political crisis, but also a crisis
of human perspectives, prospects and hopes. To reduce it to the debt crisis of
some European countries or to the crisis of the common European currency
concept is to misunderstand the depth and breadth of today’s European prob-
lem’ (Klaus 2012a). Crucially, a key tenet of Klaus’ reasoning here was the
assertion that the EU representatives were complacently in denial (and thus
inherently incompetent), not comprehending that there was a crisis going on
(for instance, Klaus 2012g).

Viewed in its entirety, the Eurocrisis discourse of both presidents was inter-
spersed by extensive credit-claiming manoeuvres, with both of them discursively
positioning themselves as Heroes. Both also used their Eurocrisis discourse for
the purpose of dichotomous messaging that pitted them against the political
establishment/traditional politicians. Seen in a comparative lens, Klaus’ dis-
cursive posture vis-a-vis the Eurozone crisis was more abstract, more assertive
and activist and contained more normatively engaging arguments.
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Abstract: National or supranational consultations on general policy questions are
unusual phenomena. Nevertheless, they seem to play an important role in the political
life of the community either because they might be considered as rudimentary forms
of deliberative practices or because they are important strategic tools in the hands of
political actors. Given this salience of consultations from both normative-deliberative
and descriptive-strategic perspectives, it is surprising that academic analyses of national
consultations are scarce. This paper tries to fill this gap in the literature by focusing on
one of the most well-known examples of nation-wide consultations, the series of na-
tional consultations in Hungary. It aims to present why national consultations gradually
lost their deliberative character and how they have been transformed into a strategic
instrument for mobilising supporters.
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Introduction

Consultations can be designed as a tool for discussion and collaboration between
elected officials and voters. Although it has been one of the most important
instruments of the Fidesz party for gaining and staying in power, until now
relatively little attention has been paid to analysing the nature of the series
of national consultations the party initiated. The relative absence of academic
investigations on consultations as a specific form of deliberative or participa-
tory practices seems to be especially striking, since sending out a questionnaire
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and organising public events/discussions at the national level on the topics
presented on the questionnaire became quite frequent actions organised by the
Fidesz party, both in opposition and in government. Since 2005, ten national
consultations have been organised by the party, and from 2010 onwards Hun-
garians have received, almost every year, a questionnaire asking their opinions
on various predefined topics without further assistance, balanced information
materials or trained moderators of the discussions.

This paper contends that, implemented in this way, national consultations
should be assessed as a transitory phenomenon between deliberative practices
and plebiscitary referendums strategically used for party interests. Deliberation
on political issues aims to listen to and consider all positions and arguments
on how public interest should be best defined, and how an acceptable solution
to political problems might be found. As presented below, some important
instruments for listening to and considering public opinion genuinely have
been applied during the series of national consultations in Hungary since 2005.
Consequently, consultations might and should be evaluated from the perspective
of the best practices and theories of deliberative democracy. On the other hand,
since millions of citizens cast their ‘votes’ by sending back answers to multiple-
-choice or simple yes-or-no questions, the national consultations also resembled
advisory referendums where people are given the chance to express their views
on predefined questions without binding the hands of the decision makers
too tightly. Since consultations are in this sense Janus-faced phenomena, they
ought to be analysed from two perspectives: from the normative perspective of
deliberative democracy and from the descriptive perspective of direct democracy.

This paper argues that national consultations have served two functions in
the politics of the Fidesz party led by the current prime minister Viktor Orban:
in opposition it was a means for the party to improve its poor embeddedness
in Hungarian society by sending signals that Fidesz is different from other
Hungarian parties that do not listen to the voice of the people. Its significance
was two-fold, since the first national consultation organised in 2005 served not
only this strategic aim but can also be interpreted as an attempt to establish
deliberative practices in Hungary — which had been almost completely absent
before. Even in its imperfect form, the 2005 national consultation might also
beregarded as a new experiment in deliberative democracy. After 2010, national
consultations still preserved this dual character as they combined more con-
troversial questions with more simplistic ones exclusively serving the strategic
interests of the governing party. From 2015 at the latest, however, the consulta-
tions completely lost their (anyway imperfect) deliberative character and have
been used purely as a plebiscitary instrument to reinvigorate the party’s position
and mobilise its own supporters.

