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ABSTRACT 
 

This paper examines the domestic and international behavior of the Orbán 

regime in relation to the Russia-Ukraine war. It is shown that, before the invasion, 

the Orbán regime as the only patronal autocracy in the EU adopted a geopolitical 

regime strategy of protecting the regime’s corrupt operations from the EU 

(framed in a negative, de-legitimizing narrative) and expanding the same 

operations towards Russia (framed in a positive, de-stigmatizing narrative). 

Hungary’s behavior after the invasion is interpreted in this context, and it is 

conceptualized as the duality of Western linkage and Russian leverage. The paper 

analyzes the crisis of the “bridge role” between West and East, Orbán’s 

subsequent attempts to maintain it anyway, as well as the Hungarian regime’s 

anti-Ukrainian campaign on the domestic scene and pro-Russian steps on the 

international scene, coupled with obligatory support for the Western 

condemnation and sanctioning of the Russian regime (hence dubious loyalty). In 

conclusion, the trends analyzed in the paper point not to the departure of 

Hungary from the Western bloc for the Eastern but to the prolonged existence of 

a mafia state on the EU’s periphery. 

 

KEYWORDS 

 

Hungary, Russia-Ukraine war, EU membership, patronalism, mafia state 
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THE HUNGARIAN PATRONAL AUTOCRACY AND THE FULL-SCALE 

INVASION1 

 

Hungary today is a post-communist mafia state. In 2010, an autocratic 

breakthrough replaced the world of competing corrupt networks, i.e., patronal 

democracy, and established a single-pyramid patronal network, led by the chief 

patron, Viktor Orbán (Figure 1). With a two-thirds majority in the parliament, 

Orbán could rewrite the constitution and the electoral law unilaterally, and in the 

last years, referring to different types of crisis situations (migration, the pandemic, 

and the Russian-Ukrainian war) he has ruled by decree without any democratic 

restraint. He was also able to appoint his own clients to head the institutions that 

would serve as checks and balances on power in a democratic regime (the 

constitutional court, the media authority, the national council overseeing the 

courts, election monitoring bodies etc.) without the need for consensus. The 

creation of unlimited constitutional and appointment powers has emptied the 

formal institutional system: the people who hold the majority of public power are 

in practice political front men, at various levels, who do not exercise the authority 

of their position autonomously, but merely mediate decisions taken outside the 

legally defined institutions into the sphere of legality. The decisions of the informal 

patronal network, Orbán’s adopted political family, can be described and 

understood by the twin motives of concentration of power and accumulation of 

wealth, carried out with bloodless means of state coercion applied with a wide 

amplitude of arbitrariness.2 

 

1 The present paper was prepared as a chapter of an upcoming volume on the Russia-Ukraine 

war and its consequences, edited by the authors, and to be published by CEU Press in 2023. 
2 For a more details, see Bálint Magyar, Post-Communist Mafia State: The Case of Hungary 

(Budapest: CEU Press, 2016). 
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Figure 1: Modelled trajectory of Hungary (1949-2022). Source: own 

construction. 

 

Between 2010 and February 2022, Orbán and his party Fidesz were re-elected 

twice with two-thirds majorities in manipulated elections.3 In foreign policy, the 

same period saw growing tensions between Hungary and its Western partners, as 

well as increasing formal and informal dependencies on Russia. Several clashes 

with the EU over its criticisms of de-democratization in Hungary took place while 

Russian gas-diplomacy, the ongoing expansion of the Paks Nuclear Power Plant, 

and other similar deals put Hungary in an obliged and dependent position in 

exchange for private benefit. 

When the full-scale Russian military invasion of Ukraine started on 24 February 

2022, Hungarian politics was preoccupied with the upcoming elections in April. 

The frightening news of war in a neighboring country, combined with an 

increasing flow of Ukrainian refugees, immediately elevated the topic to the 

center of the campaign. While the unified opposition also had a hard time finding 

 

3 Bálint Magyar and Bálint Madlovics, “Hungary 2022: Election Manipulation and the Regime’s 

Attempts at Electoral Fraud” (Budapest: CEU Democracy Institute, March 31, 2022), 

https://democracyinstitute.ceu.edu/articles/balint-magyar-and-balint-madlovics-election-

manipulation-and-electoral-fraud-hungary. 
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a unified response to the events, the war created an unexpected situation for 

Orbán’s patronal autocracy as well. 

In this working paper, we analyze Orbán’s response to the Russian invasion in the 

context of his regime, rather than country, strategy, as well as the patron-client 

relation that had been developed with Putin’s Russia since 2010. In the pre-

invasion period, Orbán’s regime strategy on the geopolitical level was protecting 

(from the EU) and expanding (towards Russia) his mafia state’s corrupt operations. 

In the next sections, we explain Hungary’s situation in the EU, the steps in 

developing the patron-client relation with Putin, and analyze the two narratives 

that Orbán, as an ideology-applying populist, carefully crafted for his regime 

strategy: a negative, de-legitimizing one for the EU (“we won’t be a colony”) and a 

positive, de-stigmatizing one for Putin’s Russia (“Eastern opening”). 

Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way argue in their famous book on competitive 

authoritarianism that Western linkage and leverage lead to a country’s 

democratization.4 In contrast, when the full-scale Russian invasion started, 

Orbán’s mafia state was in Western linkage and under Russian leverage. The result 

– which is analyzed in the second half of the paper – suggests the opposite of 

democratic change: the crisis of the “bridge role” between West and East, Orbán’s 

subsequent attempts to maintain it anyway, and his anti-Ukrainian campaign on 

the domestic scene, and pro-Russian steps on the international scene, point to 

the prolonged existence of a mafia state on the EU’s periphery. 

  

 

4 Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes after the Cold War 

(Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
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AN EU MEMBER IN RUSSIA’S CRIMINAL ECOSYSTEM: THE 

SITUATION OF ORBÁN’S HUNGARY BEFORE THE INVASION 
 

THE HUNGARIAN MAFIA STATE AND THE EUROPEAN UNION 

 

In the years since 2010, Orbán’s patronal autocracy has sought to consolidate 

itself by breaking down the autonomies that potentially threatened its power: 

autonomous media, autonomous NGOs, the autonomy of entrepreneurs, and the 

autonomy of citizens, although the regime has been able to curtail individual 

freedoms the least. This is at least partially explained by the fact that Hungary is 

a member of the European Union (EU).5 

On the other hand, Hungary is the only mafia state in the EU. While corruption is 

endemic in other post-communist countries that have joined the EU, such as 

Romania and Bulgaria, the proportionate election systems and divided executive 

power have prevented the emergence of a single-pyramid patronal network in 

these countries.6 The type of autocratic regime that Orbán has established in 

Hungary is very different from Jarosław Kaczyński’s autocratic attempt in Poland 

as well, despite the similarities in their ideological structures. While Orbán’s 

regime seeks wealth, and key decisions are made through informal mechanisms 

instead of through formal institutions, Kaczyński is conducting a conservative-

autocratic experiment that is driven as much by ideology as the quest for power.7 

Neither informal patronalism nor centrally organized corruption appear in the 

Polish case, only party nepotism8 and the extension of formal powers of the state 

through nationalization.9 

 

5 András Bozóki and Dániel Hegedűs, “An Externally Constrained Hybrid Regime: Hungary in the 

European Union,” Democratization, April 13, 2018, 1173–89. 
6 Venelin I. Ganev, “Post-Accession Hooliganism: Democratic Governance in Bulgaria and 

Romania after 2007,” East European Politics and Societies 27, no. 1 (February 1, 2013): 26–44. 
7 Wojciech Sadurski, Poland’s Constitutional Breakdown (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019). 
8 Edit Zgut, “Informal Exercise of Power: Undermining Democracy Under the EU’s Radar in 

Hungary and Poland,” Hague Journal on the Rule of Law, March 2, 2022. 
9 Piotr Kozarzewski and Maciej Bałtowski, “Return of State-Owned Enterprises in Poland” (Paper 

presented at the Seventh Annual Conference of the Leibniz Institute for East and Southeast 
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The EU was founded upon the presumption of regime homogeneity: all its 

members are going to be liberal democracies, and even if their leaders disagree 

or wish to follow different interests they will have a joint platform of common 

norms to work out their differences. Therefore, it lacks the appropriate 

mechanisms to deal with regime heterogeneity. However, among the EU’s 

members a majority of Western liberal democracies is accompanied by a 

conservative autocratic attempt (Poland), patronal democracies (Bulgaria, 

Romania, Slovakia), and a patronal autocracy (Hungary). Of these, patronal 

autocracy is the most subversive because it is incompatible with Western 

members, as well as with both the EU’s political foundations (liberal democracy) 

and its economic foundations (market economy). 

While the lack of effective defensive mechanisms that would foster regime 

homogeneity is a structural design flaw of the EU, the rationality of common 

values as declared by the EU has clashed with the rationality of geopolitics with its 

pressure of circumstances. In particular, Central Europe (and within it, Orbán’s 

mafia state) is situated on the periphery of empires, between Western Europe and 

the patronal autocracy that is Russia. Before the invasion of Ukraine, the EU saw 

the dilemma as follows: a move to admit the post-communist countries  from the 

Balkans and Eastern Europe which are still outside the EU as members would lead 

to a catastrophic inflation of the system of common values; however, a flat 

rejection of these countries, let alone an expulsion of the autocratic regimes 

within the EU, would give the Russian Empire, that is in the process of 

reincarnation, the opportunity to expand towards the West. 

