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Hungary and Poland are exemplary case
studies, as the backsliding that has occurred

in both countries is now taken to epitomise
the decline of the liberal-democratic political
institutions in the region

INTRODUCTION

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022 was a focal point in European
politics, transforming how Europe sees itself,
Russia, and Ukraine. In Central and Eastern
Europe (CEE), Poland has emerged as the
country that invests most heavily in its security,
with its military expenditures expected to
account for close to 4% of GDP by 2024. The
same approach is followed by the Baltic states.
In contrast, Hungary refused to take a clear
position of supporting Ukraine. The damage
done to democratic norms at home and the
invitation to the authoritarian regimes of
Russia and China even led to calling Hungary
the Trojan Horse in the EU.! Nevertheless,
despite strong differences in how Poland and
Hungary see Russia, their relationship with
each other cannot be defined in black-and-
white terms.

Once the frontrunners of post-communist
democratisation, Hungary and Poland are
exemplary case studies, as the backsliding that
has occurred in both countries is now taken to
epitomise the decline of the liberal-democratic
political institutions in the region.? The Fidesz
party has ruled in Hungary since 2010 and, in
April 2022, won its third supermajority in the
parliament for the fourth time. With the vote

1 Zsuzsanna Végh, “Alignment or Isolation: Hungary’s
Foreign Policy after Its Parliamentary Election,” ECFR,
31 March 2022.

2 Licia Cianetti, James Dawson, and Sean Hanley,
“Rethinking “Democratic Backsliding” in Central
and Eastern Europe — Looking beyond Hungary and
Poland,” East European Politics Vol 34, No 3 (3 July
2018): 243-45.

in Poland in October 2023, the Law and Justice
(Prawo | Sprawiedliwosé, PiS) party is leading
the polls and is, likewise, projected to win its
third parliamentary elections since 2015. Yet
it remains to be seen whether and in what
manner it will be able to form a government.

This paper analyses Polish and Hungarian
foreign policy under PiS and Fidesz, especially
in light of the war against Ukraine. Both parties
are frequently classified as populist due to
their tendency to depict society as divided
into two distinct and hostile groups: the pure
people and the corrupt elite.® According to Cas
Mudde, the distinction that populist parties
make between them is a moral one; the pure
people constitute the authentic self of the
nation, while the corrupt elite betrays them
by putting their own special interests over the
general will of the people.*

The ideational concept of populism can
be defined as a “thin-centred” ideology. In
contrast to “thick” ideologies that aspire to
provide answers to many political questions in
the same normative framework, thinideologies
do not offer plans for building institutions or
solving socio-economic problems. Thus, it is
often combined with other thick ideologies
to form an overarching normative framework
for policy decisions. In CEE, this add-
on tends to be an exclusive form of
nationalism — i.e., nativism — leading
to the rise of the Populist Radical
Right or “ethnopopulism.”> Both
Fidesz and PiS adhere to this notion.
However, as the long-ruling parties,
their usual scapegoats tend to be both
external (e.g., the EU institutions or
European states) and internal (e.g., domestic

3 Matthijs Rooduijn, Andrea L P Pirro, Daphne

Halikiopoulou, Caterina Froio, Stijn Van Kessel,

Sarah L De Lange, Cas Mudde, and Paul Taggart,

“The Populist: A Database of Populist, Far-Left, and
Far-Right Parties Using Expert-Informed Qualitative
Comparative Classification (EIQCC),” British Journal
of Political Science, 20 September 2023, 1-10; For the
database, see: Stijn Van Kessel, Sarah De Lange, Paul
Taggart, Matthijs Rooduijn, Daphne Halikiopoulou,
Andrea Pirro, Caterina Froio, and Cas Mudde, “The
Populist 3.0,” 2023.

4 Cas Mudde, “Populism: An Ideational Approach” in
Cristébal Rovira Kaltwasser, Paul Taggart, Paulina
Ochoa Espejo, and Pierre Ostiguy (eds), The Oxford
Handbook of Populism, Vol 1 (Oxford University Press,
2017).

5 Cas Mudde, Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe, 1
ed (Cambridge University Press, 2007); Erin K Jenne,
“Is Nationalism or Ethnopopulism on the Rise Today?,”
Ethnopolitics Vol 17, No 5 (20 October 2018): 546-52.
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opposition parties or civil society organisations
critical of the government). This approach had
a particularly strong impact on the Poland-
Germany and Hungary-EU relations, as well
as tended to spill over to other international
relations.

In the following, this analysis first discusses
Polish foreign policy under PiS, especially in
the context of the ongoing Russian war against
Ukraine and the geopolitical shifts that have
occurred in Europe as a result of it. Secondly,
it focuses on the case of Hungary to provide an
overview of thesame question. The dynamics of
the Polish-Hungarian relations are elaborated
on within the Polish chapter and, to avoid
repetition, have only a limited space

board, including President Lech Kaczyriski and
many senior government officials travelling
to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the
Katyn massacre. Poland and Russia launched
two separate investigations which confirmed
that the crash was an accident blamed on bad
weather conditions. However, from the very
beginning, allegations about malicious intent
started to spread. These conspiracy theories
claimed Russia’s malicious actions, hinted at a
possible collusion, and alleged the complicity
of then-Prime Minister Donald Tusk. The
speculations were not confined to the fringes
of the political sphere due to the actions of
PiS and its leader, Jarostaw Kaczynski, the twin
brother of the late president.®

The PiS leadership maintains that all other
Polish governments — except the one they

in the chapter dealing with Hungary
(even though they constitute a major
part of Hungarian foreign policy).
These two chapters are empirical,
whereas the third chapter addresses
theoretical questions and assesses
both PiS” and Fidesz’s foreign policy

lead — have been protecting the interests of
the foreign powers against the values of the
people

based on the expectations that arise
from previous research on a populist foreign
policy. This analysis is based on interviews with
experts on populism and Polish and Hungarian
politics at large, conducted in February-March
and August-September 2023, as well as on
previous research and relevant sources.

1. POLAND’S FOREIGN
POLICY UNDER PIS

After a stint in the coalition government in
2005-7, PiS won both the majority in the
parliament (Sejm) and the presidency in
2015 against the Civic Platform (Platforma
Obywatelska, PO). Under President Andrzej
Duda, party chairman Jarostaw Kaczynski, and
two Prime Ministers, Beata Szydto (2015-17)
and Mateusz Morawiecki (from December
2017), PiS has since been in power in the
coalition with the United Right (Zjednoczona
Prawica, ZP). Unlike Fidesz in Hungary, PiS
does not have the supermajority needed to
change the Constitution on its own.

Yetthe most momentous eventin Polish history
since 1989 did not occurin Poland butin Russia.
On 10 April 2010, the Polish presidential plane
crashed in Smolensk, killing 96 people on

In its political outlook, PiS is conservative,
nativist, and illiberal. PiS seeks to re-establish
a society it deems to be natural and moral.
In rhetoric, the party praises normalcy that
it believes to consist of traditional, family
values and Christianity while condemning
multiculturalism, same-sex marriages, and
the “LGTB and gender ideology.” In political
ideology, PiS portrays itself as an alternative
to technocratic liberalism represented, above
all, by PO.” The PiS leadership draws a line of
continuation from the communist to the post-
communist liberal elites and maintains that
all other Polish governments — except the one
they lead — have been protecting the interests
of the foreign powers against the values of the
people.® Nevertheless, it is important to note
that Poland received a score of 81 out of 100
on the Freedom House scale, thus ranking it
a “free” country and putting it in a different
category than Hungary.

5 Konstanty Gebert, “Poland since 1989: Muddling
through, Wall to Wall,” in Sabrina P Ramet and
Christine M Hassenstab (ed), Central and Southeast
European Politics since 1989 (Cambridge University
Press, 2019), 135-64.

7 David Cadier, “Populist Politics of Representation and
Foreign Policy: Evidence from Poland,” Comparative
European Politics Vol 19, No 6 (December 2021): 703-21.

8 Gebert, “Poland since 1989,” 135.
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In the parliamentary campaign of 2023,
Jarostaw Kaczynski tries to secure (with its
smaller allies under the United Right coalition)
an unprecedented third consecutive term in
the government. The renamed Civic Coalition
(Koalicja Obywatelska, KO) runs as the main
opposition grouping. However, unless PiS
succeeds in winning the majority, the far-
right Confederation Liberty and Independence
(Konfederacja Wolnos¢ i Niepodlegtos¢ or
Konfederacja), a dark horse, might become
the kingmaker.®

Much is yet uncertain. While the public
opinion surveys show the United Right has a
moderate lead ahead of KO, their support is
lowerthaninthe 2019 elections. The leaders of
Konfederacja have built an anti-establishment
and small-government campaign against both
PiS and KO. Furthermore, they promised to
refrain from joining a governing coalition with
either of them — a pledge whose credibility
can be assessed only after the election.®

Nonetheless, a few assumptions regarding the
next government’s international relations can
still be made.

¢ |n their foreign policy outlook, the main
difference between the two lies in their
view on Germany, with PiS drumming
up anti-German sentiments and painting
PO, and its leader Donald Tusk, as agents
of German interests. This divide further
encompasses Poland’s relations
with the European Union.

e BothPiSand PO puta highvalue on
transatlantic relations, although
their view of US administrations
differs.

e Neither is likely to become dovish
on Russia.

These three vectors — Russia, European states
and the EU institutions, and the US — are the
focus points of this analysis that looks at how
Poland’s foreign policy has changed during
the PiS government, especially in light of the

° Justyna Pawlak, “Explainer: What’s at Stake in Poland’s
Parliamentary Election,” Reuters, 28 August 2023.

10 Aleks Szczerbiak, “Will the radical right Confederation
emerge as kingmaker after this year’s Polish
election?,” Notes from Poland, 15 May 2023.

full-scale Russian war in Ukraine. These areas
coincide with the three traditional priorities for
Polish foreign policy, as formulated by Cadier:

Strengthening bilateral relations with Washington
and NATO’s collective security mechanisms;
deterrence and containment of Russia; and
support to Poland’s European integration and EU
enlargement.!!

While the priorities are constant, the emphasis
given to each can vary under the different
governments. For example, the PiS government
raised the importance of the partnership
with the US and lowered the importance of
closer EU integration.’? With Poland’s strong
support to Ukraine’s quick accession to the
EU, however, EU enlargement has become
an important topic for PiS — even if the road
towards reaching this goal will be rocky.*?