This paper first provides an overview of recent literature dealing with national
consultations in Hungary by highlighting the ways in which our interpretation
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differs from previous analyses, as well as briefly explaining the rationale for its
case selection. Second, we present the political context of national consultations
as far as other consultative and deliberative practices are concerned. Third, we
delineate the interpretive framework which will help to better understand this
topic. Fourth, the paper briefly describes the process of how national consulta-
tions evolved from a tool to reinvigorate activism and awaken the deliberative
attitudes of Hungarian citizens into a governmental campaign ‘machine’.

Case selection and literature overview

While advisory public consultations on a local level or at the pre-legislative
phase on specific policy issues are not rare in Europe, national or suprana-
tional consultations on general policy questions are more of an exception. In
Belgium, a country with a wide landscape of the promotion of deliberative and
participatory tools only one popular consultation has been organised at the
national level (that of 12 March 1950 for or against the return of King Leopold
IIT) and the principle of popular consultation at the local and regional levels
got incorporated into Belgian law at the turn of the 20™ and 21* centuries (Gau-
din, 2018). The French Grand Débat National initiated by the French president
(Thillaye 2019; Courant 2019; Ehs - Mokre 2020) or the Consultation on the
Future of Europe organised by the European Commission (EC 2018) are the
most prominent recent examples of such top-down involvement of citizens in
policy making processes in Europe.! The Swiss Vernehmlassungsverfahren is an
institutionalised form of consultation in the law-making process. It came into
being along with the development of the direct democratic instruments, and
was instrumental in transforming the majoritarian democracy into a consensus
democracy. While certainly rather sporadic occurrences, when they are con-
ducted such consultations seem to play a very important role in the political
life of the community either because they might be considered as rudimentary
forms of deliberative practices or because they are important strategic tools
in the hands of political actors. Given this salience of consultations from both
normative-deliberative and descriptive-strategic perspectives, it is even more
surprising that scientific analyses of consultations at the national level are
woefully scarce. This paper attempts to fill this gap in the literature by focus-
ing on one of the most well-known examples of nation-wide consultations, the
national consultations in Hungary.

While there is an abundance of political science literature on the post-2010
Hungarian political system focusing on populism or regime classification (e.g.
Agh 2016; Batory 2015; Bozdki 2015a, 2015b; Bogaards 2018; Buzogany 2018;

1 Most recently the French president Emmanuel Macron launched a national consultation on police
reform (France24 2021). Some signs of prior consultation on national levels might be traceable in Latin
America as well - see: Wright and Tomaselli 2019. On referendum in authoritarian regimes: Collin 2019.
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Csillag - Szelényi 2015; Enyedi 2015, 2016a; Greskovits 2015; Kornai 2015),
these accounts have usually not concerned themselves with giving an in-depth
analysis of the series of national consultations, or they focused from the specific
perspective of plebiscitary leader democracy (Korosényi et al. 2020). Admittedly,
some articles have been published which dealt with consultation processes in
Hungary tangentially or at least partially (Gessler 2017; Csehi 2018; Bocskor
2018). Applying a descriptive framework based on a synthesis of previous
literature on participatory instruments and focusing on the question of what
happens if a populist actor uses participatory methods, Batory and Svensson
(2019) explained the paradoxical effects of the practice of national consultation
on participation. In a recent article which aimed to build a bridge between the
very different literatures on direct democracy and illiberal populism, van Ee-
den (2019: 710) explained how referendums evolved in Hungary into a perfect
catalyst for populists making the country ‘the vanguard of contemporary post-
-democratic processes’ and analysed referendums initiated by the Fidesz party
within the theoretical framework of post-democracy. Both papers approach the
phenomenon of national consultations and referendums from the perspective of
participatory or direct democracy, and, consequently, broaden the interpretative
horizon in a significant way. They, nevertheless, either neglect the deliberative
dimension (van Eeden 2019), or do not see differences among the consultations
and evaluate them as all having the same characteristics (Batory - Svensson
2019). By contrast, this paper argues that, from the perspective of normative de-
liberative democratic theory, we can discern some kind of evolution (to be more
precise some kind of regression) in the short history of national consultations
in Hungary, while, at the same time, all consultations have distinctive strategic
features as well. This is why we suggest that another analytical framework, of
a partly normative and partly descriptive character, might throw up new insights
into the evolution of a series of consultations organised at the national level,
answering how the practice of national consultations turned from a more or
less deliberative practice into a strategic instrument for mobilising supporters
in political struggles.