This perception pushed the EU towards the creation of a “buffer zone” within the 

EU, but largely outside the Eurozone. While giving up its romantic belief and 

original mission following the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the Western European 

political elite began to consider the buffer-zone countries like Hungary that were 

falling behind not as a companion in a cultural sense but only as an area to be 

influenced economically. The EU aimed to achieve its geopolitical objectives 

through support granted to buffer states; at the same time, it is equipped only for 

 

European Studies, Regensburg, Germany, May 30, 2019). 
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addressing ad hoc violations of the common European values through mediation, 

persuasion, and judicial avenues, and lacks the tools to prevent the systematic 

erosion of liberal democracy. This discrepancy has been exploited by Orbán by 

using EU funds – which constitute a transfer of c. 4% of Hungarian GDP every 

year10 – to finance his clients and subsequently strengthen his autocratic regime.11 

REGIME STRATEGY INSTEAD OF COUNTRY STRATEGY: MAFIA STATE 

GEOPOLITICS AND THE DE-STIGMATIZATION OF RUSSIA 

 

A criminal organization, whether private or public, has two basic functions. First, 

it tries to accumulate wealth for its members, which necessitates some source of 

money and the ability to launder it. Secondly, it needs to be able to ensure 

impunity for its members, thus deactivating control mechanisms12 such as law 

enforcement and prosecution which would prevent it from spending its 

accumulated wealth.13 Domestically, Orbán has the political power formally 

(through his supermajority) and informally (through his clients) to achieve these 

goals.14 Internationally, he has to achieve them in a specific geopolitical 

environment with different actors, countries, and international organizations with 

different facilitating and hindering aspects. 

After his victory in 2010, Orbán faced an EU which provided funds to Hungary 

(wealth accumulation) with the possibility to exercise oversight (jeopardizing 

impunity), and Eastern autocrats who, being patronal actors themselves, would 

 

10 D. Kovács Ildikó and Vitéz F. Ibolya, “Alig látszana gazdasági növekedés az uniós támogatások 

nélkül [Economic growth would be almost invisible without EU transfers],” 24.hu, May 2, 2022, 

https://24.hu/fn/gazdasag/2022/05/02/eu-unios-tamogatas-gazdasagi-novekedes-gdp-petschnig-

maria-zita/. 
11 István János Tóth and Miklós Hajdu, “Cronyism in the Orbán Regime: An Empirical Analysis of 

Public Tenders, 2005–2021,” in Dynamics of an Authoritarian System: Hungary, 2010–2021, by Mária 

Csanádi et al. (Budapest–Vienna–New York: CEU Press, 2022), 230–74. 
12 Dávid Jancsics, “From Local Cliques to Mafia State: The Evolution of Network Corruption,” in 

Twenty-Five Sides of a Post-Communist Mafia State, ed. Bálint Magyar and Júlia Vásárhelyi 

(Budapest–New York: CEU Press, 2017), 129–47. 
13 Alexander Cooley, John Heathershaw, and J. C. Sharman, “Laundering Cash, Whitewashing 

Reputations,” Journal of Democracy 29, no. 1 (2018): 39–53. 
14 Magyar, Post-Communist Mafia State. 
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not complain about the corruption risk and rule of law issues regarding 

international trade deals (impunity), which however had not been established at 

that point for Orbán’s adopted political family (no wealth accumulation). Thus, the 

logic of the mafia state dictated weakening ties with the EU, reducing the 

relationship as much as possible to material support, and strengthening ties with 

Eastern autocrats and Putin’s Russia in particular. The ultimate goal of this 

strategy was a “bridge role” in the above-mentioned buffer zone: on the periphery 

of the West and the East, Orbán wanted to cement his regime “while ‘taxing two 

empires’: the structural and cohesion funds from the EU, and the energy 

agreements with the Russian empire ensure a supply of funds.”15 But such a 

geopolitical equilibrium necessitated opposing movements to the EU and Russia. 

All this reflects a regime strategy instead of a country strategy. While the latter 

would position Hungary as a country in the geopolitical space, Orbán’s actions 

predominantly reflected regime interests of maintaining, expanding, and 

preserving patronal autocratic rule. The ideological “country strategy” of the 

government, using ideological concepts such as “national sovereignty” and 

“Eastern opening,”16 came together as a value-incoherent but functionally 

coherent mix. On the grounds of Eastern opening, national sovereignty was given 

up to Putin’s Russia, upon which the dependence of the country and Orbán 

himself has significantly increased (see below). On the other hand, the concept of 

“national sovereignty” appeared only to deflect Western criticisms of de-

democratization and corruption in Hungary, while it conspicuously never surfaced 

in relation to Russia which was embraced on the grounds of “Eastern opening.” 

Based on the regime strategy of opposing movements to the EU and Putin’s 

Russia, functionality coherence manifested in the symmetrical interpretation of 

 

15 Attila Ara-Kovács, “Nemzeti Diplomácia Helyett Családi Üzlet: Az Orbán Kormány Külpolitikája 

[Family Business Instead of National Diplomacy: The Orbán Administration’s Foreign Policy],” in 

Magyar Polip 2 – A Posztkommunista Maffiaállam, eds. Bálint Magyar and Júlia Vásárhelyi 

(Budapest: Noran Libro, 2014), 265. 
16 Bálint Ablonczy, “General Narrative: The Struggle for Sovereignty,” in The Second Term of Viktor 

Orbán: Beyond Prejudice and Enthusiasm, ed. John O’Sullivan and Kálmán Pócza (London: Social 

Affairs Unit, 2015), 53–66. 
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these two foreign entities (Table 1). Ideological constructs were carefully selected 

to fit two narratives tailored to the mafia state’s geopolitics: a negative narrative 

where the elements were fine-tuned to delegitimize the EU’s role and oversight, 

and a positive narrative where the elements were fine-tuned to legitimize the new 

relations with Putin’s Russia. While the former position is necessarily 

confrontational, generating and aggravating social resentments, the latter 

position is non-confrontational and aims to pacify society with the new 

geopolitical allies. 

Table 1: Symmetrical interpretations of the EU and the East. Source: own 

construction. 

In relation to the EU (negative 

narrative) 

In relation to Putin’s Russia (positive 

narrative) 

de-legitimation: 

the national interest is 

legitimately defined by domestic 

and not foreign actors 

(emphasizing costs over benefits) 

legitimation: 

the national interest is to develop new 

economic relations while respecting 

foreign regimes and their leaders 

(emphasizing benefits over costs) 

stigmatization: 

framing the EU as the supporter of 

“them” against “us,” building on 

existing social resentments 

(against migrants, LGBT etc.) 

de-stigmatization: 

framing Russia as the supporter of “us” 

against “them,” taming existing social 

resentments (against communists 

etc.) 

 

Using the argument of national sovereignty in relation to the EU, Orbán has 

argued that only “we, Hungarians” have the right to decide in the cases of national 

interest, whereas foreign interference amounts to the violation of this right, and 

the illegitimate narrowing of the room for maneuver of the legitimate national 

government. As he declared on 15 March 2012, on the national holiday 

commemorating the Hungarian revolution of 1848, Hungary “will not be a colony” 

of the EU.17 

 

17 Viktor Orbán, “Nem Leszünk Gyarmat! [We Will Not Be a Colony!]” (Ünnepi beszéd, Budapest, 0 
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Orbán’s “national freedom fight” is a mafia state’s fight for impunity in the EU. 

National sovereignty was used by Fidesz politicians to justify Hungary’s refusal to 

join the European Public Prosecutor’s Office,18 and more regularly to deflect 

criticisms in rule of law and democracy debates. The answers to detailed 

criticisms, such as the Tavares and the Sargentini reports,19 transformed the mere 

reference to national sovereignty into a broader narrative of the clash of visions 

about Europe’s future as a “Europe of nations” or an imperial “United States of 

Europe,” as Orbán explained in the European Parliament in 2013.20 Indeed, 

Orbán’s “Europe of nations” program is simply a demand for a new relationship 

with the EU: to maintain the obligation for the transfer of European funds for 

convergence, while ensuring autonomy for the establishment of peculiar national 

democracies, namely, autocracies. 

On the other hand, countries like Putin’s Russia are embedded in a positive 

context in the symbolic slogan of Eastern opening. Orbán first spoke of “Eastern 

wind blowing in the world economy” in 2010, a metaphor he used several times 

later in his speeches.21 In this context, the national interest is identified with 

 

15, 2012), http://2010-2014.kormany.hu/hu/miniszterelnokseg/miniszterelnok/beszedek-

publikaciok-interjuk/orban-viktor-miniszterelnok-unnepi-beszede-a-kossuth-lajos-teren. 
18 TI, “The European Public Prosecutor’s Office and Hungary: Challenge or Missed Opportunity?” 

(Transparency International, 2021), https://transparency.hu/wp-

content/uploads/2021/02/europai_ugyeszseg_eng_VEGSO.pdf. 
19 See Rui Tavares, “Draft Report on the Situation of Fundamental Rights: Standards and Practices 

in Hungary” (Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs, 2013); Judith Sargentini, 

“REPORT on a Proposal Calling on the Council to Determine, Pursuant to Article 7(1) of the Treaty 

on European Union, the Existence of a Clear Risk of a Serious Breach by Hungary of the Values 

on Which the Union Is Founded” (European Parliament: Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and 

Home Affairs, July 4, 2018). 
20 Quoted by G. Fodor Gábor, Az Orbán-szabály: Tíz fejezet az Orbán-korszak első tíz évéről [The 

Orbán-rule: Ten chapters on the first ten years of the Orbán era], Új idők (Budapest: Közép- és Kelet-

európai Történelem és Társadalom Kutatásáért Közalapítvány, 2021), 154–55. 
21 András Rácz, “Kétes Politikai Sikerek, Totális Gazdasági Kudarcok: A Keleti Nyitás Valós Mérlege 

[Doubtful Political Successes, Total Economic Failures: The Real Balance of Opening to the East],” 

Válasz Online, August 11, 2019, https://www.valaszonline.hu/2019/08/11/keleti-nyitas-racz-

andras-elemzes/. 
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seeking “the most intensive cooperation possible with China, Russia, the Arab 

world, and the emerging Central Asian region,” as Orbán explained to Hungarian 

diplomats in 2011.22 As opposed to the delegitimizing EU narrative, which is based 

on emphasizing the limits sets by the European community on the regime, the 

legitimizing Eastern narrative emphasizes the (economic) benefits of forming 

relationships while omitting mention of any possible (political) costs. 