1.1. WARSAW AND KYIV: IS
THE ENEMY OF MY ENEMY MY
FRIEND?

Countering Russian aggression is a long-
standing priority for Polish foreign and security
policy. For that reason, there was no radical
overhaul of Polish foreign policy following the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Polish foreign
policy has consistently regarded Russia as the
primary threat, with a strong emphasis on
building relations with Ukraine to strengthen
security.'*

Countering Russian aggression is a long-
standing priority for Polish foreign and

security policy. For that reason, there was
no radical overhaul of Polish foreign policy
following the Russian invasion of Ukraine

This sentiment is further reflected in public
opinion surveys. In March 2022, 85% of Poles
either “strongly” or “moderately” agreed that
the war in Ukraine threatened their national
security. As Ukrainians showed their resistance

1 Cadier, “Populist Politics of Representation and
Foreign Policy,” 709.

12 Cadier, “Populist Politics of Representation and
Foreign Policy,” 709.

13 “Support of Ukraine’s swift candidacy to the EU,”
President.pl, 28 February 2022.

% Interview with Kucharczyk.
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Despite Poland'’s strong anti-Russian reputation,
there was a limited focus on Russia in PiS’

narratives prior to the full-scale invasion.
Poland’s main enemies were supposed to be

Germ

against the Russian invasion, the share of the
Polish population who moderately or strongly
disagreed with this claim slowly went up
from 11% in March to 24% in September and
then back down to 16% in January 2023.%
At the same time, 88% see Poland as a safe
country to live in — an indicator that has been
almost continuously growing since the early
1990s.'® This indicates that the high level of
securitisation vis-a-vis Russia is contained
within the external sphere — a paradox of
a perceived existential threat occurring in
parallel with day-to-day safety, a phenomenon
well familiar to the Baltic states.

Nevertheless, there are important nuances in
this perceived anti-Russian and pro-Ukrainian
stance in the PiS-led government. While
the main principles of supporting Ukraine’s
integration into the Euro-Atlantic community
were upheld, many interactions between
Poland and Ukraine pre-2022 were marred by
the conflicting narratives of historical memory,
in particular the massacre of ethnic Poles in
Volhynia in 1943 by the Ukrainian Insurgent
Army. Foreign policy would often take a
backseat to domestic considerations, resulting
in Polish-Ukrainian relations being one of their
victims."

ans, Ukrainians, and Jews

At the same time, despite Poland’s strong
anti-Russian reputation, there was a limited
focus on Russia in PiS’ narratives prior to the
full-scale invasion. Poland’s main enemies
were supposed to be Germans, Ukrainians,
and Jews, whereas Russia was relatively
absent from the discourse.’ In practice, this
meant that coal imports from Russia had been
steadily growing under the PiS government
until the spring of 2022 when the government

15 “polish opinions about the war in Ukraine and
Ukrainian refugees,” CBOS, 31 January 2023.

16 “Subjective safety and crime threat,” CBOS, 18 May
2023.

17 Interview with Kucharczyk.
18 Interview with Kucharczyk.

banned the imports of Russian coal and gas.?
Since February 2022, the Polish government
has branded itself as a keen forewarner of
Russian imperialism and advocated steps to
counter it by bringing Ukraine into the EU and
NATO.

However, the historical issues, which were
relatively muted on the Polish side during the
first year of the full-scale war in Ukraine, have
recently resurfaced. This is due to the internal
competition within the ruling coalition, as
the Sovereign Poland (Suwerenna Polska, SP)
faction, which is centred around the Justice
Minister, holds more radically nationalistic
views compared to PiS as a whole. They first
started to re-use the anti-Ukrainian narratives
in order to gain more traction within the party.
As the elections approached, these narratives
were embraced by the entire ruling coalition
as a strategy to reduce the influence and
popularity of the Konfederacja. PiS aimed to
win back some of the voters from Konfederacja,
and part of this strategy has involved re-
igniting criticism surrounding historical events,
such as the Volhynian massacre anniversary.?°

While Poland is still expected to remain one
of Ukraine’s staunchest allies in Europe, there
is some friction in Polish-Ukrainian
relations that has been and will
continue to be fuelled by political
considerations at home. Specifically,
Polish-Ukrainian relations have
soured recently due to a dispute
over grain imports. Earlier this year,
Poland and Hungary banned domestic
sales of Ukrainian grain, fearing that
the cheap imports would drive down prices
and thus hurt local farmers. The transit of
Ukrainian agricultural products through their
territories could continue.

In May 2023, after some criticism for taking
such unilateral steps, the EU allowed Poland
and Hungary, together with Bulgaria, Romania
and Slovakia, to uphold the prohibition. On
15 September, the European Commission
concluded that the measure should not be
extended, against the wishes of Poland,
Hungary, and Slovakia who, nonetheless,

1 “Poland Coal Imports Value 2022,” Statista, accessed
on 14 September 2023.

20 Interview with Kucharczyk.
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maintained the trade ban.?* In return,
Ukraine filed a complaint with the World
Trade Organisation (WTO). Within a few days,
Bratislava and Bucharest managed to reach a
deal with Kyiv so that the national restrictions
would be lifted in due course.?

No such agreement has been reached with
Warsaw and Budapest. In Poland, it led to vocal
domesticandinternational criticism directed at
the government which was accused of abusing
the issue to advance a political campaign; it
was widely seen that PiS was trying to court
voters in the farming areas, as well as

down by demanding that Zelensky never insult
Polish people again.?®

Statements that can be interpreted in Moscow
or anywhere else as evidence of fractures in
Western unity are damaging to both Ukraine’s
war efforts and Poland’s leadership aspirations
in Europe alike. Prioritising domestic political
considerations ahead of high-stakes elections
is not specific to populist parties only, but the
grain dispute is the most visible deterioration
in Polish-Ukrainian relations in the last year
and a half.

Prioritising domestic political considerations
ahead of high-stakes elections is not specific

those leaning towards Konfederacja
due to their scepticism of Ukraine.?
However, the protectionist measure
has gained a strong national support:
72% of Poles approved of it as a
permanent or temporary restriction.
Only 15% disapproved,® meaning

to populist parties only, but the grain dispute
is the most visible deterioration in Polish-
Ukrainian relations in the last year and a half

that the governing party had even
fewer incentives to take an unpopular decision
before the national vote.

The dispute was fuelled by controversial
statements from both Polish and Ukrainian
leadership. President Volodymyr Zelensky
accused his neighbours of staging a political
theatre that was only beneficial to Moscow.
On the same day, Prime Minister Morawiecki
announced that Poland was no longer
transferringweaponsto Ukraine, asthe country
needed to focus on its own re-armament.
Polish weapons depots are, indeed, almost
empty, for the country has already delivered
extensive military supplies to Kyiv. After
requests for clarification from Washington,
President Duda declared the next day that
Morawiecki’s statement only concerned new
equipment bought to modernise the Polish
army and that Warsaw would continue to
serve as a logistics hub for arming Ukraine.?
A day after, however, Morawiecki doubled

2 Julia Payne and Alan Charlish, “Poland, Hungary
Slovakia to Introduce Bans on Ukraine Grains,”
Reuters, 15 September 2023.

2 Oksana Lysiuk, “Romania and Slovakia Agreed to the
Grain Trade System and Lifted Their Bans,” UBN, 21
September 2023.

3 Piotr Buras, “Rifts and Realities: The Strained Bond
between Poland and Ukraine,” ECFR, 28 September
2023.

2 “Opinons about the grain crisis,” CBOS, 7 June 2023.

% Shaun Walker and Sam Jones, “Poland Will No Longer
Send Weapons to Ukraine, Says PM, as Grain Dispute
Escalates,” The Guardian, 21 September 2023.

1.2. FROM BUDAPEST, WITH LOST
LOVE

Russian aggression shed light on the
connections between PiS and its populist
counterparts in Europe, who used to be
(and still are to some extent) much more
sympathetic to Russian views than the
mainstream politicians in Poland could be.”
Previously, PiS was one of the driving engines
to unite and re-arrange the far-right political
scene in order to rally support in national and
European Parliament (EP) elections.

For example, in December 2021, PiS invited
14 nationalist parties and politicians — with
Hungary’s Victor Orban, France’s Marine Le
Pen, and Spain’s Santiago Abascal among
them — to Warsaw. The meeting came after 16
Eurosceptic parties declared in July 2021 that
they would form a “grand alliance” in the EP. %

Currently, the populist parties there are
divided between the Identity and Democracy
Group and the European Conservatives and
Reformists (ECR) Group; for years, there have

26 Mariya Ehlinger and Maija Knight, “Never ‘insult
Poles Again,’ Poland’s Prime Minister Tells Ukraine’s
Zelensky,” CNN, 23 September 2023.

27 Interview with Balcer.

28 “European Nationalists Eye New Alliance at Warsaw
Talks,” France 24, 4 December 2021.
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The ruling parties in Poland and Hungary

been calls to unite the nationalists into one
bloc. Just before the invasion, in January 2022,
a similar group gathered in Madrid at the
invitation of the Vox party. The attendee list
included Prime Ministers Mateusz Morawiecki
and Viktor Orban and presidential candidate
Marine Le Pen, as well as politicians from
Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Estonia, France,
Hungary, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Romania,
and the hosting nation of Spain. At the same
time, the National Alliance of Latvia and the
Swedish Democrats declined to participate.?

These efforts to foster unity have faced
significant obstacles since February 2022
when PiS started to underline that they had
friends critical of the EU but preferred parties
who were also critical of Russia. This new
course resulted in PiS politicians distancing
themselves from Marine Le Pen, Matteo
Salvini, and Viktor Orban. Instead, they
claimed to favour Giorgia Meloni from Fratelli
d’Italia and Santiago Abascal from Vox.*

Amongst the Eurosceptic parties, the relations
with Hungary’s ruling Fidesz are the biggest
cause of headache for PiS. On the one hand,
the former proximity between PiS and Fidesz
has become politically cumbersome as it
is a convenient tool for the opposition —
particularly for the Civic Platform — to attack
the government. On the other hand, the
governments still share existential interests in
domestic politics, as well as in seeing the EU
and its institutions as a mutual adversary.

have been criticised for their illiberal

tendencies and their perceived drift towards
authoritarianism but continue to enjoy strong
support from their domestic constituencies

It has to be noted that while Poland and
Hungary have been criticised for their illiberal
tendencies and their perceived drift towards
authoritarianism, the ruling parties in both
countries continue to enjoy strong support
from their domestic constituencies. Hungary
remains an ally of the Polish government in
matters important for the PiS electorate.

2 “Two-Day Far-Right Summit Begins in Madrid Led by
Spain’s Vox,” Euronews, 29 January 2022.