In terms of case selection, Hungary is an influential case (Seawritght-Gerring
2008) from Central Eastern Europe where parties lack stable connections with
local associations (Gherghina 2014: 40). The analysis will focus on three con-
sultations (2005, 2011 and 2015) because they had policy implications either
on the constitutional level (2011 and 2015) or they led to a nation-wide referen-
dum (in 2008 and 2016). Furthermore, the 2005 national consultation will be
examined as this exercise was organised by Fidesz when it was in opposition,
and can be contrasted with the other two consultations organised by the party
in government after 2010.
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Political context of deliberative and participatory practices

A function of an instrument cannot be determined without the overall context
of the political system. While we do not want to delve into the details of earlier
and most recent developments of the Hungarian political system in general, it
is, nevertheless, indispensable to outline the main context and developments
of social consultations and civic engagement in the policy-making process. To
put it another way, analysis of the series of national consultations should be
embedded into the most relevant deliberative and participatory practices of
Hungarian politics. There have been two different avenues for the citizenry to
get involved in political decision-making processes in the Hungarian context,
but the political elite (with some exceptions) had always been well-equipped to
push back these involvements to the extent they can live with.

Consultations with social partners, stakeholders and NGOs are traditionally
essential parts of the legislative processes in liberal democracies. The relevant
Hungarian legal regulations, adopted and revised continuously after the demo-
cratic transformation process in 1990, have also given the social actors a say in
the legislative process. Nevertheless, the practice of these social consultations
differed markedly from the ideal as prescribed in the legal regulations. No gov-
ernment since 1990 has been interested in ‘endless’ deliberations with social
partners, consequently each one tried to evade these obligations by selecting
government-friendly civic organisations and pressure groups, or by extremely
reducing the time period to be at disposal to submit the stakeholders’ reports
and opinions (Sebdk 2020: 148; Vadal 2019). Certainly, the post-2010 govern-
ments found even more creative ways to switch out the anyway defective con-
sultation processes in the pre-legislative phase. Since private members’ bills
have always been exempted from obligatory preliminary social consultations,
the Orban-government relied heavily on this channel of the legislative process:
approximately 40 % of the adopted bills between 2010 and 2014 were proposed
by the MPs of Fidesz (Seb&k 2020: 300). To be fair, it should also be admitted
that this kind of evasion of social consultation processes peaked right after the
Fidesz party came into power, since then the share of adopted laws introduced
by private member bills has decreased significantly.?

Popular involvement in policy making processes might also be secured
by direct democratic instruments. Although the Hungarian legal context has
changed over time, it belongs even today to the more liberal regulations in inter-
national comparison based on required signatures and turnout/approval quo-
rums (Morel 2018). Nevertheless, the direction of subsequent changes seems
to be unambiguous: while in the first period (1989-1997) it was extremely easy