Since 2010, Orbán has met Putin 11 times in Moscow and in Budapest.23 These 

diplomatic meetings were typically followed by press releases on both the Russian 

and Hungarian sides, praising the other country and looking forward to 

developing closer economic relations. In 2013, Orbán explained that “it is in 

Hungary’s basic interest to have good relations and maintain close cooperation 

with Russia”, and that “we, Hungarians are aware of […] Russia’s weight and 

importance, but the respect we have for Russia is not primarily due to Russia’s 

size, but to its culture, and our respect for Russian culture is the basis for our good 

economic cooperation”.24 

The symmetry of de-legitimation of the EU and the legitimation of Russia was 

accompanied by a similar symmetry of stigmatization and de-stigmatization, 

respectively. Since 2015, there have been several nationwide state-sponsored 

campaigns against the EU in Hungary, portraying “Brussels” as an ally of George 

Soros and a supporter of illegal migration and LGBT propaganda.25 Intensive hate 

 

22 Zoltán Haszán, “Orbán Úgy Dicséri a Világ Sok Pénzen Ülő Diktátorait, Mint Senki Más [Orbán 

Praises the World’s Dictators with Lots of Money like No One Else],” 444, April 9, 2015, 

https://444.hu/2015/04/09/orban-ugy-dicseri-a-vilag-sok-penzen-ulo-diktatorait-mint-senki-mas. 
23 Erdélyi Katalin, “Orbán Viktor 11 alkalommal találkozott Putyinnal 2010 óta, legtöbbször 

Moszkvában [Orbán met Putin 11 times since 2010, most of the times in Moscow],” atlatszo.hu 

(blog), February 28, 2022, https://atlatszo.hu/kozugy/2022/02/28/orban-viktor-11-alkalommal-

talalkozott-putyinnal-2010-ota-legtobbszor-moszkvaban/. 
24 Viktor Orbán, “Még Gyümölcsözőbb Kapcsolatot Szeretnénk Oroszországgal [We Want Even 

More Fruitful Relations with Russia],” January 31, 2013, https://2010-

2014.kormany.hu/hu/miniszterelnokseg/hirek/egyetertes-az-energetikai-egyuttmukodesben. 
25 Bálint Madlovics, “It’s Not Just Hate: Attitudes toward Migrants in a Dominated Sphere of 

Communication in Hungary,” in After the Fence: Approaches and Attitudes about Migration in Central 

Eastern Europe, ed. Dániel Mikecz, 1st ed. (Budapest: European Liberal Forum - Republikon 

Intézet, 2017), 6–31. 
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and fear campaigns have reached beyond Fidesz’s own voter base: in a 

referendum about the alleged threat of sex reassignment treatments for 

underage children in 2022, c. 3.6 million people voted “no,” as the Fidesz campaign 

suggested, exceeding the number of Fidesz’s list votes of c. 3 million.26 

As Putin’s autocracy moved in Orbán’s populist narrative from the side of “them” 

to “us,” a movement of de-stigmatization, or taming existing social resentments, 

could be seen. Earlier, Orbán as an opposition politician was highly critical of 

Putin, publicly condemning Russia’s military invasion of Georgia in 2008, and 

arguing that Hungary must not become “Gazprom’s happiest barrack” (a 

reference to Hungary being called the “happiest barrack” of the Eastern bloc 

before the regime change). To legitimize Hungary’s new geopolitical line, Orbán’s 

task was to reverse this rhetoric, and portray Putin and Russia in a positive light. 

Instead of a direct campaign, the combined effect of three elements should be 

mentioned. The first one is the reinterpretation of anti-communism. Orbán 

started his political career before the regime change, positioning himself against 

the Soviet Union and Russian oppression. This was clearly stated in a memorably 

radical talk on June 16 1989 urging the removal of Soviet troops from Hungary, 

which later became a point of reference in Fidesz’s interpretation of the history of 

the regime change.27 Anti-communism has been a strong pillar of the Fidesz 

identity, but over time it has become a general negative group marker. Just as 

Putin who, relying on the Russian historical experience, identifies all his 

opponents as “Nazis” (like the Ukrainians), untethering the term from its historical 

or factual meaning, Fidesz has used the term “communist” for its opponents, de-

coupling the Russian component from the term’s historical meaning. Before 2010, 

the concept was used by Fidesz for the socialist-liberal coalition (MSZP-SZDSZ); 

 

26 András Hont and Krisztián Szabó, “Nem Váltók – Népszavazás És Választás [Reassignment of 

Sex and Votes: Referendum and the Elections],” Atlatszo.Hu, April 19, 2022, 

https://atlatszo.hu/adat/2022/04/19/nem-valtok-nepszavazas-es-valasztas/. 
27 Anna Szilágyi and András Bozóki, “Playing It Again in Post-Communism: The Revolutionary 

Rhetoric of Viktor Orbán in Hungary,” Advances in the History of Rhetoric 18, no. sup1 (April 13, 

2015): S153–66. 
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later, it became a slur for both Fidesz’s opposition and the EU. As Orbán stated in 

his speech on the national holiday of 23 October 2013: 

“we know that Hungarian freedom had not only heroes but it had 

traitors as well. We know that all of our revolutions were crushed 

from foreign lands. We know that, too, there always were ones who 

helped the foreign enemy. Muscovite leaders, communist 

militiamen, Red Barons – depending on what was in fashion in the 

world. […] We know that there were and there always are those who 

are ready to give Hungary to colonizers again. [They want to take] 

away the chance that indeed we, the Hungarians could decide 

about our own life. Not about politics and not about political parties 

– about our own life.” 28 

The second element in the de-stigmatization of Russia is the spread of Kremlin 

propaganda by public media and patronalized private media, portraying Russia in 

a positive light in Hungarian news shows and news services.29 The replication of 

Russian fake news and self-legitimizing narratives – such as Russia’s fight against 

“decadent” Western tendencies like LGBT rights – has been particularly impactful 

given the dominated media environment that the Orbán regime has built.30 

Finally, the widely and positively publicized meetings of high-ranking political 

actors from Hungary and Russia – primarily Orbán and Putin, but also ministers 

of foreign affairs Péter Szíjjártó and Sergey Lavrov – also contributed to the 

growing public acceptance of Eastern actors, particularly in contrast to the harsh 

 

28 Viktor Orbán, “A Nagyság Dicsőségét Hagyták Örökül 1956 Hősei [The Legacy of the Heroes of 

1956 Is the Glory of Greatness]” (Ünnepi beszéd, Budapest, October 23, 2013), http://2010-

2014.kormany.hu/hu/miniszterelnokseg/miniszterelnok/beszedek-publikaciok-interjuk/a-

nagysag-dicsoseget-hagytak-orokul-1956-hosei. 
29 “The Impact of Russia’s State-Run Propaganda Apparatus on Online Media in Hungary – 2010–

2017” (Budapest: CRCB, March 19, 2018). 
30 Leonárd Máriás et al., “An Illiberal Model of Media Markets – Soft Censorship 2017,” Mérték 

Booklets (Budapest: Mérték Media Monitor, July 2018), http://mertek.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2018/08/MertekFuzetek15.pdf; Leonárd Máriás et al., “Soft Censorship in 

Hungary 2016: When Propaganda Rules Public Discourse,” Mérték Booklets (Budapest: Mérték 

Media Monitor, May 28, 2017), http://mertek.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2018/08/MertekFuzetek15.pdf. 
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criticism levelled against the West. The overall effect of de-stigmatization has been 

Putin’s relative popularity in Hungary, particularly among the voters of Fidesz. In 

2017, 53% of the population maintained that Hungary should stand somewhere 

between West and East, with only 39% saying that it should be a part of the West; 

at the same time, 44% of the population had positive attitudes toward Putin (the 

highest such number in the Visegrád countries), which was also 6 percentage 

points higher than Merkel’s support, and only 1 percentage point lower than 

Orbán’s. Among Fidesz voters, Putin had a sympathy index of 54% in 2018, which 

was way above both the average (43%) and Merkel’s index (29%).31 Further 

research in the same year found that Putin was the most popular foreign leader 

in Hungary in the 18-59 age group, especially among those without a diploma.32  

GROWING DEPENDENCE ON PUTIN: BECOMING RUSSIA’S “SUB-

SOVEREIGN MAFIA STATE” 

 

The fundamental change in Orbán’s public stance against Russia came in 2009, as 

two journalists explain in their long investigative article on the Orbán-Putin 

relationship.33 As they write: 

In November 2009, Orbán, already a favorite of the upcoming 

elections, met Russian leader Vladimir Putin in Saint Petersburg. 

The purpose of that meeting was for the two politicians, who had 

never met before, to get to know each other. [Later,] two 

influential Hungarian businessmen [travelled to] Moscow weeks 

before Hungary’s April 2010 parliamentary election. Both men 

belonged to the inner circle of […] Orbán […]. One of them was 

 

31 Péter Krekó, “Oroszország a Magyar Közvéleményben [Russia in Hungarian Public Opinion],” in 

Társadalmi Riport 2019, ed. István György Tóth (Budapest: TÁRKI, 2019), 382–96. 
32 Ténygyár, “Putyin elnyerte a magyarok szívét [Putin has won the Hungarians’ heart],” 24.hu, July 

25, 2018, https://24.hu/kulfold/2018/07/25/vlagyimir-putyin-donald-trump-angela-merkel-

nepszeruseg/. 
33 András Pethő and András Szabó, “Orbán’s Game: The Inside Story of How Hungary Became 

Close to Putin,” Direkt36 (blog), March 12, 2018, https://www.direkt36.hu/en/orban-jatszmaja/. 
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Lajos Simicska, a longtime friend of Orbán and his ally in making 

Fidesz the dominant political force in Hungary. The other person 

was Zsolt Nyerges, one of Simicska’s associates and an old friend 

of the Orbán family. […] The goal of Simicska and Nyerges’ trip was 

to establish new business relations between the leaderships of the 

two countries. […] One source described it as an “introductory 

visit.” Another said that the FSB official told Simicska and Nyerges 

that, if they need help in business, they “can rely on Russia.” 