30 Interview with Balcer.

Moreover, Fidesz serves as an inspiration for
PiS on how to apply political strategies to
consolidate populist authoritarian power.3!
Taking the idea straight from Hungary’s
playbook, Poland decided to hold areferendum
over migration, state security, and retirement
age alongside its parliamentary elections.
The opposition called for boycotting the
referendum and argued that how the questions
were formulated was biased. Furthermore, the
referendum is subject to different regulations
than the election campaign, which allowed PiS
to spend more money on drumming up their
support ahead of the vote.*?

Over one and a half year, Polish politicians
have criticised their Hungarian counterparts
both openly and behind the curtains. After the
news of the Bucha massacre emerged in April
2022, President Kaczynski said:

If Orban does not see the crimes, he should go
to an eye doctor [...] further cooperation with
Hungary is impossible unless Hungary’s approach
to Russia’s aggression changes.>?

Both governments took diplomatic steps to
show off their disapproval. For example, the
Polish government refrained from extending
their congratulations to Orbdan following his
victory in the parliamentary elections of April
2022. Orban reciprocated by avoiding his
customary first trip to Warsaw.3* Instead, he
selected the Vatican as his travel destination
to ask the Pope to assist in peace efforts.®

Reportedly, Hungary’s newly-elected
President  Katalin  Novdk  was
reprimanded by Prime Minister
Mateusz Morawiecki in Warsaw in
May 2022, as an internal analysis by
Polish leadership had concluded that
Hungary could do much more to wean
itself off Russian energy resources.
Based on the interviews with more than 30
sources, including Polish and Hungarian

31 Interview with Kucharczyk.

32 “poland’s Ruling Party Throws the Opposition a
Referendum Curveball,” POLITICO, 17 August 2023.

33 Adam Holesch and Piotr Zagérski, “Toxic Friend?
The Impact of the Russian Invasion on Democratic

Backsliding and PRR Cooperation in Europe,” West
European Politics Vol 46, No 6 (11 May 2023): 1186.

34 Holesch and Zagdrski, “Toxic Friend?:” 1186.

35 Philip Pullella. ,Pope Thanks Orban for Taking
Ukrainians, Orban Invites Pope to Hungary,” Reuters,
21 April 2022.
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A radical difference in perception towards

officials, VSquare and Direkt36 assessed that
the Polish government — although not having
terminated connections with the Orban
government entirely — did reduce their
engagements.?® This state of affairs was
acknowledged by Orban himself who, during
his address in Baile Tusnad in July 2022, said
that cooperation with Poland had hit an
impasse because the Poles perceived the war
in Ukraine as their shared battle against
Russia.*”

Nevertheless, there was a similar cold phase -
not in extent but in nature —in the Hungarian-
Polish bilateral relations during the period
between the invasion of Crimea in February
2014 and the PiS victory in the Polish elections
in October 2015. Similarly, that estrangement
stemmed from the fundamentally divergent
approaches of the two countries towards
Russia and their varying perspectives
on the European security framework.
When PiS rose to power, this
significant strategic disparity was
overshadowed by shared common
domestic ideologies and seeing the
EU and its institutions as a mutual enemy.®

As long as Russia did not pose a direct threat
to Central Europe, the PiS-Fidesz cooperation
was effective. Now, it is challenging for PiS
politicians to mute their previous partnership
with Fidesz, as Russian aggression has made
the divergence much more salient. This is
demonstrated by the high degree of popular
disapproval in Poland for Hungary’s attitude
towards the war in Ukraine: in March 2023,
just 8% of respondents found it to be positive,
while 54% saw it negatively.*®

Russia is such a toxic issue in PiS-Fidesz

relations that it cannot be swept under the
rug again

A radical difference in perception towards
Russia is such a toxic issue in PiS-Fidesz
relations that it cannot be swept under the rug

36 “How Orbdn Angered His Closest Polish Allies,”
Vsquare.org (blog), 15 May 2023.

37 Holesch and Zagorski, “Toxic Friend?:” 1186.
3 Interview with Hegeds.

3 “War in Ukraine and the international reaction,” CBOS,
9 March 2023.

again. Instead of open cooperation, Fidesz and
PiS are more likely to opportunistically uphold
their previous positions when and where their
interests align —i.e., in sovereignty issues with
the EU, in which PiS does not need to make any
sacrifices to their domestic constituencies.®
Similarly, Poland is not prepared to sanction
Hungary for its non-compliance with the EU
law, should the matter be put to vote in the
European Council.*

Furthermore, PiS still disapproves of Germany
over Hungary: i.e.,, the criticism towards
Germany for dragging its feet in supporting
Ukraine has been dramatically stronger
in Polish public debate than condemning
Hungary.> The March 2023 survey found
that 22% of Poles saw Germany’s attitude
positively, and 43% viewed it negatively, a
second low after Hungary.

Divergence over Russia and China can leave a

permanent mark on the future of the Visegrad
Group (V4)

1.3. BUILDING NEW ALLIANCES

This divergence over Russia and China can
leave a permanent mark on the future of
the Visegrad Group (V4), which has, over the
years, slowly turned into a phantom of its
former self due to multiple internal splits.*®
The alliance was vocal and visible in the
international media during the 2015 refugee
crisis when the governments seized the crisis
as an opportunity to frame their identity
policies as defending their traditional values
and Europe’s future against the so-
depicted mass migration from Islamic
countries.*

Hungary is now an outcast within the
V4 bloc. However, the pro-Russian and
anti-NATO views in Slovakia are likely
to be strengthened after the national elections
delivered the victory to Robert Fico and his
populist SMER party with 22.9% of the vote.
A government led by Fico will bring Slovakia

40 Interview with Végh.

41 Interview with HegedUs.
42 Interview with Balcer.

4 Interview with Balcer.

4 Interview with Takacsy.
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The 3SI has been seen as an attempt to build
a counterweight to Berlin, Paris, and Brussels,

closer to its southern neighbour, thereby
alienating the two from other European states.
Although the Czech Republic remains Poland’s
most credible partner, they too have disagreed
over some foreign policy issues, with the Czech
government unwilling to support the Polish
demand for war reparations from Germany.
Therefore, the V4 has neither a mission nor a
vision of what it wants itself to be, for it has
been emptied on the strategic level.*

Instead, the Polish government has, over
the past year, increasingly focused on
strengtheningbroaderties with other countries
in the CEE region. Contrary to the expectation
that populists in power would resist foreign
policy institutionalisation, several multilateral
initiatives have taken form, notably the Three
Seas Initiative (3Sl) and Bucharest Nine (B9)
fora launched in 2015 by President Duda and
his counterparts in Croatia and Romania,
respectively.

thus reinforcing Poland’s position as a
regional power

The 3SI has been seen as an attempt to build
a counterweight to Berlin, Paris, and Brussels,
thus reinforcing Poland’s position as a regional
power.* It intends to foster a partnership on
the North-South axis of the CEE countries and
offer funding for joint projects in energy and
infrastructure. Officially, the Polish government
denies that the 3SI project is similar to the
Intermarium — an interwar Polish geopolitical
plan that alarmed the neighbouring states
as Warsaw’s attempt to expand its sphere of
influence. At the same time, some Polish right-
wing intellectuals have drawn links between
Intermarium and the 3S1.%

The B9—formedayearafter Russiahad annexed
Crimea and started a war in Ukraine — is made
up of countries on the Eastern flank of NATO.
Even before the start of the full-scale invasion,
these countries had prioritised transatlantic

4 Interview with Végh.

46 Cadier, “Populist Politics of Representation and
Foreign Policy,” 715.

47 Mihai Varga and Aron Buzogany, “The Foreign Policy
of Populists in Power: Contesting Liberalism in Poland
and Hungary,” Geopolitics Vol 26, No 5 (4 October
2021): 1442-63: 1454

cooperation, raised defence spending, and
provided aid to Kyiv.*® As the B9 unites more
like-minded allies concerning their views on
Russia, it is easier to find a common ground
there than within the 3SI group.

1.4. THE GERMAN QUESTION

With both Germany and France, the shift in
foreign policy during the PiS rule is mostly
in tone rather than in practice. However, the
abundance of anti-German and anti-European
messages, as well as the absence of filtration,
is noteworthy as a demonstration of the
impact that the populist political approach
has on foreign policy making. One contentious
topic is Germany’s history of aggression,
which PiS regularly points out to fend off
criticism over the rule of law contentions.
The PiS politicians make frequent references
to historical Germany, promoting Polish
narratives on World War IlI. This is not
a 180-degree turn from the previous
foreign policy stance, as the former
Civic Platform government issued
hundreds of statements denouncing
the fallacious expression of “Polish
Death Camps.” PiS has, however,
elevated the references to Germany’s role as
a perpetrator of crimes to regular occurrence
by, for example, calling for using the term
“German” instead of or with the term “Nazi.”*

In addition, PiS has brought back the demand
for war reparations, originally abandoned in
the 1950s. This move draws parallels between
Nazi Germany and contemporary Germany
and is used to paint Poland in the light of
moral superiority.>® A majority of Poles (57%)
approve of this demand, which is a slight
reduction from the peak recorded in July 2019
(69%). However, only 14% of the respondents
believe that the Polish government will be
able to achieve this goal.®® Warsaw has not
presented a similar demand to Moscow, with

48 Sergiy Gerasymchuk, “Bucharest Nine: Looking for
Cooperation on NATO’s Eastern Flank?,” Friedrich
Ebert Stiftung, Ukrainian Prism, July 2019: 9.

49 Cadier, “Populist Politics of Representation and
Foreign Policy,” 713-15.

0 David Cadier and Kacper Szulecki, “Populism
Historical Discourse and Foreign Policy: The Case of
Poland’s Law and Justice Government,” International
Politics Vol 57, No 6 (December 2020): 990-1011.

51 “Opinions on reparations and Polish-German
relations,” CBOS, 10 October 2022.
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the explanation being that a dialogue with
Berlin is possible; the government will turn its
attention to Russia only after having reached
an agreement with Germany.>?

These anti-German sentiments became even
more rampant during the election campaign.
Polish society has had a great degree of
polarisation and an emotional public debate
for some time, whereas many parties and
politicians often resort to demonising their
opponents. With this background, the strategy
of PiS was to present the opposition as part
of a German and Russian fifth column or a
puppet of Germany. Likewise, the opposition
often accused the government of being agents
of the Kremlin.>?