2 Data of the most recent legislative term (2018-2022) show that it returned to the ‘normal’ distribution
(10 %) of the 90s (Adatok 2018; Adatok 2019; Adatok 2020; Adatok 2021).
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to launch a facultative referendum or a popular agenda initiative due to the low
level of required signatures (1.25 % and 0.75 % of the electorate respectively)
to be collected without a time limit and without any preliminary scrutiny of the
question proposed by a specialised constitutional body, the turnout quorum
was determined with quite a high level (50 % of the electorate). Incomplete
regulations were clarified by the 1997 reform (a taboo subject determined in
the constitution; the National Electoral Committee preliminarily scrutinised the
questions, etc.), which changed rather inconsistently the previous regulations:
while the number of required signatures was increased to 200,000 (2.5 % of the
electorate) and a time-limit of four months was set, the chances of successful
referendums were increased by replacing the turnout quorum with a 25 % ap-
proval quorum (Kukorelli 2019: 11; Komaromi 2017). Paradoxically, the number
of petitions of national referendums was in the first decade extremely low (10
petitions between 1989 and 1997), it started to increase after the number of
required signatures had been doubled and peaked in the 2006-2010 legislative
terms (with more than thousand petitions) (Kukorelli 2019: 43). Important
changes have followed since the adoption of the Fundamental Law in 2011,
mainly reducing the incentives and opportunity structures for referendums.
The turnout quorum has been restored to 50 % (approval quorum has been
abolished), while the number of required signatures (200,000; 2.5 % of the
electorate) was preserved. The president of the National Electoral Committee
was invested with the competence of a preliminary formal control of petitions,
and the number of required petitioners was increased from one to at least 20
(Komaromi 2020: 49). It should also be mentioned that the popular agenda
setting initiative has been abolished, although it has never been a very popular
instrument of the citizenry: its role in promoting public deliberation is almost
negligible.? By contrast, the changing attitude of the political actors and the civil
servants became a key factor in pushing back bottom-up popular initiatives:
political actors withdraw legislation if a sufficient number of signatures has
been collected making a referendum irrelevant; jarheads intimidated petitioners
preventing them from submitting their petitions timely; or civil servants of the
National Electoral Committee rigorously refused petitions arguing that concerns
subject taboos determined in the Fundamental Law by a very a strict interpreta-
tion of the proposed referendum questions (Korosényi et al 2020: 126).

As a general assessment, we can conclude that opportunity structures for
social consultations and deliberations in policy making processes have always
been very limited (even before 2010), but it is also true that after the landslide
victory of the Fidesz party in 2010 the remaining opportunity structures were
either completely closed or tightly controlled by the ruling party. But what

3 In 24 years, there were all together 16 popular agenda initiatives, of which four have been approved by
the parliament (https://www.parlament.hu/aktual/2011_xcii/index/nepszav/ogy_dont_nepikezd).
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about the series of national consultations? How should we evaluate the role of
national consultations against this background? Could national consultations
be interpreted as rudimentary forms of deliberative practices? Or did they serve
merely strategic aims of the Fidesz party ab initio? Does the trajectory of national
consultations fit into this general assessment or did they create new opportunity
structures for deliberations and participations? To answer these questions, we
need an analytical framework which will facilitate the evaluation of the practice
of national consultations. We should turn now to this analytical framework.

Analytical Framework

The ‘strategic turn’ in the history of the national consultations will be analysed
below by using a combination of two theoretical frameworks: one normative
and the other descriptive. While the normative framework will investigate the
deliberative character of the national consultations, the descriptive framework
will be useful in assessing its strategic character.

Within the analytical framework of deliberative democracy, democratic
decision-making procedures should be legitimate in their input, throughput
and output phases: they have to make sure that the opinions and needs of
ordinary citizens are translated through deliberative procedures into positive
political outcomes. Based on Caluwaerts and Reuchamps (2015), Eerola and
Reuchamps (2016), Suiter and Reuchamps (2016), and Geissel and Gherghina
(2016) these normative aspects of legitimate deliberation can be summarised
as follows (see Table 1).

Input legitimacy deals with citizens’ opportunities to influence the process
and the outcomes of the deliberation, and thus it is a measure of the openness
of the deliberative events to the demands and needs of the citizens. It consists
of several elements: The quality of representation entails an epistemically diverse
set of participants and a thorough process of argumentation in which all public
positions are represented. Agenda setting is of crucial importance to understand
the dynamics of the process: an open agenda means that the entire population
is able to set the agenda while, at the other end of the spectrum, a closed agenda
means that it is set by formal institutions with little room for introducing new
issues. Epistemic completeness is the final last dimension of the input legitimacy
of a process of deliberation: it measures the level and quality of information
citizens received during the deliberative process. In an ideal situation, all par-
ticipants have access to all the relevant information about the issues and are
competent to assess them, with access to experts and policy-makers.