While there had been unconfirmed rumors of earlier corrupt deals between 

Orbán and Russia in the 1990s,34 the meetings described above brought a turn in 

Orbán’s politics which cannot be explained on ideological grounds. Rather, it 

followed the needs of the mafia state which looks for sources of money while 

ensuring the opportunities for money laundering as well as impunity. The two 

meetings described above appear to be Hungary “signing up” for the role of a 

client to the chief patron of Russia. This has resulted in the deepening 

international dependency of Hungary on Russia and, personally, of Orbán on 

Putin. 

Since 2010, Hungarian foreign policy, going against the grain of EU and 

transatlantic obligations, has consisted of the search for legitimization and 

seeking financial favors from Putin and other Eastern autocrats. This is nothing 

more than the expansion of the adopted political family’s leeway, that is, of their 

power and wealth accumulation through the tools of foreign policy. Simply put, 

foreign policy and foreign trade policy have been replaced by family business, and 

the multiple-phase transformation of the institutional system of foreign policy 

was also carried out in view of this objective.35 While foreign policy was led by the 

ministry for foreign affairs, mainly staffed with career diplomats, foreign trade 

policy was overseen by the ministry for economy. The appointment of former 

 

34 Anastasia Kirilenko, “Чемодан От Солнцевских: У Путина Есть Видеокомпромат На Лидера 

Венгрии? [Suitcase from Solntsevo: Does Putin Have Compromising Video on the Hungarian 

Leader?],” The Insider, February 2, 2017, https://theins.ru/korrupciya/43801. 
35 Attila Ara-Kovács, “Diplomacy of the Orbán Regime,” in Twenty-Five Sides of a Post-Communist 

Mafia State, ed. Bálint Magyar and Júlia Vásárhelyi (Budapest–New York: CEU Press, 2017), 611–

35. 
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Fidesz spokesman, and later head of Orbán’s cabinet and press, international, and 

organizational staff, Péter Szijjártó as Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and 

Foreign Trade Policy within the prime minister’s office in 2012 was a sign of the 

change to come in the role of foreign policy. 

As the chief patron’s direct delegate, Szijjártó was tasked with visiting a host of 

autocratic regimes, from Saudi Arabia to Azerbaijan, and from Moscow to Beijing. 

If we look at the business aspect of forming relationships, clearly the other 

members of the Visegrád Group have managed to achieve a more dynamic trade 

growth with Eastern countries. What is growing in Hungary is the proportion of 

foreign trade deals linked to the adopted political family. Unlike the EU, Eastern 

autocracies do not grant transfers to the Orbán regime; what they grant is 

corruption opportunities. They appear as an alternative source of wealth on 

Orbán’s radar because they are willing to make trade deals where there is no 

requirement or opportunity for control. While EU funds are given for specific 

purposes, and their misuse may bring consequences for the respective country, a 

high corruption risk, overpricing, or any other issues related to transparency and 

the rule of law do not appear as requirements in the contracts concluded with 

Eastern autocrats. While the money involved is either a loan to Hungary or it is 

directly spent from the Hungarian budget, the freedom of business structures 

that can be created allows for the large-scale and more efficient expropriation of 

Hungarian taxpayers’ money. 

Four key deals may be mentioned in this category between Orbán’s Hungary and 

Putin’s Russia: 

1. After a confidential meeting with Putin in 2013, Orbán committed himself 

to the expansion of the Paks nuclear power plant, to be funded for the 

most part by a €10 billion Russian loan. The deal was announced 

unexpectedly as the details had been worked out in secret, and the 

documents of the transaction were classified for 30 years. According to 

estimates, construction costs granted with no public tendering, thus going 
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straight to the pockets of the adopted political family, account for 

approximately 40% of the total budget.36 

2. The public Hungarian electricity company Magyar Villamos Művek (MVM) 

concluded a host of new contracts with energy trader MET Holding AG, 

which is partly owned by offshore companies. The model of the centrally 

operated cash pump – with participation of parliament, the government, a 

public mammoth company and the private offshore company – resulted in 

dividends of around HUF 50 billion (c. €160 million). While this model did 

not officially involve the Russian state, a Russian private actor was among 

the owners of the offshore companies, and the deal was not opposed by 

Gazprom even though it clearly violated their interests. Experts and 

background sources also confirm Russian involvement in the case.37 

 

3. The Hungarian government prioritized Russian interests above 

Hungarians when it decided to finance a Russian company instead of the 

Hungarian winner of an Egyptian tender for the purchase of 1,300 railway 

carriages worth many hundreds of billions of forints.38 

 

4. Putin found an eager partner in the Orbán government in his project to 

bring one of the former Soviet Bloc’s institutions, the International 

Investment Bank (IIB), back to life. Suspected of espionage, the bank 

relocated its headquarters from Moscow to Budapest while receiving many 

privileges from the Hungarian government. The bank plays the role of an 

alternative source of money for the mafia state, which can be given loans 

and support for projects which the EU would not finance.39 

 

36 András Deák, “Captured by Power: The Expansion of the Paks Nuclear Power Plant,” in Twenty-

Five Sides of a Post-Communist Mafia State, eds. Bálint Magyar and Júlia Vásárhelyi (Budapest–New 

York: CEU Press, 2017), 323–44. 
37 Pethő and Szabó, “Orbán’s Game.” 
38 Szabolcs Panyi and Szabó, “Spies, Business Deals and Criminals. How Orbán Favors Russian 

Interests Instead of Western Ones,” Direkt36 (blog), March 1, 2022, 

https://www.direkt36.hu/en/kemek-bizniszek-bunozok-amikor-orbanek-az-oroszoknak-

kedveztek-a-nyugati-erdekek-helyett/. 
39 Szabó András, “Buzgó szereplője lett az Orbán-kormány az oroszok pénzügyi terjeszkedésének 
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Hungary, however, has little in the way of solvent goods to offer other than 

disloyalty towards the EU and NATO, besides the petty family dealings. The Orbán 

regime routinely channels subversive Russian propaganda and helps erode 

Europeans’ trust in the EU, NATO, and liberal democracy in general40 whereas it 

also provides a home for Russian secret service activity.41 Hungary’s critique of 

Western sanctions during the annexation of Crimea, describing them as an 

ineffective measure that was not conducive to a solution, was a display of loyalty 

towards Putin and a gesture aimed to bolster legitimization alongside the lifting 

of Putin’s diplomatic quarantine and his warm welcome in Budapest in February 

2015. 

The geopolitical relationship of the Hungarian and Russian patronal autocracies 

can be interpreted in the terms of world-systems theory. In the world-systems 

theory, the “core” refers to the countries where the benefits of the global division 

of labor concentrate, and the “periphery” as the countries where the costs 

concentrate.42 While this theory analyzes formal and legal economic actors, we 

can move the focus to informal and illegal economic actors and their systemic 

interrelations that constitute a so-called criminal ecosystem.43 Thus, we may say 

 

[The Orbán government became an eager agent of Russian financial expansion],” Direkt36 (blog), 

September 3, 2018, https://www.direkt36.hu/buzgo-szereploje-lett-az-orban-kormany-az-

oroszok-penzugyi-terjeszkedesenek/. 
40 Dalibor Rohac, Edit Zgut, and Lóránt Győri, “Populism in Europe and Its Russian Love Affair” 

(American Enterprise Institute, 0 2017), http://www.aei.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/01/Populism-in-Europe-and-Its-Russian-Love-Affair.pdf. 
41 Ferenc Katrein, Hungarian secret agent reveals how serious the Russian threat is, interview by 

Szabolcs Panyi, Index.hu, March 21, 2017, 

http://index.hu/english/2017/03/21/hungarian_secret_agent_reveals_how_serious_the_russian_t

hreat_is/. 
42 Immanuel Wallerstein, World-Systems Analysis: An Introduction (Durham: Duke University Press, 

2004). 
43 Bálint Magyar and Bálint Madlovics, “Criminal State and the Criminal Ecosystem: New Aspects 

for Empirical Corruption Research,” Zhurnal Zarubezhnogo Zakonodatel’stva i Sravnitel’nogo 

Pravovedeniya  (Journal of Foreign Legislation and Comparative Law), no. 5 (2019): 65–78, 

https://doi.org/10.12737/jflcl.2019.5.4. 
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that Russia is the core of a criminal ecosystem, whereas Hungary became its 

“semi-periphery” where the core state’s illegal deals are conducted with the main 

holders of political power, i.e., the local chief patron who receives benefits but also 

enters into a patron-client relationship with the core state’s chief patron. The deals 

described above, while it serve the goals of Orbán’s mafia state, also ties it into 

Putin’s criminal ecosystem in a semi-peripheral vassal position. 

In short, the program of Eastern Opening in Hungarian foreign policy aims to 

secure socially unchecked and freely expendable resources for the adopted 

political family through its connections to Putin and other autocrats. What needs 

to be seen are three points: 

1. this is not classical commerce, for the chief merchandise is Hungary’s 

disloyalty to the EU, for which the adopted political family gains financial 

favors; 

2. it is not the countries and nations but the autocrats between whom the 

Eastern Opening serves to create an intimate, family atmosphere; 

3. the Orbán–Putin relationship is not a partnership of “two criminal equals” 

but one of subordination. 