The strategy of PiS was to present the

opposition as part of a German and Russian
fifth column or a puppet of Germany

The anti-Tusk sentiment is primarily a
domestic political tactic rather than a genuine
critique of Germany. It aims to label the
opposition as a pro-German party and PiS as
a defender of Polish national interests.>* PiS
chairman Jarostaw Kaczynski claimed that he
saw the ruling party as being “Polish” and
countering the “German” faction of the Civic
Platform.>® In August 2023, PiS and its allies in
the parliament adopted a resolution
that declared any foreign interference
in the Polish elections to be a hostile
action. Remarkably, the resolution
singled out Germany, stating that due
to its own history, Germany had no place in
lecturing others on democracy.®®

Therefore, it bears no relevance if the
accusations are purely rhetorical or stem
from real historical grievances, as the
destructive effect on bilateral relations is the
same. Historically, public opinion surveys on

52 Raphael Minder and Laura Pitel, “Poland and
Germany: the feud at the heart of Europe,” Financial
Times, 2 May 2023.

3 Interview with Balcer.
% Interview with Kucharczyk.

5 Daniel Tilles, “Poles have choice between “Polish”
ruling party and “German” opposition, says Kaczynski,”
Notes from Poland, 26 September 2022.

%6 Alicja Ptak, “Polish parliament condemns German

“interference” in elections,” Notes from Poland, 18
August 2023.

Polish-German relations indicated that most
of the time, the majority of Poles viewed them
as average — neither good nor bad. However,
since the Centre for Public Opinion Research
(Centrum Badania Opinii Spotecznej, CBOS)
started conducting its research in 1987, there
have been three times when the percentage
of people describing the relations as “good”
was remarkably low: in 1987-90, in July
2007, and since 2017 onwards (having begun
dropping already in 2015). 31% of Poles in last
year thought that the Polish-German relations
were “bad,” which was the worst result CBOS
has ever recorded.”’

These long-lasting perceptions are also
shaping Polish public debate. For example,
over the past year and a half, there has
been limited pressure from Warsaw
on France and Italy to increase their
military aid to Ukraine.®® Instead,
most of the public criticism has been
directed at Germany, even though the
global military strength ranking places the first
two states much higher than the latter.

In Poland, France is often seen as playing
second fiddle to Germany. Poland was highly
critical of the phone calls between French
President Emmanuel Macron and Russian
President Vladimir Putin in the spring of
2022. Additionally, both Poland and France

In Poland, France is often seen as playing

second fiddle to Germany

have capitalised on negative sentiment to
convert it into political dividends: Polish
politicians have sympathised with Le
Pen, while Macron has put Poland in the
“authoritarian” basket. Nevertheless, these
wounds are not irreparably deep, and some
recent improvements in relations with France
can be observed — yet without a decisive
breakthrough.>® Overlapping interests lie,
for example, in nuclear energy; even though
Poland favours partnership with the US, the

57 “Opinions on reparations and Polish-German
relations,” CBOS, 10 October 2022.

8 Interview with Balcer.

% Interview with Balcer.
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In the PiS rhetoric, the EU is presented as

Electricité de France operator has offered joint
development of nuclear power projects.®°

The EU suffers — as collateral damage — due
to the negative attitudes towards Germany.
In the PiS rhetoric, the EU is presented as
an instrument of Germany’s attempts to
dominate and subdue Poland. This tactic
allowed the government to navigate the
challenge of maintaining public support while
in conflict with the EU, taking into account that
the Polish nation has been consistently pro-
European. In particular, the government was
irked by the fact that the European Commission
removed €35.4 bil earmarked for Poland from
the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF)
due to concerns about the judiciary system
in the country.®! To explain this move to the
otherwise pro-European voters, PiS implied
that Berlin, influenced by Tusk, had pressured
Brussels to withhold the funds from Warsaw.*?

an instrument of Germany’s attempts to
dominate and subdue Poland

Albeit quite high, the support for the EU in
Poland is also rather shallow. This ambivalence
is reflected in both the opinion polls and the
government’s stance on the EU. There is a wide
consensus in Poland on the membership in the
EU. InJune 2022, a record-high 92% supported
it. In April 2023, the support decreased
slightly to 85%. Nevertheless, a majority of
respondents remained positive: from the low
50-60% in 1999-2004 to over 80% ever since
2006 (except in 2013).%2

That being said, the opinions about
the future direction of the EU are
much more divided. In June 2022, 38%
of respondents preferred a deeper
integration between all EU countries;
29% favoured a status quo; 16% wanted to
limit the level of integration and give more
leeway to the national governments. During
the PiS rule, the first two options have lost

80 “EDF Signs with Respect Energy a Specific Exclusive
Cooperation Agreement,” EDF FR, 16 January 2023.

1 Aleksandra Krzysztoszek, “Polish IVIPs to Discuss
New Law to Unblock EU Recovery Funds,” Euractiv, 9
January 2023.

%2 Interview with Kucharczyk

8 “Opinions on Poland’s membership in the European
Union,” CBOS, 11 May 2023.

some supporters, but the numbers have
been fluctuating, with no clear trend line
for any direction.%* Over the past year, the
share of Poles who think that membership
in the EU imposes overly extensive limits on
their nation’s sovereignty and independence
has risen from 33% to 45%; 44% disagreed,
down from 55% in 2022, making it one of the
polarising issues in the society.®

1.5. LOOKING OVERSEAS

The Polish-American relations is a nuanced
topic. For Polish society, a strong partnership
with the US remains a paramount priority. A
survey conducted by the Institute of Public
Affairs (IPA) in 2023 found that both PiS and
PO electorates attributed an equally high
value to strong cooperation with the US and
UK. Similarly, voters valued cooperation with
Ukraine, but it was lower on the list
than the first two. Additionally, both
groups rejected cooperation with
authoritarian, anti-Western countries:
i.e., Russia and, to a lesser extent,
China. These results are noteworthy
because they show that, in the otherwise
polarised country, the US, the UK, Ukraine,
Russia, and China are perceived very similarly
by constituencies of opposing political parties.
In contrast, PO’s supporters see a much higher
value in cooperation with Germany, France,
and the Czech Republic, while PiS’ supporters
prefer cooperation with Hungary to that with
Germany or France (but less than with the
Czech Repubilic).%®

PiS has continued the traditional Polish
foreign policy with an emphasis on the

transatlantic partnership and the American
security guarantees in Eastern Europe

By and large, PiS has continued the traditional
Polish foreign policy with an emphasis
on the transatlantic partnership and the
American security guarantees in Eastern

64 “Opinions on EU integration and policies,” CBOS, 7
June 2022.

85 “Opinions on Poland’s membership in the European
Union,” CBOS, 11 May 2023.

% Matgorzata Pigtek-Kopka and Jacek Kucharczyk.
sIransatlantic Cooperation in the Context of Russian
Aggression against Ukraine. Polish and German
Opinions - Research Report,” IPA, 2023: 13.
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Europe. As was with the case of foreign
policy institutionalisation, this runs counter
to a common expectation of populist parties
to be anti-American and pro-Russian in their
attitudes.®’ This stance was especially salient
during the Trump presidency when several
other European states were critical of the US
domestic and foreign policies. Donald Trump
answered in kind, calling Poland a “Beacon of
Freedom” during his visit to Warsaw in 2017.%8
In June 2020, President Trump welcomed
President Duda in the White House just four
days before the Polish presidential elections,
a decision criticised as a move to give Duda
a campaign boost.® After Trump had lost his
presidential election in 2020, both Duda him-
self and the Polish government were lacklustre
in acknowledging Joe Biden’s victory.”®

Unfriendly personal relations between Duda
and Biden persisted until the invasion when
the Polish government suddenly embraced
the Biden administration as a key security
partner. Immediately, PiS stopped openly
criticising President Biden, and the US
answered by tempering its rhetoric over the
PiS’ authoritarian policies. Both sides focused
on practical cooperation, particularly in
supplying weapons. Additionally, Americans
were impressed with how successfully
Poland handled the Ukrainian refugee
crisis.”

At the same time, the previous
mutual understanding between the
Trump administration and the Polish
government, as well as the importance that
the US now puts on security cooperation with
Poland, has made Polish liberals worried that
Washington might pay less attention to the
country’s democratic backsliding. However,
there have been exceptions to this soft-spoken
approach: when American financial interests
were threatened and in the case of severe
breaches of democratic principles.”

57 Cadier, “Populist Politics of Representation and
Foreign Policy,” 711.

% Megan Specia, “Trump Hails Poland as a Beacon of
Freedom. Rights Groups Beg to Differ,” The New York
Times, 6 July 2017.

8 “Polish Leader’s Trump Card: A Pre-Election U.S.
Invite,” The Associated Press, 18 June 2020.

70 “Trump Ally Poland Conflicted over Biden Win,"
Euractiv, 10 November 2020.

"1 Interview with Kucharczyk.
2 Interview with Kucharczyk.

J

e The first example occurred in 2021 when
the government wanted to push through
legislation restricting media ownership
to the European Economic Area (EEA)
countries. This bill targeted the TVN media
channel, owned by Discovery in the US,
which was critical of the government.”
Journalist organisations compared it
to the muzzling of independent media
underway in Hungary and Russia.” Facing
strong pushback from Washington,
President Duda vetoed the bill, stating
that a previous treaty signed with the US
compelled Poland to protect American
investments.”™

e The second instance occurred in May-June
2023: the “Lex Tusk” law established a
special committee to investigate Russian
influence and empowered the authorities
to ban Polish citizens from public office
without proper procedures. This piece
of legislation also faced open and strong
criticism from the US, represented by
Ambassador Mark Brzezinski, as well as
from the EP.”® The European Commission
initiated legal proceedings against the law,
fearing that the committee decisions could
be used to oust the opposition politicians.

When Polish politics takes an authoritarian
turn or engages in actions that go against

democratic values, the US administration is
ready to criticise and take action

After both domestic and international
backslash, President Duda proposed
amendments that removed the ban to
hold a public office but kept the power to
guestion the politicians on suspicion of
Russian influence.”

73 “Poland’s Government Takes Aim at US-Owned
Broadcaster,” POLITICO, 8 July 2021.

74 “Poland: Media Freedom Groups Urge President Duda
to Veto ‘Lex-TVN’,” IFJ, 22 December 2021.

7> Anna Wlodarczak-semczuk and Pawel Florkiewicz,
“Polish President Vetoes Media Bill, U.S. Welcomes
Move,” Reuters, 27 December 2021.

76 “Polish President Signs ‘Tusk Law’ on Undue Russian
Influence,” Reuters, 29 May 2023; “New Electoral
Rules and the “Lex Tusk”: Poland’s Latest Threats to
EU Values,” European Parliament, 7 November 2023.