Throughput legitimacy focuses on the efficacy, accountability, openness and
inclusiveness of the democratic processes under consideration. The quality of
participation investigates the extent to which participants have the chance to
take part in deliberation (for example, in a substantively inclusive process every
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participant and minority group is given an equal voice in the discussion). The
quality of decision making is concerned with examining the question of how
deliberation is translated into decisions. Decisions should come about through
argumentation and should reflect the reasoned opinion and openness to persua-
sion of all those involved. Finally, contextual independence refers to the politi-
cal context that influences the process of deliberation. A vibrant deliberative
democracy should be able to handle outside influences; if participants suffer
from coercion, reasoned argument is completely undermined.

The main aim of output legitimacy is to assess how the society at large takes
up the issues raised by the process (public endorsement). For example, political
actors can agree from the beginning that the final recommendations of a de-
liberative process should be put to a popular vote in a referendum. Feedback
can also be generated by broadcasting the event. Weight of the results focuses
on the links of the deliberative process to formal political decision making:
output legitimacy can be said to be high if the process has a direct impact on
real-world politics (for example when a government expresses its commitment
to implementing the final decision). Finally, responsiveness and accountability
mean that the decisions taken should offer an answer to the problems that were
initially identified and there should also be regular feedback to the participants.
A transparent chain of responsibility enables the participants to clearly identify
who can be held accountable for the results that come out of the deliberations.

Table 1: The Analytical Framework

First dimension Second dimension Third dimension
. On what will be Do citizens have access to
?
le Iirg)mu;c ( ua\l/xh?))(‘jf:breersaetnetsa'tion) deliberated? all relevant information?
& ¥ a y P (agenda-setting) (epistemic completeness)
To what extent were Are participants

What method is chosen to
arrive at a decision?
(quality of decision making)

Throughput participants able to take
legitimacy part?
(inclusiveness)

independent from outside
pressures?
(contextual independence)

Are results and outcomes
offering an answer

How decisions taken by

few individuals can be How outcomes and results

of the deliberation are

O.u.tput generalized gnd explained linked to formal political to prpblemg initially
legitimacy to the entirety of the . . identified?
h decision making processes? .
population? (responsiveness and

(weight of the results)

(public endorsement) accountability)

Source: Caluwaerts — Reuchamps, 2015.; Suiter-Reuchamps, 2016; Eerola-Reuchamps, 2016:321)

Beyond this kind of normative evaluation of the legitimacy of deliberative prac-
tices it is also worth analysing the series of national consultations from the
perspective of a descriptive theoretical framework. Since advisory and semi-
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-official consultations like the series of national consultations in Hungary
might be located somewhere between rudimentary forms of deliberation and
the kind of plebiscitary decision-making realised in referendums, especially
if the consultation was followed by a real referendum or other forms of policy
implementation (or both), they should also be connected to another stream of
literature which focuses on the strategic use of referendums.*

The number of papers investigating why referendums are held and the
reasons why they succeed has only increased with the number of referendums
held in the world over the last 30 years. The optimistic view, that the general
and rising discontent of citizens with representative democracy induces norm-
-driven and responsive political elites to ‘give the control back to the people’
(Cronin 1999; Mendelsohn and Parkin 2001; Scarrow 2001; Dalton et al. 2003)
is challenged by authors who argue that the strategic interests of the political
elite lie behind the increasing number of referendums, and that expansion
of direct democratic instruments is not, in reality, universally characteristic
of all democratic countries (Butler - Ranney 1978; Setdlda 1999; Morel 2001;
Walker 2003; Qvortrup 2007; Morel 2007; Closa 2007; Rahat 2009; Oppermann
2013; Mendez 2014; Sottilotta 2017; Qvortrup 2017; Hollander 2019; Lopez
and Sanjaume-Calvet 2020). Beyond the theoretical framework of rational
choice institutionalism, empirical surveys also confirm the view that members
of the political elite have a strategic approach to referendums: referendums
initiated by the executive or the legislative minorities are supported by elites
which anticipate winning, and, by contrast, are rejected by prospective losers
(Svensson 2017).