Orbán gains access to corrupt deals with Russia, but the reverse does not happen: 

Putin does not expect corrupt monies from Hungary but instead growing imperial 

influence. Although a mutually beneficial exchange, the fact that illegal material 

benefits are received by Orbán and not Putin creates a dependency relation which 

Orbán cannot renounce. On the formal side, the Hungarian government becomes 

a useful tool for Moscow’s offensive energy diplomacy that is designed to gain 

influence: not only does it do nothing to reduce Hungary’s Eastern energy 

dependency, but it even exacerbates it. On the informal side, Orbán’s adopted 

political family becomes entangled in Putin’s informal patronal network from 

which there is no free exit. 
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THE MAFIA STATE AND THE WAR: WESTERN LINKAGE AND RUSSIAN 

LEVERAGE 
 

THE CRISIS OF THE BRIDGE ROLE BETWEEN WEST AND EAST 

 

With the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, Orbán had to face the fact that the 

bridge role which had ensured wealth accumulation with impunity for his regime 

had practically disappeared. On the one hand, the antipathy and sense of danger 

generated by the invasion on the part of Western countries removed the 

geopolitical reality of tolerating semi-autocratic regimes in a buffer zone. There is 

no room for intermediaries in war, especially not for actors within the EU serving 

Russian interests. On the other hand, Orbán, who had previously found allies in 

Western populist circles for all his populist campaigns, was confronted with a 

previously unimaginable Western unity against Russia in the face of the Russian 

invasion. The moral discrediting of the Putin regime is such that the Western 

populist parties that were previously (openly or indirectly) pro-Russian could no 

longer be supporters of Orbán’s two-track policy. 

Domestic politics were also shaken by the unexpected invasion, which started on 

24 February, only 38 days before the 2022 Hungarian national elections (April 3). 

The event seemingly caught the Hungarian government by surprise, both in terms 

of communication and action. Within a short period of time, huge numbers of 

refugees began to flow from Ukraine. In one week, around 128,000 refugees came 

through the Hungarian-Ukrainian border; a week later, a flow of refugees at the 

same pace appeared at the Hungarian-Romanian border as well. The daily 

average of refugees coming in between 24 February and 8 May was 13,655.44 

 

44 Mizsur András and Barkó-Nagy Ferenc, “Alig maradnak itt az ukrajnai menekültek, alig kérnek 

segítséget az államtól, és azt is nehezen kapják meg [Ukrainian refugees hardly stay here, hardly 

ask for help from the state, and find it hard to get it],” Telex, May 9, 2022, sec. Belföld, 

https://telex.hu/belfold/2022/05/09/orosz-ukran-haboru-menekultek-menedekes-statusz-
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Although most of the refugees did not want to stay in Hungary, the Hungarian 

services were not prepared to manage such a flow, especially because of the 

neglect of the asylum system in line with the anti-migrant rhetoric of previous 

years. The task was taken up by spontaneous action by civil society, NGOs, and 

private individuals. Notably, this came in contrast to the previous rhetoric of the 

Orbán regime which attacked NGOs, particularly the ones like Migration Aid that 

assisted refugees. 

The number of Hungarians offering aid and shelter and volunteering to help the 

Ukrainians indicated the mass of sympathy that has been generated towards the 

refugees. Earlier, Orbán’s fear campaigns against migration stigmatized “illegal 

migrants” from the Middle East with different cultural, ethnic, and religious 

background. In that case, pre-existing resentments were effectively increased 

from a moderate or average level to the extremes via government campaign.45 

Now, some of the refugees were Transcarpathian Hungarians coming from the 

close vicinity of the border, but even beyond them most of the Ukrainian refugees 

were white, Christian women and children. Rather than having fear-generating 

potential, which is the normal criterion for selecting a group for stigmatization in 

ideology-applying campaigns, Ukrainian refugees had sympathy-generating 

potential. This potential was evident in the case of Ukraine as a country as well, 

due to the obviousness of Russian aggression and the visualization and media 

presentation of the attack and war crimes. The fact that a week after the beginning 

of the invasion 64% of Fidesz voters did not find the offensive justified created a 

previously unseen division in the Fidesz camp.46 

 

magyar-helsinki-bizottsag-budapest-migration-aid. 
45 The level of xenophobia in Hungary increased from 41% to 53% in 2015-2016. In 2016, 82% of 

all Hungarians claimed that accepting refugees would have no positive effects at all. See Endre 

Sik, “The Socio-Demographic Basis of Xenophobia in Contemporary Hungary,” in The Social 

Aspects of the 2015 Migration Crisis in Hungary, eds. Bori Simonovits and Anikó Bernát (Budapest: 

Tárki, 2016), 41–47, http://www.tarki.hu/hu/news/2016/kitekint/20160330_refugees.pdf. 
46 Márton Sándor Németh, “Kiderült, Mit Gondolnak a Magyar Emberek Az Orosz–Ukrán 

Háborúról [It Turned out What Hungarians Think about the Russian-Ukrainian War],” Index.Hu, 

March 7, 2022, https://index.hu/belfold/2022/03/07/kiderult-hogy-mit-gondolnak-a-magyarok-az-

orosz-ukran-haborurol/. 
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However, Orbán was caught in a status of dependence upon Putin’s Russia. With 

the war, Orbán found himself in a situation where the victim was supported by 

his previously attacked ally, the EU (and with it, the US) while on the other hand 

he was tied to the aggressor, Russia, in a patron-client relationship. He did not 

want to give up the bridge role he had been building, nor to sever his ties to Russia 

and clearly devote himself to the West, which threatened either to cut his regime’s 

funding or break his impunity. Thus, Orbán had to completely reverse the 

emerging sympathy towards Ukraine while formally supporting Western 

sanctions, maintain the existing corrupt relations with Russia, and to use his veto 

powers to blackmail the EU to secure funding, minimize control, and – in several 

cases – act in the interests of Russia. 

ORBÁN’S ANTI-UKRAINE CAMPAIGN: GENERATING FEAR, REVERSING 

SOLIDARITY, AND ENCOURAGING SELFISHNESS 

 

While the Ukrainian refugees lacked fear-generating potential, Orbán could build 

his electoral campaign on the high fear-generating potential of the war. On this 

basis, he redrew the fault lines in domestic politics between those serving and 

those betraying the national interest. Already in February, he stressed that 

Hungary “must be left out of this conflict” and therefore he “rejected proposals 

from the Left urging the government to send troops and weapons to Ukraine.”47 

The message was repeated on all government channels: the security of the 

Hungarian people is the top priority of Fidesz, while the opposition position in 

favor of Ukraine would put the Hungarian people in danger. 

The amorphous fear of war became a group fear that was projected onto the 

opposition. The opposition was used in Orbán’s communications to 

anthropomorphize the fear of war, and therefore succeed in transforming the 

position of not going to war into a group conflict between the “peace-seeking” and 

the “warmongering” parties. Setting the context was greatly facilitated by an early 

statement by Péter Márki-Zay, the opposition’s joint candidate for prime minister, 

 

47 Viktor Orbán, “Hungary Must Be Left out of This Conflict,” Cabinet Office of The Prime Minister, 

February 23, 2022, https://miniszterelnok.hu/hungary-must-be-left-out-of-this-conflict/. 
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who said that if the Euro-Atlantic alliance decided to do so, Hungary could even 

send weapons and soldiers to Ukraine (referring to Hungary’s membership in the 

NATO). Presenting the conditional statement as a straight-out assertion, this 

interview fragment was used during the campaign as a basis for claiming the 

opposition would take Hungary to war. 

The second element of the campaign, after re-drawing the fault lines and 

generating fear along these lines, was to curb the solidarity-generating potential 

of the Ukrainian side. It was not possible to launch a direct stigmatization 

campaign against the influx of refugees, and they were regularly referred to as 

refugees rather than migrants in the government’s communication, as opposed to 

those arriving from the Middle East in 2015-2016. However, the regime did try to 

reduce the visibility of the refugees. Against the spontaneous civil unity that 

emerged, the representatives of the government quickly declared it a state 

responsibility to care for the refugees, who were transported by bus to the BOK 

Sports Hall in Budapest. In many cases, their care was not resolved there,48 but 

NGOs and journalists who had previously reported on the refugee influx with 

empathy in the media could be excluded from the hall. The sports hall was 

cordoned off and access to it was maintained at the discretion of the police.49 

To delegitimize solidarity with the Ukrainian state, Orbán portrayed the Russian 

invasion as a Slavic internal affair, which Hungary had nothing to do with. As he 

clearly stated in an interview: 

We’ve never been involved in the debate about how many states 

the great Slavic sea to the east of us actually consists of, how 

many nations it comprises. We’ve never been involved in the 

debate about what kind of military-security agreement they 

conclude with one another: whether Russia gives Ukraine a 

 

48 Mizsur and Barkó-Nagy, “Alig maradnak itt az ukrajnai menekültek, alig kérnek segítséget az 

államtól, és azt is nehezen kapják meg [Ukrainian refugees hardly stay here, hardly ask for help 

from the state, and find it hard to get it].” 
49 Csenge Pelva, “Nem Látják Szívesen a Sajtót a Kormány Újonnan Kialakított 

Menekültszállójában [The Press is Not Welcome in the Government’s Newly Established Refugee 

Shelter],” 168.Hu, March 22, 2022, https://168.hu/itthon/nem-latjak-szivesen-a-sajtot-a-kormany-

ujonnan-kialakitott-menekultszallojaban-230132. 
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security guarantee, whether Ukraine gives Russia a security 

guarantee, whether or not Ukraine can join NATO. That’s not a 

debate for us, it’s not a debate that we needed to be involved in 

or will need to be involved in: it’s a debate between two other 

countries.50 

Note that Orbán uses Russian narrative elements about the country’s security 

needs and the problem of Ukraine joining the NATO. Later, in his programmatic 

speech in Băile Tușnad, Orbán described this in more detail and repeated the 

Russian position, practically word for word, about the real cause of the war being 

the West “rejecting the offer” of stopping NATO’s expansion. He also maintained 

that the way the West interprets the situation is completely wrong because 

Ukraine would not win the war with Western weapons and training because of the 

superiority of the Russian army; sanctions would not sway Moscow while they hit 

Europe harder, and “most of the world is demonstrably not on [Ukraine’s] side” 

including China, India, Brazil, South Africa, the Arab world, and Africa.51 

The media of the Orbán regime also sought to stir up direct resentment by 

highlighting grievances against Hungarians in Ukraine, particularly in relation to 

the controversial Ukrainian language law introduced in previous years. Then the 

message of “it’s none of our business” and “Ukraine deserved its fate” was further 

reinforced by pro-government media which continued to broadcast Kremlin 

propaganda during the campaign period.52 Indeed, the percentage of terms used 

to describe Russian aggression that were in line with Russian propaganda (e.g. 