77 “Duda Offers Changes to Law on ‘Russian Influence’ as
Criticism Grows,” Euronews, 2 June 2023.
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The examples above demonstrate that
while the US may be willing to maintain a
cooperative atmosphere on strategic issues
like Ukraine and Russia’s security affairs, this
willingness has its limits. When Polish politics
takes an authoritarian turn or engages in
actions that go against democratic values, the
US administration is ready to criticise and take
action to influence the behaviour of the Polish
government.

Another aspect of the Polish understanding
of geopolitics — which differs somewhat from
that of the US — is China. Before the Russian
aggression, President Duda attended the
opening ceremony of the Beijing 2023 Winter
Olympics and met with President Xi Jinping
amidst an American diplomatic boycott.”®
Duda and Xi have exchanged phone calls on
a regular basis. PiS justifies its diplomatic
steps towards China as if not convincing than
at least encouraging the Communist Party of
China (CPC) to take a position on Ukraine.”®
However, this is hardly a credible conviction.

More broadly, Poland recognises that China is
a rising economic power and believes that it
should keep communication channels open.
Warsaw sees itself as an important regional
power in CEE and hopes to have room to
manoeuvre in establishing its own relations
with China, as opposed to following in US
footsteps. At the same time, the US is still a
crucial security ally. For this reason, if PiS
feels too comfortable with the CPC, the Polish
government may face some serious pressure
from the US to pull back.®

2. HUNGARY'S
FOREIGN POLICY
UNDER FIDESZ

After four years of serving as a Prime Minister
from 1998-2002, Viktor Orban was the leader
of the opposition for close to a decade until
Fidesz, under his leadership, won 53% of the
popular vote in the parliamentary elections
in 2010. Hungary’s complex electoral system,
however, gave Fidesz a supermajority — a

78 “Poland’s President to Attend Beijing Olympics amidst
U.S. Boycott,” Reuters, 18 January 2022.

% Interview with Balcer.

8 |nterview with Balcer.

two-thirds majority allowing Fidesz to make
constitutional changes in the parliament
only by themselves. The party’s position was
secured with gerrymandered single-mandate
districts, which delivered safe seats to Fidesz.®!
This had occurred despite the criticism from
the Organisation for Security and Cooperation
in Europe (OSCE) for elections being not
entirely fair. Hungary has also gained the
notorious title of the only “partly free” EU
country, according to the Freedom House.®?

Using the opportunity, Fidesz passed a
new Constitution the following year. This
Constitution allows many legislative domains
to only be altered by two-thirds majority votes.
With that, the Orban government made sure
that their decisions could only be repealed
with a broad consensus, thus the ideology of
Fidesz would likely outlive Orban.8

With the introduction of a new constitution
and laws aimed at regulating the media and
the judiciary in 2011, tensions rose between
Hungary and the EU. In 2012, the EP adopted
the Tavares Report that condemned the
situation of fundamental rights in Hungary.’
In April 2022, Fidesz retained power for
the fourth consecutive term, increasing
the number of seats by 2 to 135 and thus
confirming the supermajority in the 199-
seat Hungarian Parliament. The ideologically
diverse joint opposition list was only able to
win 57 seats.

The persistence of Orbdan’s rule demonstrates
his ability to continuously reinforce the
antagonism between “the elite” and “the

or the underdogs against powerful external
enemies

81 Frances McCall Rosenbluth and lan Shapiro,
Responsible parties: saving democracy from itself
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), 221.

82 “Hungary: Freedom in the World 2022 Country
Report,” Freedom House, accessed on 14 September
2023.

8 Andrea L P Pirro and Ben Stanley, “Forging, Bending
and Breaking: Enacting the “llliberal Playbook” in
Hungary and Poland,” Perspectives on Politics Vol 20,
No 1 (March 2022): 86-101.

84 Varga and Buzogany, “The Foreign Policy of Populists
in Power.” 1454.
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people.”® Often, Fidesz paints itself and
Hungary as the victims or the underdogs
against powerful external enemies. For the
latter role, the EU, the US, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), or the global financial
industry in general suit best due to
their political and economic weight.®
This has allowed Fidesz to refute the
common wisdom that populist parties
tone down their radical rhetoric and
policies once in office.?” Quite to
the contrary, Fidesz cultivates the
ingroup-outgroup dynamics and uses the
political cleavages to polarise the society and
entrench their hold over their supporters.®

2.1. “HUNGARY NEEDS RUSSIA”

The most notable characteristic of Hungary’s
response to the full-scale Russian invasion of
Ukraine is its softness. Orban’s government has
tried to uphold their relations with Russia by
understating the war or putting the blame on
Ukraine and the West.?® At first, the meekness
of Fidesz’s politicians was comprehendible,
as Hungary was in the midst of the election
campaign. Orban was one of the last EU
leaders to meet Putin just three weeks before
the full-scale invasion and called for finding
a reasonable agreement with Russia.®® Later
on, he could not shift the rhetoric in the last
weeks before the election day without eating
his own words.

However, what was remarkable was the fact
that Fidesz did not try to change its track at all,
even after the elections. Since the government
overwhelmingly controls the media, it can
easily amend any positions and still be able to

85 Robert Csehi, “Neither Episodic, nor Destined to
Failure? The Endurance of Hungarian Populism after
2010,” Democratization Vol 26, No 6 (18 August 2019):
1015-21.

Zoltan Adam, “Politicizing war: Viktor Orban’s right-
wing authoritarian populist regime and the Russian
invasion of Ukraine,” in Gilles Ivaldi and Emilia Zankina
(ed), The Impacts of the Russian Invasion of Ukraine
on Right-Wing Populism in Europe (ECPS, March
2023), 174.

Daniel Hegeds, “Rethinking the Incumbency Effect.
Radicalization of Governing Populist Parties in East-
Central-Europe. A Case Study of Hungary,” European
Politics and Society Vol 20, No 4 (8 August 2019):
406-30.

8 Adam, “Politicizing war,” 174.

8 Adam, “Politicizing war,” 174.

“Strongmen Strut Their Stuff as Orban Visits Putin in
Russia,” POLITICO, 1 February 2022.
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sell the new narratives to its constituencies.®?
Instead, in his victory speech after the election,
Orban still invoked Ukraine’s President
Zelensky, the Brussels bureaucrats, and the
international media as his opponents.®

The core of Hungarian foreign policy since
2014 has centred on establishing close ties

with the revisionist global powers: Russia
and China

This inability to adapt effectively to the
evolving international landscape is noteworthy
because Prime Minister Orban’s regime has
been famously flexible in the past. The core
of Hungarian foreign policy since 2014 has
centred on establishing close ties with the
revisionist global powers: Russia and China.
This approach is driven by multifaceted
motives. First, Hungary seeks new economic
opportunities (though with limited success,
especially in recent Sino-Hungarian
relations). Second and more importantly, the
government has pursued strategic benefits in
utilising relationships with Russia and China as
leverage over Western partners, signalling that
Hungary has alternatives in case of disputes
with Europe and the US.*®

The full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine
collapsed this strategy overnight. A rational
choice would have been to re-align Hungarian
foreign policy with that of other Central
European countries, thereby positioning
Hungary as a reliable NATO member. The
absence of such a shift, in turn, could suggest
that Hungarian foreign policy has become
highly ideological. Daniel Hegeds states:

Orbdn seems to have a strong belief in the
demise of the West. He tends to significantly
underestimate the Western alliance’s capabilities,
including G7, NATO, and the European Union,
both economically and politically. He doubts
their ability to take collective action. Conversely,
he appears to overestimate the strengths of
challengers like China and Russia.®*

1 Interview with Takacsy.

92 “Hungary Election: PM Viktor Orban Criticises
Ukraine’s Zelensky as He Wins Vote,” BBC News, 3
April 2022.

% Interview with Hegedds.
% Interview with Hegedds.
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Orbdn’s stance on Russia reflects his belief

that Russia has a fair chance of emerging
victorious in the war in Ukraine

The slowdown in coalition-building is not the

intended change in Fidesz’s foreign policy
but rather an outcome of the circumstances

Thus, Orban’s stance on Russia reflects
his belief that Russia has a fair chance of
emerging victorious in the war in Ukraine.
Similarly to President Putin, Orban seems to
anticipate that over time, Western unity will
waver and that support for Ukraine will wane

because of the high demands that the war of
attrition brings. Ukraine’s reliance on Western
military, economic, and financial assistance
is vulnerable to potential shifts in political
leadership, especially in the US but also in
Europe, so the diminishment of aid might lead
to a Russian triumph. In such a scenario, the
best ally of the Kremlin within the EU might be
rewarded.*

The Hungarian government has continued
to put a strong emphasis on close ties with
Moscow while doing the bare minimum such
as condemning the Russian aggression to
ensure that the EU funds would keep flowing.
The result of such a siding with Russia was
Hungary’s increased isolation in the EU
and the countries in CEE.*® This brought on
two changes in Budapest’s foreign policy:
abandoning alliance-building and becoming
increasingly confrontational with Brussels.

Through the years, the Fidesz government led
a concerted effort to strengthen ties with like-
minded governments and parties both within
and beyond the region. PiS party in Poland had
once been a key partner in this campaign, but

having left the European People’s Party (EPP) in
2021, Fidesz sought to approach other radical-
right parties across the continent. However,
due to differences with PiS on Russia and the
impact of the war on alliances between radical-
right parties, this coalition-building has slowed
down. It has to be stressed that this is not the

% Interview with Hegedus.
% Adam, “Politicizing war,” 175.

intended change in Fidesz’s foreign policy but
rather an outcome of the circumstances.®’

This is not to say that Fidesz has forgone all
cooperation with other European parties
since many of them are still sympathetic to
Russia and Putin as its strongman
leader. For example, Orban sided with
Marine Le Pen during the 2022 French
presidential elections.® Le Pen’s
campaign received a direct €10.7 ml
loan from Hungary’s MKB Bank, even
though Orban himself has often stated that
no one should intervene in domestic affairs
from abroad.®® Nevertheless, the challenge to
navigate this complex landscape might affect
Fidesz’s positions ahead of the EP elections
in 2024, as the efforts to unite the populist
radical right have run into the sand.

2.2. SPEAK HARSHLY AND CARRY
A SMALL STICK

The Orban government’s path-dependent
foreign policy towards Russia has also
influenceditstonein EU politics. The Hungarian
government is now more confrontational,
threatening to veto even in cases where
national interests are hard to detect. For
example, in the fifth sanction package that
included measures against Patriarch Kirill,
Hungary insisted on removing the Russian
church official from the list, even though there
was no Hungarian stake in that.’® Although the
EU institutions have always been scapegoated
by Orban and his allies, sanctions against
Russia provide a convenient tool to blame the
EU for Hungary’s economic woes, the list of
which also includes the suspension of
EU funds.®

Since Fidesz’s success in the April
2022 elections, the EU has become
increasingly assertive in its attempts
to persuade Hungary to fall in line. In late
2022, the European Commission said that

9 Interview with Végh.

% “Marine Le Pen Finds Inspiration in Her Close
Relationship with Viktor Orban,” Le Monde, 18 April
2022.