Based on the insights of rational choice institutionalism, this strand of
literature argues that referendums are employed by political elites to solve
a particular problem or to justify a particular solution. It is an additional tool
in the hands of the political elite to play the political game, one that serves the
purposes of the elite (Bjgrklund 1982; Morel 2001; Walker 2003; Rahat 2009).
Empirical analysis of all the referendums held in Europe between 1950 and
2017 also confirms that these premises of rational choice institutionalism are
corroborated while other factors proposed by sociological, historical or classical
institutionalism (like public demands or commitment to political values, past
referendum experiences, number of veto players or the type of democracy) have
significantly less or no explanatory power (Hollander 2019: 267). Consequently,
we will use these insights when analysing the practice of national consulta-
tions, interpreted in this paper as advisory referendums, from the perspective
of rational choice institutionalism.

4 Although the number of responses has been fluctuating (just as the percentage of likely Fidesz voters
within the population), it is justified to consider the series of National Consultation as manifestations
of mass participation - even if observers might have some reservations concerning the semi-official
data on respondents and results.
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This rational choice approach distinguishes three strategic reasons (Rahat
2009; Hollander 2019) why referendums might be called by members of the
political elite: (1) referendums might be designed to resolve intra-party or
inter-party divisions of the governing coalition, or a division between the party
and its supporters (conflict mediation or avoidance). As such, European integra-
tion or ethical issues might freeze political alignments and cause a deadlock
which might be avoided or resolved by referendums; (2) referendums might
be necessary in order to advance the legislative agenda of a party which fears
that their policy choice would be voted down in the parliament (policy-seeking
and contradiction). This type of referendum has been frequently used as a bar-
gaining tool in an EU context to protect interests challenged by other member
states or EU institutions; (3) referendums might also serve power consolidation
and electoral functions (empowerment and additional legitimacy). In this case
referendums may not be necessary, since the initiator has enough support for
adecision, but a referendum might provide additional legitimacy to the political
majority. This type of referendum might be used not only in domestic politics
but also to secure a more favourable outcome in international negotiations by
increasing the legitimacy of the domestic political majority. On the other hand,
such referendums might also have an empowering effect on the political minor-
ity by securing them issue ownership and mobilising their voters (Mendez and
Mendez 2017; Beach 2018). It is also important to note that these categories
are not necessarily mutually exclusive: policy-seeking goals might coincide with
the aim of the governing party or coalition to consolidate its power and obtain
additional legitimacy (Morel 2001; Qvortrup 2006; Rahat 2009; Qvortrup 2017;
Altmann 2019; Hollander 2019).

By combining the normative theoretical framework of input, throughput and
output legitimacy, on the one hand, and the descriptive theoretical framework
of strategic use of referendums, on the other hand, we will focus on the follow-
ing questions in our empirical analysis: (1) what kind of legitimacy structures
dominated the input, throughput and output phase of the consultations; and (2)
which dimensions of the consultation served exclusively the strategic interests
of the Fidesz party (since 2010 the government) and which contributed, even
if as a side effect of strategic political actions, to the emergence of rudimentary
forms of democratic deliberation.

Two important remarks are in order before starting with the empirical analy-
sis. First, evaluating national consultations from the perspective of deliberative
democracy does not imply the assumption that politicians initiating consulta-
tions are frankly committed to the idea of deliberative democracy. Even if politi-
cians have their own strategic aims motivated by political self-interest, which
is usually the case, the consequences of their actions might also be evaluated
separately from their strategic considerations. In this context, this means that
the process of national consultations should be analysed from both the st