 

50 Viktor Orbán, A választás tétje a béke vagy a háború [The stakes of the election are peace or 

war], interview by Ottó Gajdics, HírTV, March 28, 2022, https://miniszterelnok.hu/interview-with-

prime-minister-viktor-orban-on-the-hir-televizio-programme-daily-update-extra/. 
51 Viktor Orbán, “Speech by Prime Minister Viktor Orbán at the 31st Bálványos Summer Free 

University and Student Camp” (Tusnádfürdő (Băile Tuşnad), July 23, 2022), 

https://miniszterelnok.hu/speech-by-prime-minister-viktor-orban-at-the-31st-balvanyos-

summer-free-university-and-student-camp/. 
52 PC, “Russian Disinformation in Hungarian Public Broadcast Media: Complaint to the European 

Commission” (Political Capital, March 29, 2022), 

https://politicalcapital.hu/news.php?article_id=2982. 
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“military operation,” “liberation”) or were obfuscatory (e.g., “conflict,” “situation,” 

“crisis”) could be found significantly more often in the largest Hungarian news 

portals than in Western media like the BBC.53 

In pro-government circles, conspiracy theories such as the claim that Ukrainian 

President Volodymyr Zelensky was an American agent and that Russia was merely 

defending itself by launching the attack became commonplace. Orbán himself 

called Zelensky an adversary in his victory speech after the elections.54 The regime 

has sought to relativize events such as the Bucha massacre, which have attracted 

a great deal of media attention and clearly indicate war crimes committed by 

Russia. Orbán refused to explicitly condemn Russia over the Bucha massacre, 

saying that an investigation should come first since “we live in a time of mass 

manipulation” – a statement which was criticized by Kaczyński as well.55 

The final element of the campaign, which even endured after the electoral period, 

was appealing to collective egoism. The concept refers to an element of populism 

which morally absolves the voters from the burdens of solidarity: as the populist 

voters (“us”) are presented as the victims, they can be indifferent toward the fate 

of everyone else (“the others”) and indulge themselves in openly asserted egoism 

in the name of the collective, i.e., the national interest.56 

In Orbán’s campaign, the first message along these lines appeared already in 

February, when he said that Hungarians “should not pay the price of war.”57 This 

 

53 István János Tóth and Júlia Varga, “Tompítás, Elkenés, Elbizonytalanítás És Manipuláció. Az 

Ukrajnai Orosz Agresszióról Hírt Adó, a Háború Első 15 Napjában Megjelent Cikkek 

Tartalomelemzése Négy Magyar Hírportál És a BBC Cikkei Alapján. [Mitigation, Whitewashing, 

Obfuscation and Manipulation. Content Analysis of Articles on the Russian Aggression in Ukraine 

during the First 15 Days of the War, Based on Publications of Four Hungarian News Portals and 

the BBC]” (Budapest: CRCB, December 13, 2022). 
54 BBC, “Hungary Election: PM Viktor Orban Criticises Ukraine’s Zelensky as He Wins Vote,” BBC 

News, April 4, 2022, sec. Europe, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-60977917. 
55 Politico, “Poland’s Kaczyński Slams Orbán for Refusing to Condemn Bucha Killings,” Politico, 

April 8, 2022, https://www.politico.eu/article/poland-kaczynski-slams-hungary-orban-for-

refusing-to-condemn-bucha-killings/. 
56 Bálint Madlovics and Bálint Magyar, “Populism as a Challenge to Legal-Rational Legitimacy: The 

Cases of Orbán and Trump,” Social Research: An International Quarterly 88, no. 4 (2021): 827–55. 
57 Kristóf Ábel Tarnay, “Orbán Viktor: Aki Azt Mondja, Hogy Ebben a Háborúban Nincs Kockázat 
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message was mainly tied to the matters of energy in general and possible 

sanctions on gas imports, in particular. In Hungary, Russian gas accounts for 36% 

of primary energy use, far exceeding the exposure of other EU countries, and this 

is further exacerbated by the country’s own gas storage which is the second 

lowest after Bulgaria.58 On the basis of this dependence, which he has not reduced 

but increased in recent years, Orbán made it a key element of his campaign that 

a positive relationship with the Russian government is the key to maintaining the 

utility price cuts – a propagandistic policy that had been introduced several years 

before. Hence, the material self-interest of the Hungarians was pronounced to be 

more important than any sacrifice in the name of solidarity. Fidesz voters were 

absolved from showing solidarity with the victims, the Ukrainian people. After all, 

we have been the victims since the Treaty of Trianon: everyone owes us, we do 

not owe anyone, as the self-pity of the average Hungarian goes,59 whose individual 

selfishness was legitimized by the campaign in a single collective “national” 

selfishness. Solidarity with the Ukrainian nation, which has already been 

weakened by the elements mentioned above, has been set against the national 

interest, taking the burden of solidarity off the shoulders of the electorate and 

legitimizing and even encouraging it to embrace open selfishness instead. 

Collective egoism was most palpable after the elections in Orbán’s anti-sanctions 

campaign. The main message here was that sanctions do not work but they hurt 

us, causing the country’s severe economic problems such as record-high inflation. 

Orbán repeated several times that the war is to be blamed for all economic 

hardships, and without the sanctions energy prices would stop rising and the 

 

Magyarország Számára, Az Nem Mond Igazat [Viktor Orbán: Whoever Says That There Is No Risk 

for Hungary in This War Is Not Telling the Truth],” Hvg.Hu, February 27, 2022, sec. Itthon rovat, 

https://hvg.hu/itthon/20220227_Orban_interju. 
58 Manfred Stamer and Katharina Utermöhl, “Who Should Be Afraid of a Stop in Russian Energy 

Supply?” (Allianz, May 11, 2022), https://www.allianz-trade.com/en_global/news-

insights/economic-insights/europe-russia-gas-supply.html. 
59 János Széky, “A Tradition of Nationalism: The Case of Hungary,” New Eastern Europe XI, no. 2 

(2014): 108–15. 
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inflation would be halved immediately.60 This message with the wording “sanction 

inflation” and “war inflation” were spread in social media ads and by the state and 

patronal media as well. Most notably, the government began a nation-wide 

mobilization campaign called the “national consultation,” which involved 

billboards visually depicting an actual falling bomb with the inscription “sanctions” 

on it. Next to the bomb, the message read: “the sanctions of Brussels are ruining 

us.”61 

The campaign against sanctions linked collective egoism to Orbán’s geopolitical 

regime strategy. It stigmatized and de-legitimized the EU and the West in the eyes 

of the people, while simultaneously attacking, on the communications front, the 

sanctions that have been implemented against Putin’s Russia.  

Propaganda has succeeded in reshaping public opinion. A poll conducted 

between 28 February and 3 March found that 72% of the population found 

Russia’s attack to be unjustified, including two-thirds of the Fidesz voters.62 By the 

end of the month, 43% of Fidesz voters opined that Russia’s aggression was 

justified, and only 37% of them condemned the invasion.63 In May, Fidesz voters 

gave Putin an average score of 47 out of 100 based on their preference (against 

the score of 22 among opposition and 37 among non-partisan voters), whereas 

55% of them held that, if Hungary has to choose, it should be closer to Russia than 

other geopolitical players (24% answered this question in favor of the US). The 

 

60 “PM Orbán Calls for the End of EU Sanctions,” About Hungary, September 23, 2022, 

https://abouthungary.hu//news-in-brief/pm-orban-calls-for-the-end-of-eu-sanctions. 
61 Előd Fruzsina and Nagy Bálint, “EU sanctions depicted as actual bomb in Hungarian 

government’s anti-sanctions propaganda,” trans. Horváth Kávai Andrea, Telex.hu, October 18, 

2022, sec. English, https://telex.hu/english/2022/10/18/eu-sanctions-depicted-as-actual-bomb-in-

hungarian-governments-anti-sanctions-propaganda. 
62 HVG, “Publicus: Tízből Nyolc Magyar Szerint Oroszország Jogtalanul Támadt Ukrajnára 

[Publicus: Eight out of Ten Hungarians Say Russia Has Attacked Ukraine Illegally],” Hvg.Hu, March 

7, 2022, sec. Itthon rovat, 

https://hvg.hu/itthon/20220307_Publicus_kozvelemenykutatas_haboru_kulpolitika. 
63 HVG, “Medián: A Fidesz Győzelme Szinte Biztosra Vehető, Csak a Mértéke Lehet Kétséges 

[Median: Fidesz’s Victory Is Almost Certain, Only Its Extent Can Be Doubted],” hvg.hu, March 30, 

2022, 

https://hvg.hu/360/20220330_Median_valasztas_2022_Fidesz_ellenzek_mandatumbecsles_kozvel

emeny_kutatas. 
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latter ratio was 65% among young Fidesz voters between the age of 18 and 39.64 

Finally, a representative poll conducted in October found that, among Fidesz 

voters: 

● primarily the US, secondarily Ukraine, and only tertiarily Russia is blamed 

for the war; 

● 90% maintained that the sanctions hit EU citizens harder than Russia, with 

only 3% saying the opposite; 

● 71% fully agreed and another 9% agreed with the statement that Hungary 

should remain neutral and Ukraine should not be supported “in any way”; 

● 70% fully agreed and another 11% agreed that Ukraine will “inevitably” lose, 

and peace should be concluded even if it means that Ukraine loses some 

of its territory to Russia.65 

Such opinions reach beyond the Fidesz camp. Already in April, a global poll found 

that 90% of the population believed that Hungary should not become militarily 

involved in the war (the global average was 72%) and only 53% agreed that 

Hungary must support sovereign countries when they are attacked (the global 

average was 70%).66 By May, the proportion of those who saw Russia as an 

aggressor has fallen from 64% to 56%, and 25% believed that the invasion was a 

defensive move from Russia’s side. 72% of the respondents answered no to the 

question of “would you support sanctions against Russia that would cost you 

more for your energy,” with a 94% negative reply from Fidesz voters.67 

 