9 “France’s Le Pen Got Loan from Hungarian Bank Close
to Orban -Filing,” Reuters, 10 March 2022.

0nterview with Végh.
101Adam, “Politicizing war,” 175.
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Hungary would not receive payments from the
COVID-19 RRF funds until the independence
of the judiciary had been restored and
corruption issues addressed.? Additionally,
the Commission withheld funds from the EU
budget for 2021-27 based on the conditionality
criteria against breaches of the rule of law.%
Suspension of the allocated funds forced
Budapest to implement several reforms that
would reduce political interference in the
judicial system. Nevertheless, while these
changes might agree with the EU’s demands
on paper, the amendments are unlikely to
reverse the course of Hungary’s democratic
backsliding.'® Recent media reports, however,
suggest that the Commission might be willing
to release some of the funds earmarked for
Hungary to buy its support for this year’s EU
budget that has been increased to continue
providing financial aid to Kyiv.1%

The reforms might agree with the EU’s

demands on paper but unlikely to reverse
the course of the democratic backsliding

Similarly to its unconstructive role in the
sanctions negotiations in the EU, Hungary,
alongside Turkey, presented demands for
ratifying Sweden’s and Finland’s application
to NATO. However, the two countries had
fundamentally different starting points in the
NATO accession process. Turkey had clearly
defined objectives and essentially used the
demands as a form of diplomatic leverage. In
contrast, in the beginning, Hungary did not
seem to have substantive goals other than
simply protracting the process by promising
ratification and setting deadlines that were
consistently missed.

102)an Strupczewski, “EU Approves Hungary’s Recovery
Plan, but Withholds Cash, Moves to Freeze Other
Funds,” Reuters, 30 November 2022.

103“Rule of law conditionality mechanism: Council
decides to suspend €6.3 billion given only partial
remedial action by Hungary,” Council of the EU, 12
December 2022.

104Edit Zgut-Przybylska, “Orban’s Informal Power: The
EU’s growing assertiveness and overlooking of media
capture,” in Anna Wojcik (ed), Unleashing the Power
of EU Law: Assessing Innovative Solutions and Areas
for Improvement in Safeguarding the Rule of Law (The
Wiktor Osiatynski Archive, 2023), 19.

1%5Henry Foy, ,,Brussels to unfreeze Hungary funds as it
seeks help for Ukraine® Financial Times, 3 October
2023.

Only in the autumn of 2022 did Hungary
attribute the reluctance to support Sweden’s
NATO accession, in part, to the Swedish
politicians’ concerns about democracy and
media freedom-related issues in Hungary
(which the Orban government dismissed as
“blatant lies”). However, the lack of a well-
defined stance hindered Budapest’s ability
to win concessions. Additionally, Hungary
attempted to link NATO’s accession to a
package deal with the EU, possibly involving
access to suspended EU funding. This
strategy was also unsuccessful.’®® After Turkey
approved of Swedish accession bid in June
2023, Hungary promised to give a green light
as well; however, when the matter would be
put to vote remained uncertain at the time
of writing.X%” Likewise, it is unclear whether
Hungary ever received or would receive any
substantial concessions to stop delaying the
process, while seeming to advance
Russian interests in Europe.

In fact, it is the membership in the
EU and NATO that permits Hungary
to even make such demands, as
succinctly stated by Caroline de Gruyter, the
European affairs correspondent for NRC, a
Dutch daily:

Contrary to what Prime Minister Viktor Orban
often states, these memberships do not reduce
Hungary’s sovereignty, but enhance it: they
provide it with much-needed security and cash,
and allow it to have a say—or even a veto—in
Brussels among the truly grand and powerful. This
allows Orban to play above his station from time
to time by loudly blocking a proposal or decision,
just to annoy the hell out of Paris, Berlin, or even
Washington. Brussels diplomats often point out
that 90 per cent of the time, Hungary cooperates
normally. The rest is posturing — about the word
“gender,” Russian sanctions lists, new NATO
members, and so on — hardly on substance, but
because it can. Once that point is made, Orban
often backs down again, for nothing, and waits
for the next opportunity.1%

Since the full-scale Russian invasion of
Ukraine, Hungary’s relations with the US have
also become more confrontational. So far,

1% |nterview with Hegeds.

107“Prime Minister Orban Says Hungary Is in No Rush to
Ratify Sweden’s NATO Bid,” The Associated Press, 25
September 2023.

1084)ydy Asks: Is Hungary a Reliable EU and NATO
Member?,” Carnegie Europe, accessed on 14
September 2023.
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the disputes have been contained between
the Hungarian government and the US
ambassador in Budapest, and have not risen
to the international level.’® An explanation

his own growing autocracy.'*? In this light,
it is notable that since 2022, Hungary has
been governed by the “states of danger”
due tothe COVID-19 pandemic and the war
in Ukraine (i.e., a legally exceptional

Since the full-scale Russian invasion of regime that enables the government

to enact laws by decree).’?

Ukraine, Hungary'’s relations with the US
have also become more confrontational

Another reason for siding with

for this tone and rhetoric was provided by
Szazadvég, a pro-government think-tank:

In Hungary, government policy is in line with the
consistent pro-peace stance of the population.*°

In October 2023, it was reported that 63%
of Hungarians believed that the US wished
to continue the Russian-Ukrainian war and
attributed the result to the perception that
President Biden’s actions and statements
seemed to escalate the conflict, not to promote
a peace deal. Szazadvég further noted that 92%
of Hungarians wished to immediately end the
war and to bring parties to a negotiation table,
while only 6% hoped to see the war continue
until Ukraine defeated Vladimir Putin.!!

There are three primary explanations for
Hungary’s cordiality towards Russia.

e First, Budapest is concerned about the
rights of the Hungarian minority in
Transcarpathia, which makes it favour a
Russian-dominated and institutionally
weak Ukraine over a militarily strong
Ukraine.

e Second, the government needs an external
enemy to blame for Hungary’s economic
hardships, including the highest inflation
rate in the EU. The EU’s sanctions on
Russia and Belarus, as well as the western
financial and military aid to Ukraine, serve
as convenient scapegoats to channel
domestic discontent towards Brussels.

e Third, Orban might be looking up to Putin
and hisregime as amodel toinstitutionalise

19nterview with Végh.

H10“The Majority of Hungarians Are Calling for a Ceasefire
and Peace Talks,” Szdzadvég, 27 October 2022.

H1Szazadvég, “The Majority of Hungarians Are Calling for
a Ceasefire and Peace Talks,”.

Moscow is Hungary’s high dependence
on Russian energy: around 80% of its gas
comes from Gazprom. While the Baltic states
have moved on to completely decouple from
Russian gas, Hungary expects to do so only by
2050 by boosting domestic electricity
production.’* Afraid of rising energy prices for
domestic consumers, Hungary also wants to
avoid EU sanctions on oil and gas imports.
Hungary threatened to veto EU sanctions on
nuclear energy and insisted on importing
nuclear fuel from Russia and expanding the
Paks’ nuclear power plant (NPP) in cooperation
with Rosatom, a Russian state nuclear energy
company.’> Amongst the Hungarian public,
there is no debate about whether this
dependency on Russian nuclear fuel should be
reduced and how to achieve it.'*®* The
expansion plan also triggers renewed tensions
with Poland which tolerates the already
existing Paks-l NPP but disapproves of the
expansion project.*’

In comparison, the other contract that
Rosatom had in an EU member state —i.e., the
Hanhikivi project in Finland — was terminated
by the Finnish Fennovoima in May last year.®
Additionally, Hungary received a €10 bil loan
from Russia to expand the Paks NPP, whereas
Finland had been monitoring the related risks
to national security even before the full-scale
invasion.'*
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18“Hanhikivi contract repeal unlawful, rules Dispute
Review Board : Corporate,” World Nuclear News,
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For Hungary, more problems loom on the
horizon: construction of Paks-Il has been
severely delayed. Thus, the confrontation
between Russia and Europe has been raising
costs for the Hungarian state. As Zsuzsanna
Végh points out:

This is not a cost that the Hungarian government
is willing to stomach. It is not clear to what extent
the government is exploring alternatives. It insists
on maintaining ties with Russia.?

2.3. OVER THE HORIZON

Over the past 13 years in government, Fidesz
introduced several changes to Hungary’s
foreign policy, making it populist, pragmatic,
and domestic communication-oriented.!*! The
populist stance implies harsh rhetoric against
external opponents, with the common culprits
found not only in Brussels but also in
other national capitals. Conveniently,
the harsh words do not have to be
tied to the facts on the ground. For
example, Fidesz has used such rhetoric
against Germany, especially since the
change of government in Berlin where
the current coalition of Social Democrats, the
Greens, and the Free Democrats represents
opposing ideological entities to Fidesz.!?

However, the harsh reality is that German
and Hungarian economies are strongly
interconnected, making smooth cooperation
in economic matters a necessity for Orban.
Over the last 30 years, Hungary and Germany
have increased bilateral trade, with exports
growing by 7-9 times; Germany was the top
destination for Hungarian-made products
in 2021.'2 Several German companies such
as Mercedes, Audi, and BMW have their
branches in Hungary, while Hungary is closely
incorporated in German car manufacturing
supply chains. Recently, Hungary allied with
Germany over French opposition to China’s
plan to sell more electric cars in Europe;
German companies, in the meantime, feared

120|nterview with Végh.
2 nterview with Takdacsy.
122|nterviews with Hegedus and Takacsy.

123The Observatory of Economic Complexity, “Germany
(DEU) and Hungary (HUN) Trade,” OEC, accessed on 14
September 2023.

that steps angering China would endanger
their profits in the Chinese market.?*

Similarly to waiting out for a more favourable
administration in Washington, Orban looks
forward to the return of the conservative
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) to the
German Chancellery (Bundeskanzleramt).
Orban’s expectation is that it would both
improve bilateral relations and possibly bring
about a more conservative EPP at the European
level. For that reason, Fidesz refrained from
joining the ldentity and Democracy group in
the EP, as it would bring them uncomfortably
close to Alternative fir Deutschland (AfD). Even
though AfD attempted to deepen cooperation
with Fidesz, the response from Budapest was
consistently cold. A potential collaboration is
avoided so as not to harm German-Hungarian
relations and investment climate at home.®

A potential collaboration between Fidesz and
AfD is avoided so as not to harm German-

Hungarian relations and the investment
climate at home

Fidesz has targeted some — neither frequent
nor sharp — criticism at France, which is
compelling as President Macron is often
seen as one of the most pro-European and
potentially federalist leaders, leading to the
expectation of ideological clashes with Prime
Minister Orban. However, both leaders find
value in personal meetings, seeing them as
an opportunity to elevate their own profile.
Thus, it is in their interest to hold cordial
relations. Furthermore, France and Hungary
share a common ground in campaigning for
categorising nuclear energy as a renewable
energy source in the EU, against the position
of Germany.??® Quite curiously, both Macron
and Orban have endorsed the creation of the
European Army. However, in the case of Orban,
it pays lip service to right-wing securitisation
narratives, without risking any actual
consequences as the practical implementation
of this concept remains distant.??’

124Neil Winton, “French Desire For EU Protection From
China’s Electric Cars Irks Germany,” Forbes, 26 June
2023.

2|nterview with Hegedds.

126Kate Abnett, “France Leads Push for EU to Boost
Nuclear-Produced Hydrogen,” Reuters, 3 February
2023.

27|nterview with Hegedds.
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The pragmatic approach implies prioritising
economic benefits over moral and value-
based considerations. Fidesz’s propaganda
tends to downplay the significance of values in
foreign policy, stressing instead that economic
gain is ultimately what matters. Under Orban,
Hungary elevated its “Eastern Opening” to a
flagship foreign policy. The policy attempted
to attract foreign investments and businesses,

Fidesz’s propaganda tends to downplay

the significance of values in foreign policy,

stressing instead that economic gain is
ultimately what matters

for which the newly established Ministry
of Foreign Affairs and Trade was ordered
to focus on China and Russia as potential
markets. Notably, about 400 experienced
Hungarian career bureaucrats were replaced
with newcomers or pro-Russian diplomats.!?®
However, as discussed earlier, with the course
of the Russian war against Ukraine, Hungary’s
foreign policy has become less pragmatic and
more ideological due to its unwillingness to
reduce its isolation in the EU.

China welcomed Hungary’s approach for
both economic and strategic reasons. The
partnership with Hungary in particular — and
with the CEE countries in general (currently
known as the 14+1 format) — is designed to
address Beijing’s economic concerns: creating
demand for foreign trade and the slow-down
in economic growth at home. At the same
time, this partnership gave China the means
to strengthen its positive image in the eyes of
the EU members.'® For example, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the Hungarian officials,
in their statements, preferred China to the
West in providing adequate assistance to
suffering countries. Hungary was the first EU
country to approve Chinese COVID-19 vaccines
and bought 5 million doses of Sinopharm,
together with Russia’s Sputnik V vaccine. Orban
himself declared that he would receive the
Chinese vaccine.’® Nevertheless, Hungary’s

128\/arga and Buzogany, “The Foreign Policy of Populists
in Power,” 1454,

129 |jsa Irimescu, “Hungary’s Eastern Opening: Political
and Economic Impacts,” Kiliigyi és Kiilgazdasdgi
Intézet Policy, 2019.

130“Hungary Signs Deal for Chinese Sinopharm’s
COVID-19 Vaccine, First in EU,” Reuters, 29 January
2021.

initial hopes of partnering with China to
counterbalance the EU have not materialised:
China still accounts for a minimal share of
Hungary’s exports.!3!

Orban has a personalised and politicised
approach to decision-making in foreign policy
and diplomacy. During his first term, Orban
made use of the seasoned diplomats at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA),
later explaining that their task was to
justify Fidesz’s controversial policies.
In 2014, his protégé and Foreign
Minister Peter Szijjarté restructured
the ministry’s foreign policy decision-
making process to meet the Prime
Minister’s demands. In addition, Orban
extended the competencies of the Prime
Minister’s Office — i.e., transforming it from
a small day-to-day administrative support
organisation to a complex web of projects
and priorities (which initially included the EU
affairs, now under the Ministry of Justice).
Thus, despite having a close ally in the MFA,
Orban still micromanages many foreign policy
areas under his direct scrutiny.!*

This led to some accusations from the oppo-
sition that Fidesz is prioritising communication
over governing. Fidesz exploited the weake-
ned free media and the well-funded pro-
government media network. It designed a
highly efficient messaging system, enabling
them to effectively disseminate their
narratives. Policy decisions are often made
with the goal of boosting Fidesz’s image in
pro-governmental media. Fidesz frequently
dismisses the accusations as attacks on the
nation and claims to be striving to preserve
sovereignty or guard the nation against
foreign intervention. However, this emphasis
on communication is not exclusive to foreign
policy but present in all areas of domestic
politics.’®* Therefore, the Fidesz government
treats foreign policy as an extension of
domestic politics.

Blpgwet Paszak, “Hungary’s “Opening to the East” Hasn't
Delivered,” CEPA, 8 March 2021.

132péter Visnovitz and Erin Kristin Jenne, “Populist
Argumentation in Foreign Policy: The Case of Hungary
under Viktor Orban, 2010-2020,” Comparative
European Politics Vol 19, No 6 (1 December 2021):
683-702.
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Since Fidesz rose to power, Hungarian foreign
policy has undergone several significant
changes. Most importantly, these are
the questioning of the country’s Western
orientation and a shift towards increased
Euroscepticism. The latter tendency is
common among populist parties, whether
right or left-wing, with right-wing populists

on immigration policy, but the politicisation of
the issue can be drawn back to them.3*

The description above fits Fidesz better than
it does PiS. The Polish government is keen
on increasing the number of Allied troops
stationed in the country, as well as building
international institutional platforms in the
form of the 3SI and the B9.%%¢

Since Fidesz rose to power, Hungarian

: : Nor is Hungary vehemently against
foreign policy has undergone several sary y a8

reinforcing the security alliances. At
the extraordinary NATO Summit in
Brussels on 24 March 2022, NATO

significant changes such as questioning of
the country’s Western orientation and a

shift towards increased Euroscepticism

being particularly sceptical on the grounds
of national sovereignty. While before Brexit,
these parties argued for leaving the EU, now
they are calling for reforming it from within
and curbing the powers of the Commission
and the EP in favour of national governments.
Specific to Fidesz, especially compared with
PiS, is the Eastern orientation.’®* More broadly,
however, a desire for a multi-vector foreign
policy tends to be common among populist
radical-right parties.

3. IS THERE A POPULIST
FOREIGN POLICY?
COMPARING POLAND
AND HUNGARY

Due to its nature as a “thin” ideology, there
is no set of rules for a populist foreign
policy, but some common factors still exist.
According to Verbeek and Zaslove, populist
radical-right parties can be described as
isolationist in their general attitude; it
means, above all, their opposition to the
multilateral deployment of the military. They
are sceptical of Europeanisation in their views
of regional integration, protectionist in trade,
and opposing trans-border migration. In the
European context, migration is the foremost
topic connected with the rise of populist
parties. It has been difficult to measure the
actual impact of populist radical-right parties

134Interview with Vegh.

leaders agreed to enhance their
posture in the Eastern Flank. To
the already existing multinational
battlegroups in Poland and the Baltic states,
four more were deployed to Bulgaria,
Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia. Croatia, Italy,
Montenegro, Turkey, and the US contributed
around 1 000 troops to the NATO battlegroupin
Hungary.®®” Previously, Foreign Minister Péter
Szijjartdé and Defence Minister Tibor Benké
had been less inclined to have a multinational
military presence in the country.’3® However,
eventually, the Hungarian government was
rather content with the deployment. Hungary
has not formally opened its land or airspace
for Western arms deliveries to Ukraine but
has allowed their transit to other NATO
countries.*

Both Fidesz and PiS fiercely criticised the
EU policies regarding immigration from the
Global South and rejected the migration
guotas in 2015. However, following the first
Russian military aggression against Ukraine in
2014, Poland issued new residence permits to
Ukrainian labour migrants in record numbers
due to the demands of the growing Polish

135Bertjan Verbeek, and Andrej Zaslove, “Populism and
Foreign Policy,” in Cristobal Rovira Kaltwasser, Paul
Taggart, Paulina Ochoa Espejo, and Pierre Ostiguy
(eds), The Oxford Handbook of Populism Vol 1 (Oxford
University Press, 2017).

136“Increasing the US Military Presence in Poland -
Ministry of National Defence,” Ministry of National
Defence, accessed on 14 September 2023.

1B7“NATO’s Military Presence in the East of the Alliance,”
NATO, accessed on 30 September 2023.

138“NATO to Strengthen Presence in Hungary As Well,”
Hungary Today, 24 March 2022; “Defense Minister:
Hungary “Does Not Require the Deployment of
Additional NATO Forces at Present,” Hungary Today,
31 January 2022.

139“Hungary Allows Entry of NATO Forces and Inter-NATO
Weapon Shipments,” Hungary Today, 8 March 2022.
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economy. From 2015, the PiS government
continued the practice even without a clearly
articulated migration policy. 14°

In the spring of 2022, almost 3 million war
refugees from Ukraine fled to Poland, with
both the Polish government and the society
welcoming them. Today, fewer than a million
reside in Poland, while many either moved
to other countries or returned to Ukraine.'*
Nonetheless, this is still a remarkably high
figure. Although Ukrainian refugees reported
some deterioration in attitudes towards them
in Polish society over the past year, 80% still
described the general sentiment as positive,
against only 3% who considered it negative.'*
In contrast, about 50 000 Ukrainians found
refuge in Hungary, where the refugee care
system has been upheld largely by volunteers.
The government, in its public communication,
inflates the number of people Hungary has
taken in. In short, when it comes to migration
from Ukraine, Poland and Hungary have taken
different approaches — although Poland is now
planning to reduce financial aid provided to
Ukrainian refugees.’* Ironically, both countries
are currently mired in domestic scandals for
appearing to have granted cash-for-visas to
non-EU citizens.***

PiS and Fidesz are “soft” Eurosceptics:
against further EU integration and joining

the Eurozone but not proactively advocating
leaving the EU because of the economic and
political benefits the membership provides

Both PiS and Fidesz are often described as
“soft” Eurosceptics. They are against further

149Maciej Duszczyk and Pawet Kaczmarczyk, “The War
in Ukraine and Migration to Poland: OQutlook and
Challenges,” Intereconomics Vol 57, No 3 (May 2022):
164-70.

41“Operational Data Portal: Ukraine Refugee Situation,”
UNHCR, accessed on 29 September 2023.