64 Rényi Pál Dániel, “Ugyanolyan rossz véleménnyel vannak a magyarok Ukrajnáról, mint 

Oroszországról [Hungarians have as bad an opinion of Ukraine as of Russia],” 444, May 9, 2022, 

https://444.hu/2022/05/09/ugyanolyan-rossz-velemennyel-vannak-a-magyarok-ukrajnarol-mint-

oroszorszagrol. 
65 “A Fidesz-szavazók fele szerint a kormány nem szavazta meg a szankciókat – kutatás az orosz-

ukrán háborúval kapcsolatos attitűdökről [Half of Fidesz voters say the government did not vote 

for sanctions – research on attitudes towards the Russia-Ukraine war]” (Budapest: Political 

Capital, November 16, 2022), https://politicalcapital.hu/hirek.php?article_id=3107. 
66 Ipsos, “The World’s Response to the War in Ukraine: A 27-Country Global Advisor Survey” 

(Ipsos, April 2022). 
67 Népszava, “Hat a Propaganda, Egyre Kevesebben Tartják Agressziónak Ukrajna Lerohanását, a 
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REGIME STRATEGY IN THE WAR: INSTEAD OF “HUXIT”, SUBVERSION AS 

A CLIENT AUTOCRAT IN THE WEST 

 

Orbán’s regime strategy is always dressed in the most suitable ideological garb. 

Three key speeches should be mentioned here: they do not reveal the 

patronalism or the twin motives of the mafia state, but they do legitimize major 

milestones in its development. 

1. In 2009, Orbán spoke in Kötcse about the “realistic possibility that the next 

15-20 years of Hungarian politics will not be determined by a dual power 

structure” but “a large governing party, a central field of political force […] 

which will be able to articulate national issues – not in a constant debate, 

but by representing them by its own nature.”68 This was the speech of 

autocratic breakthrough, pointing to the strategy of establishing a single-

pyramid patronal network by doing away with the competitive world of 

patronal democracy. 

 

2. In 2014, Orbán explained in Băile Tușnad that “the new state that we are 

constructing in Hungary is an illiberal state, a non-liberal state,” and that 

the “stars of the international analysts today” are the “not Western, not 

liberal” regimes that made their nations successful like “Singapore, China, 

India, Russia and Turkey.”69 This was the speech of autocratic consolidation 

which, after reporting the success of creating a new regime, proclaimed it 

to be the new normal and envisaged its further expansion and stabilization. 

 

 

Magyarok Egynegyede Szerint Oroszország Csak Védekezik [Propaganda Is Effective, the Invasion 

of Ukraine Is Considered Less and Less Aggressive, a Quarter of Hungarians Say Russia Is Only 

Defending Itself],” Népszava, May 13, 2022, https://nepszava.hu/3156769_oroszorszag-haboru-

ukrajna-felmeres-publicus-intezet-nepszava. 
68 Viktor Orbán, “Megőrizni a Létezés Magyar Minőségét [Preserving the Hungarian Quality of 

Existence],” Nagyítás, February 17, 2010, http://tdyweb.wbteam.com/Orban_Megorizni.htm. 
69 Viktor Orbán, “A Munkaalapú Állam Korszaka Következik [The Era of the Work-Based State Is 

upon Us],” https://2015-2019.kormany.hu/en/the-prime-minister/the-prime-minister-s-

speeches/prime-minister-viktor-orban-s-speech-at-the-25th-balvanyos-summer-free-university-

and-student-camp. 
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3. In 2022, Orbán presented the speech of the geopolitics of a client autocrat. 

In a private event, Orbán (according to the edited version of his speech 

published by his political director) argued that the Russian invasion and its 

aftermath have brought back “the bloc-based international order of the 

Cold War era,” from which Hungary “must stay out” or it will become a 

periphery of the West. Speaking of the war and the sanctions as two equal 

wrongs that “make the trade routes between East and West impassable,” 

Orbán argued that Hungary must keep and increase its number of 

interstate connections instead of severing them: “no to decoupling, yes to 

connectivity.”70 

The speech reflects the ambition of maintaining the bridge role, despite its 

apparent crisis. Beyond being the ideal geopolitical equilibrium Orbán had 

worked for, the bridge role’s preservation is logical for the mafia state also 

because it means avoiding a clear and unquestionable integration into the West, 

which could entail stronger control of the rule of law, more need to conform on 

the regime level, and less leverage to mobilize for the regime’s mafia-esque 

interests. On the Eastern side, being “connected” is a necessity: first, there is no 

free exit from the patronal relationship with Putin, and secondly, the bridge role 

helps Orbán keep his options open in case he needs an escape route to preserve 

his autocratic rule. Unlike the leaders ousted in color revolutions who fled to 

Putin,71 or Vladimir Plahotniuc who left Moldova with his patron’s court in a private 

jet,72 Orbán – who is more threatened by international than domestic political 

processes – would prefer “fleeing” along with his whole country. Leaving the 

Western bloc for the East might not seem reasonable as a country strategy, but 

 

70 Balázs Orbán, “Nem a Szétbontásra, Igen Az Összekapcsolásra – Ez Orbán Stratégiája a 

Következő Évtizedre! [No to Decoupling, Yes to Connectivity - This Is Orbán’s Strategy for the next 

Decade!],” Mandiner, January 4, 2023, 

https://mandiner.hu/cikk/20230104_nem_a_szetbontasra_igen_az_osszekapcsolasra_a_magyar_s

trategia. 
71 Julia Gerlach, Color Revolutions in Eurasia (London: Springer, 2014). 
72 Vladimir Solovyov, “Moldovan Regime Change Is Rare Example of Russian-Western Teamwork,” 

Carnegie Moscow Center (blog), June 19, 2019, https://carnegie.ru/commentary/79333. 
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the situation can be such that, as a regime strategy, i.e., from the perspective of 

continuing power concentration and wealth accumulation, it becomes the least 

bad scenario for the adopted political family. 

However, “Huxit” – Hungary leaving the EU –  seems unlikely in the middle run for 

three reasons. First, Orbán plans to stay in the EU until his two goals, wealth 

accumulation through EU funds and impunity, are guaranteed. Since the full-scale 

invasion, the former has been questioned as the EU has started a rule of law 

procedure against Hungary and has frozen a substantial part of the funds until a 

series of (anti-corruption) measures are adopted.73 But the sanctions of the EU 

are normative and do not target the perpetrator, i.e., the adopted political family 

directly,74 and Orbán has been able to unfreeze some of the funds by blackmailing 

the EU with vetoes (see below). Secondly, the European single market and the 

“four freedoms” – the free movement of goods, capital, services, and people – 

generate economic benefits for the regime (e.g., through the presence of 

multinational companies and increased tax revenues) and they remain highly 

popular among the Hungarian population, although critical attitudes toward the 

EU have been stronger at the times of the anti-EU governmental campaigns.75 

Thirdly, Huxit would not be beneficial from a Russian perspective either as Orbán 

would lose his most valuable currency, i.e., his influence and subversive capacity 

in the EU. 

Instead of Huxit, the rational regime strategy for the Hungarian mafia state is 

maintaining the Russian ties while trying not to damage the Western ones too 

severely. This is reflected in the actions taken by Orbán since the start of the full-

scale war. He condemned the Russian invasion, but never once mentioned Putin 

by name or questioned his personal responsibility, Furthermore, he reluctantly 

voted in favor of every sanction package but negotiated an exception for Hungary 

 

73 Lili Bayer, “Commission Proposes €7.5B Funding Cut for Hungary but Opens Compromise 

Path,” Politico, September 18, 2022, https://www.politico.eu/article/commission-suggests-

funding-cut-for-hungary-but-opens-compromise-path/. 
74 Magyar, Post-Communist Mafia State, 283–90. 
75 “Medián: Már Kétharmadnyian Mondják, Hogy Rossz Irányba Megy Az Ország [Medián: Two 

Thirds Say the Country Is Going in the Wrong Direction],” hvg.hu, December 21, 2022, 

https://hvg.hu/360/20221221_Unnepromlas. 
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from the oil embargo and the price cap on Russian oil (due to the strong anti-

sanctions propaganda, half of Fidesz voters think that Orbán did not vote for the 

sanctions at all.)76 

Instead of decreasing dependency on Russia in the field of energy like the Western 

countries do, Hungary remains committed to the Paks II Nuclear Plant contract, 

as well as the 15 year (non-public) contract with Gazprom which was concluded in 

2021 and extended with an extra 700 million m3 of natural gas in July 2022.77 At 

this point we should mention Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade Péter Szijjártó, 

who travelled to Moscow in October to meet Gazprom CEO Alexey Miller to secure 

the company’s “long-term plans” with Hungary.78 Szijjártó, who was awarded the 

Order of Friendship in Moscow in December 2021 by Lavrov, never gave the award 

back but continued negotiations with the Russian party during the course of the 

war. Beyond travelling to Russia a number of times to meet Lavrov, Szijjártó met 

him in New York in September 2022 as well, despite the EU’s explicit request not 

to do so,79 and he participated in an international forum on nuclear energy in 

Moscow (as the only Western participant) in November.80 

 

76 “A Fidesz-szavazók fele szerint a kormány nem szavazta meg a szankciókat – kutatás az orosz-

ukrán háborúval kapcsolatos attitűdökről [Half of Fidesz voters say the government did not vote 

for sanctions - research on attitudes towards the Russia-Ukraine war].” 
77 Erdélyi Katalin, “Titkolja a Gazprommal kötött szerződéseket a kormány, perelünk a 

nyilvánosságukért [Government hides contracts with Gazprom, we sue for their disclosure],” 

atlatszo.hu, October 7, 2022, https://atlatszo.hu/kozpenz/2022/10/07/titkolja-a-gazprommal-

kotott-szerzodeseket-a-kormany-perelunk-a-nyilvanossagukert/. 
78 Hanula Zsolt, “Szijjártó from Moscow: I am happy to report that Gazprom has long-term plans 

with Hungary!,” trans. Horváth Kávai Andrea, Telex.hu, October 13, 2022, sec. English, 

https://telex.hu/english/2022/10/13/szijjarto-from-moscow-i-am-happy-to-report-that-gazprom-

has-long-term-plans-with-hungary. 
79 Aradi Hanga Zsófia, “Szijjártó met with Lavrov despite the EU’s explicit request not to,” trans. 