1424 ukasz Baszczak, Agnieszka Wincewicz, and Radostaw
Zyzik, “Poles and Ukrainians — the challenges of
integrating refugees”, Polish Economic Institute, 2023:
19-20.

143 Poland Says It May Cut Aid for Ukrainian Refugees
next Year” The Kyiv Independent, 19 September 2023.

144 Poland’s Government under Fire after Reports of
Cash-for-Visas Scheme”. POLITICO, 11 September
2023; ,,Companies Linked to Hungarian Anti-
Immigration Governing Party Profit from the
Recruitment of Migrant Workers”. Vsquare.org (blog),
12 September 2023.

EU integration and joining the Eurozone but
not proactively advocating leaving the EU
because of the economic benefits and political
leverages the membership provides. In Orban’s
eyes, the EU is unfree and fragile; its migration
policy is an existential threat to Europe; and
the EU institutions have taken over too many
competencies that need to be transferred back
to the national capitals, especially regarding
migration policy. However, the Hungarian
government claims that Hungary is not anti-
European but only wishes to reform existing
policies and build a stronger Europe.'*

Officially, Hungary endorses the EU’s Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) to achieve
the aforementioned objective. However,
Fidesz’s Russia and China policies had deviated
from the goal of the EU speaking in unison
on the CFSP matters already before 2022.14
With EU-Russia relations being increasingly
confrontational and those with China colder,
Hungary’s divergence was ever more visible.
In contrast, Poland was frustrated with the
soft stance other EU member states took
towards Russia before the full-scale invasion
and demanded Europe increase military and
financial support to Ukraine.'¥ Therefore,
while both would be opposed to further
internal integration reforms in the
EU and prefer a loose confederation
of nation-states instead, the actual
policy carried out under this banner
had its discrepancies.

Hungary’s and  Poland’s  grain
dispute with Ukraine is the foremost
example of protectionism in trade.
Nevertheless, a similar restriction was also
implemented by Ukraine’s other neighbours:
Bulgaria, Romania, and Slovakia. The ban itself
was approved by the European Commission
until the end of the market distortion, which
it claimed had ended in September. Although
Poland received most international attention,
the matter was not completely resolved by any
of these countries. The problems with how to
integrate Ukraine — a war-torn country whose
economy needs huge reconstruction boosts,

145Tibor Hargitai, “How Eurosceptic Is Fidesz Actually?,”
Politics in Central Europe Vol 16, No 1 (1 April 2020):
189-209.

146Hargitai, “How Eurosceptic Is Fidesz Actually?:” 196-7.

147 James Shotter, “Poland’s Prime Minister Brands
Macron ‘Irresponsible” on Nato,” Financial Times, 10
November 2019.
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but who still is an agricultural powerhouse —
into the EU are only going to become more
salient when the EU starts its accession
negotiations. In this environment, all member
states will have substantial demands and
concerns before moving forward with the EU
enlargement — not taking into account when
and how the Russian war against Ukraine ends
is yet unclear.

Although the populist label applies to both
politicalparties, Fideszisarguablymore populist
— both in its domestic and foreign policies —
than PiS, which is especially noticeable when
the Polish foreign policy is being scrutinised.
By and large, both governments adhere to
typical characteristics of a populist foreign
policy. However, they also exhibit nuanced
variations and pragmatic adaptions that align
with their specific geopolitical circumstances
and domestic priorities.

The line between the internal and external
issues is unavoidably blurred, as both nations
are members of the EU and have thus delegated
some of their sovereignty to a supranational
organisation. The European Commission’s
infringement procedures launched against
Poland and Hungary were an example of an
issue where domestic and foreign politics
intertwined. Similarly, itis difficult to categorise
the grain trade dispute as a plainly external
issue because the matter has been driven
by domestic concerns. While the practice of
domestic politics influencing foreign policy is
not uncommon across the political spectrum,
in the case of populist parties, it emphasises
the necessity to consider their populist nature
when making future predictions.

foreign policy to undermine international
cooperation and shows that in the Polish
case, security trumps other concerns.

e Hungary, which perceives itself to be less
vulnerable as a non-frontline state, has
instead continued to obstruct international
negotiations over EU sanctions against
Russia or the Nordic states’ NATO
application, even in times when Hungarian
national interests are hard to detect.

Yet a closer examination of PiS narratives,
between 2015 and February 2022, reveals that
Russia did not figure in them as prominently
as Germany or Ukraine did. This aligns with
the notion that when employing polarising
rhetoric, it is most effective to target it at a
group that can also be used to attack one’s
domestic opposition. It is exemplified by
the case of Germany whom PiS continues
to single out as a hostile interfering actor in
Polish domestic affairs. The tactic has been
employed in tone rather than in practice, yet
the deterioration of Polish public opinion of
Germany is salient regardless. Furthermore,
Poland’s negative portrayal of the EU as an
instrument of German domination helps
the government to maintain public support
while in conflict with the EU, despite the
Polish population’s pro-European sentiment.
Likewise, Fidesz uses tough rhetoric against
Germany, even though the economies of the
two countries are strongly interconnected, and
Orban needs smooth cooperation in economic
matters. Additionally, Fidesz is waiting for the
CDU to return to power in hopes that it will
improve relations with Berlin.

The full-scale war and the differences in

CONCLUSION seeing Russia have adversely affected Polish-

Hungarian relations, as well as the relations
between populist radical-right parties in
Europe

The analysis of a foreign policy
conducted by a populist radical-right
party in government reveals complex

dynamics in Poland’s and Hungary’s
relations with other states and international
organisations.

e Poland’s primary foreign policy objective is
fighting against Russian aggression, leading
them to build close security relations with
Ukraine and the NATO allies. This runs
counter to the expectation of a populist

Importantly, the full-scale war and the
differences in seeing Russia have adversely
affected Polish-Hungarian relations, as well
as the relations between populist radical-
right parties in Europe. Hungary used to be
Poland’s closest ally in their struggle with the
EU institutions over the rule of law matters.
Now, their former friendship gives the Polish
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Hungary'’s inability to adapt to the changing
circumstances shows that a foreign policy

opposition a batting stick for the election
campaign. The Polish government has tried to
manoeuvre in these murky waters by openly
criticising their Hungarian counterparts when
politically pragmatic, yet it is likely to uphold
the previous positions when and where
their interests align. The latter includes both
contestation with the EU and issues important
to the PiS electorate — e.g., banning Ukrainian
grain imports.

The divide over Russia also sabotaged efforts
to foster unity among populist radical-right
parties in Europe. PiS is keen to distance itself
from politicians who used to sympathise with
Putin (e.g., Marine Le Pen or Matteo Salvini),
instead preferring Giorgia Meloni or Santiago
Abascal who are critical of both Russia and
the EU. Similarly, the clash over Russia forced
Fidesz to slow down efforts to strengthen ties
with like-minded parties, as its isolation in the
EU became toxic. Hungary’s inability to adapt
to the changing circumstances shows that
a foreign policy previously considered to be
primarily opportunistic has morphed into a
highly ideological one. It seems that Orban is,
in fact, a faithful believer in the demise of the
West and is seeking to preserve partnerships
with Russia and China for the time when this
solidarity might be rewarded.

previously considered to be primarily

opportunistic has morphed into a highly

ideological one

Overthelastyearandahalf, Warsaw repeatedly
stressed that its relationship with Washington
was better than ever. This was a rather sudden
shift: formerly, the Polish governmenthadsided
with the Trump administration and was critical
of President Biden after the 2020 US elections.
Now, both sides muted their criticism and
emphasised practical cooperation, especially
in providing military aid to Ukraine, as well
as mitigating the impact of the Ukrainian
refugee influx to Poland. There were some
fears among Polish liberals that the US might
overlook the country’s democratic backsliding.
Nevertheless, the soft-spoken approach had
limits, in particularly when American financial
interests were in jeopardy and in cases of

severe breaches from democratic principles.
In contrast, Hungary’s relations with the
US became increasingly confrontational,
blaming the Biden administration’s actions
for escalating the conflict instead of working
towards a resolution.

Both countries see China as a rising economic
and geopolitical power to contend with.

e The weight of the US in Polish security
policy, however, might pressure Poland to
keep its distance from China.

e In Hungary’s case, the government aspired
to collaborate with China in order to offset
the EU’s influence. Those aspirations have
not materialised, as China continues to
account for a negligible share in Hungary’s
export activities.

The analysis of the foreign policies of two
prominent populist radical-right parties in
Europe — Fidesz and PiS — leads to several
conclusions.

e First, even though populist radical-right
parties’ rhetoric and policy choices do
share some characteristics (especially
when compared to the populist left, as

well as populist market liberal or
regional parties'*®), there are crucial
differences that play an important
role in setting the foreign policy
agenda. Nations in CEE often perceive
themselves to be vulnerable because
of territorial insecurities and historical
grievances. Right-wing populist parties
have used these insecurities to drum
up fears about the loss of sovereignty to
external actors.®® However, the actual
policy results depend on who is seen to
be threatening national sovereignty and
security. In both countries, the intricate
interplay between domestic politics and
international affairs continues to shape
the foreign policy outlook.

18For classicification, see Bertjan Verbeek, and Andrej
Zaslove, “Populism and Foreign Policy.”

9 Anna Kende and Péter Krekd, “Xenophobia, prejudice,
and right-wing populism in East-Central Europe,”
Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences, Political
Ideologies Vol 34 (1 August 2020): 29-33.
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Second, in the course of Russia’s full-
scale war against Ukraine, the contrasts
between Polish and Hungarian foreign
policy have grown more visible, affecting
their relations with each other, as well
as with other countries and the EU. The
clash between PiS and Fidesz over Russia
and Ukraine divided the V4 group and
paralysed attempts to consolidate
the populistradical rightin Europe,
weakening their stance ahead of
the EP elections in 2024. As to the
EU sanctions policy, PiS advocates
for the harshest measures, while
Fidesz tries to soften them, even
when Hungary’s national interests
are not on the line. This suggests
that the presence or the rise of populist
radical-right parties to power in the EU
countries does not necessarily lead to
the weakening of EU foreign policy if the
parties in question are supportive of a
stronger approach.

However, the fundamental risk with populist
parties is that they might sacrifice long-term
strategic interests for short-term gains, as
exemplified by the ongoing dispute over grain
trade between Warsaw and Kyiv, fuelled by
the considerations of an election campaign.
This tendency is in no way unique to populist
parties — after all, every politician is almost

willing to point fingers instead of coming
up with nuanced explanations and difficult
solutions

always thinking of how to get re-elected.
However, as explained above, the need to
devise either domestic or foreign enemies
makes populist governments more willing
to point fingers instead of coming up with
nuanced explanations and difficult solutions.
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