Horváth Kávai Andrea, Telex.hu, September 23, 2022, sec. English, 

https://telex.hu/english/2022/09/23/szijjarto-met-with-lavrov-despite-the-eus-explicit-request. 
80 “Hungary’s Foreign Minister Travels to Russia For Energy Expo,” Radio Free Europe, November 

21, 2022, https://www.rferl.org/a/hungary-foreign-minister-szijjarto-russia-visit-

nuclear/32141314.html. 
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While almost every EU Member State has expelled Russian spies operating under 

diplomatic cover, no Russian diplomat has been expelled from Hungary since the 

start of the invasion. Instead, Budapest remains a spy hub for the Russian secret 

service.81 In 2021, 46 accredited diplomats worked at the Russian embassy in 

Budapest; in 2022, their number was 56 (four times the number in Warsaw and 

six times the number in Prague). Hungary also decided to stay in the International 

Investments Bank (IIB), which has been accused of espionage, by contrast to 

Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Romania, and Slovakia which terminated their 

membership already in March 2022.82 

Beyond not cutting ties with Russia, Orbán continues to serve Russian interests as 

a client autocrat in the EU. On the military front, Hungary – as opposed to the 

Western countries and the other Visegrád countries – has systematically refused 

to provide any level of support to the Ukrainian armed forces, refusing to provide 

them with not just (lethal or non-lethal) weapons but protective helmets or 

bulletproof vests as well.83 On the sanctions’ front, a strong symbolic gesture to 

Russia was the EU’s removal of Patriarch Kirill from the sanction blacklist after 

Hungary’s objection. Referring to “the sanctity of religious freedom,” the 

Hungarian mafia state protected the Patriarch – a strong supporter of Putin and 

the invasion, and a billionaire oligarch himself – from having his assets frozen and 

visa banned.84 According to anonymous diplomatic sources, Hungary also tried to 

 

81 Szabolcs Panyi, “Getting to the Bottom of Hungary’s Russian Spying Problem,” Balkan Insight, 

November 30, 2022, https://balkaninsight.com/2022/11/30/getting-to-the-bottom-of-hungarys-

russian-spying-problem/. 
82 “Hungary Left Isolated as All Other EU States Announce They Are Quitting IIB and IBEC,” bne 

Intellinews, March 3, 2022, https://www.intellinews.com/hungary-left-isolated-as-all-other-eu-

states-announce-they-are-quitting-iib-and-ibec-236820/. 
83 Marianna Bíró, “Jégtörőből a Semlegesség Gleccsere: A Kormány Kommunikációja Az Orosz–

Ukrán Háborúban [From Icebreaker to the Glacier of Neutrality: Government Communication in 

the Russo-Ukrainian War],” Telex.Hu, March 4, 2022, sec. Belföld, 

https://telex.hu/belfold/2022/03/04/orosz-ukran-haboru-magyar-kormanyzati-kommunikacio-

orban-putyin. 
84 András Stumpf, “Orbán Viktor Megint Győzött: A KGB-s Kirill Dollármilliárdjait Is Megvédte 

[Viktor Orbán Wins Again: He Also Defended the Billions of Dollars of the KGB’s Kirill],” Válasz 

Online, June 2, 2022, https://www.valaszonline.hu/2022/06/02/kirill-patriarka-orban-viktor-
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have several Russian oligarchs removed from the sanctions list twice, in 

September 2022 and January 2023.85 Although these attempts have not been 

successful yet, they suggest either an “irrefusable offer” from the Russian chief 

patron or corrupt relations of the Hungarian regime with the given Russian 

oligarchs. 

It was beyond a symbolic gesture when Orbán vetoed the EU’s joint loan for 

Ukraine in December, arguing that it would prefer a bilateral agreement instead.86 

Eventually, this veto was given up as the rest of the EU members agreed to a joint 

loan excluding Hungary, but the argument for bilateral agreements underlines a 

characteristic feature of Orbán’s regime strategy. Indeed, Hungary opted for 

staying out of not just the joint loan and the above-mentioned oil embargo but 

the joint gas procurement with other EU states as well. While the common 

leverage of the EU members is considerably bigger than Hungary’s alone, and 

therefore a joint procurement should result in lower prices, such country-strategic 

considerations are secondary to regime-strategic ones. Namely, bilateral 

agreements are much easier to corrupt, it is much simpler to have the private 

interests of the adopted political family taken into consideration in the deal, and 

a bilateral deal is more suitable for setting conditions, i.e., for blackmail. The non-

transparency of bilateral contracts makes them a preferred method for a mafia 

state, as has been evident in Hungary’s deals with Russia and other Eastern 

autocracies (like Azerbaijan) and dictatorships (like China).87 

The more the war forces the EU to deal with the Hungary problem, and the 

stronger measures it implements to curb the mafia state’s interests, the stronger 

 

85 Rikard Jozwiak, “Hungary Looks to Remove Nine People From EU Sanctions List Imposed In 

Wake Of Russia Invasion Of Ukraine,” Radio Free Europe, January 17, 2023, 

https://www.rferl.org/a/hungary-eu-sanctions-list-russia-ukraine/32227730.html. 
86 Márton Balázs, “Hungary Vetoes Joint Loan for Ukraine,” trans. Andrea Horváth Kávai, Telex.Hu, 

December 6, 2022, sec. English, https://telex.hu/english/2022/12/06/hungary-vetoes-joint-loan-

for-ukraine. 
87 Reuters, “Hungary PM Orban’s Ally to Co-Build Chinese Railway for $2.1 Billion,” Reuters, June 

12, 2019, sec. Emerging Markets, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-hungary-china-railways-

opus-global-idUSKCN1TD1JG. 
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Orbán’s interest will be in securing his position either on the EU’s periphery or 

outside the EU. The EU, however, can only limit and isolate Hungary as it has no 

means or power (or will) to intervene in the regime’s internal functioning or to 

expel the country from its ranks, and Orbán’s – and his patron, Putin’s – interest 

is also to keep Hungary in the EU. Ironically, we might say that Hungary could 

become to the EU what Transnistria is to Moldova: a sub-sovereign mafia state 

and transmission belt of Russian interests, which cannot be operatively influenced 

by the “mother country” but remains within its borders for the foreseeable future. 

CONCLUSION: HUNGARY IN THE TRAP OF REGIME STRATEGY 
 

The pre- and post-invasion phases of the Orbán regime’s geopolitics may be 

described as initiative and reactive, respectively. In the initiative phase, Orbán set 

the goals about how he wanted to rearrange geopolitical relations, and defined 

his populist narrative accordingly. Being the chief patron of a mafia state, Orbán’s 

main goals – wealth accumulation and ensuring impunity – could be achieved by 

loosening relations with the EU and developing relations with Eastern autocracies, 

particularly Putin’s Russia. As the EU was being stigmatized and de-legitimized and 

Russia was legitimized and de-stigmatized, Orbán moved Hungary through 

corrupt businesses and increasing energy dependence to a semi-peripheral vassal 

position of the Russian criminal ecosystem. 

In the second, reactive phase it was no longer the intentions but the constraints 

within which they had to be realized that played the lead role. The case of the 

Orbán regime and the Russian invasion of Ukraine was no longer about 

developing the system of relations but reacting to a sudden geopolitical event 

within the confines of the pre-existing geopolitical system. Orbán found himself, 

after more than a decade of strengthening Russian dependencies, in a situation 

where he was financially tied to the aggressor. Therefore, he had to perform a 

remarkable turn: changing the anti-Russian and pro-Ukraine sentiments of 

Hungarian people, and going against the Western world (including his own 

previous allies) in a carefully developed, anti-Ukrainian and pro-Russian populist 

narrative. This was accompanied by actions on the international scene, in the web 

of Western linkage and Russian leverage, by behaving in the EU through his self-
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declared role of being “the sand in the gears of the machinery, the stick caught in 

the spokes, the thorn in the flesh.”88 

Rather than competing country strategies, we should see that, while the liberal 

democratic Member States of the EU do follow policy-specific country (or regional) 

strategies, Hungary is more like Russia: it follows regime and empire-specific 

strategies. (There is even a similarity in rhetoric: while Putin talks about imperial 

interests, Orbán in his third programmatic speech envisioned Hungary’s “middle 

power status”).89 This reflects two opposite kinds of rationality: one is grounded 

in civic legitimacy, in which the rationality of a policy or strategy is judged by 

society through structured processes of public deliberation; the other considers 

an action rational or irrational from the point of view of regime survival, while the 

consequences can be devastating for the country. This is why a regime can 

“successfully” survive in the face of the country’s objectively deteriorating political, 

social, and mental position. While the EU and Ukraine are fighting a battle for 

freedom, Hungary’s regime strategy results in an increasingly vulnerable, 

dependent position upon a larger, imperial patronal autocracy. 

  

 

88 Viktor Orbán, “Commemoration Speech on the 65th Anniversary of the 1956 Revolution and 

Freedom Fight” (Budapest, October 23, 2021), https://miniszterelnok.hu/prime-minister-viktor-

orbans-commemoration-speech-on-the-65th-anniversary-of-the-1956-revolution-and-freedom-

fight/. 
89 Orbán, “Nem a Szétbontásra, Igen Az Összekapcsolásra.” 
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