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Abstract 

Populism is not only one of the contemporary trends in European societies but also an important space of articulating 
national identities, quite often in opposition to the European identities. Populist politicians claim a certain vision of 
national identities via political discourse and by the appropriation of memory sites and art. Nonetheless, discourse 
analysis and art practices also provide means to challenge populist imaginations. Therefore, the major purpose of this 
presentation is to suggest the usefulness of integrating argumentation and art theoretical insights for the purpose of a 
better understanding of and responding to the populist phenomenon. In this paper, populism is understood as a “thin-
centered ideology” (C. Mudde) that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and 
antagonistic camps, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an 
expression of the general will of the people. The paper focuses on the discursive and non-discursive construction of 
the opposition between the people and “the other” in terms of values, which is elaborated in reference to the concept 
of the “heartland” (P. Taggart). The key points are exemplified by the Hungarian case, and, in particular, the analysis 
of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán’s speeches, memory politics and cultural policy.  
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Introduction 

Populism is not only one of the contemporary “trends” in the European societies, but also an important space for 
articulating national and European identities, the relationship between which is sometimes quite tense. Populist 
politicians claim a certain vision of identities not only via political discourse, but also through the uses of such visuals 
as memorials and art. Textual and visual representations also provide us the means to respond to and challenge 
populist imaginations. Therefore, the major purpose of this paper is to suggest the usefulness of integrating 
argumentation and art theoretical insights for the purpose of a better understanding of and responding to the populist 
phenomenon.  

 Populism is one of political “buzzwords of the 21st century”, a contested concept. Scholars define it as an 
ideology, a movement or a syndrome. The term “populism” is used to denote as various phenomena as anti-
immigration, xenophobia, clientelism and economic mis-managment. Some scholars have argued that the concept 
“populism” should be altogether abandoned because of its analytical weakness, while the ideational social scientific 

perspectivei contends that the concept is too central in politics to let it be abandoned, and it is possible to sharpen up 
theoretical tools so that the phenomenon of populism would be adequately understood, explained, evaluated and 
differentiated from other phenomena. In this paper, following the ideational perspective, populism is regarded as “a 
thin-centred ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic camps, 
‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the [general will] 
of the people”ii.  

 Due to the centrality of the values in populism, the idea of a “thin-ideology” (originally coined by M. 
Freeden) is taken up together with Taggart's idea of “the heartland”. Ideology is also “logically and culturally 
elaborated frameworks of interpretations”, they are heuristically useful because they provide interpretative 
possibilities; they are sort of mental maps which people employ when making sense of politicsiii. “Full” ideologies 
(e.g., fascism, liberalism) “contain particular interpretations and configurations of all major political concepts attached 
to a general plan of public policy that a specific society requires”, while “thin” ideologies are those whose 
morphological structure is restricted to a set of core concepts which alone are unable “to provide a reasonably broad, if 
not comprehensive, range of answers to the political questions that societies generate”iv. Populism as a thin-centred 
ideology has restricted morphology, and it is necessarily attached to other ideologies, where it gets sometimes 
assimilated into (e.g., nativism prominent in Europe, socialism in Latin America). Populism's attachment to other 
ideologies explains the diverse shapes populism can take, internal contradictions, which it might have by connecting to 
contradictory ideology, and its longevity due to high level of adaptability. 

 Taggart also highlights the adaptability of populism. In his view, the values of populism are derived from a 
particular notion of “the people”, or, as Taggart calls it, “the heartland”, which is  

“an idealised conception of the community populists serve <...> The heartland is a construction of an ideal world, but  
unlike Utopian conceptions, it is constructed retrospectively. Unlike other ideologies that derive their visions of the future 
from the key values (such as egalitarianism or communitariansim), populism derives values it has from its conception of 
the heartland <...> There are variety versions of the heartland, which explains why populism is attached to some very 
different positions from Left to Right. <...> [Populism] lack[s] core  […] <...> and “the values advocated are  derived 
from other sources than populism.”v 

 In this paper, the concept of “the heartland” is used as a methodological tool to discuss populists' articulation 
of national and European identities, which are related to the two key concepts of populism, “the people” and “elite”. 
The concept the people is a vague political concept and necessarily an abstract construction, a myth; it “is never a 
primary datum but a construct.”vi In populist discourse, the concept “the people” is mostly used in one of three 
meanings: as sovereign (the people as ultimate source of political power and the real “rulers”), as common people (as a 
group of people having specific cultural traditions and popular values) and as nations (natives who form a community 
with a common life). Importantly, the concept of “the people” is binary, which means that it is defined in opposition to 
the concept of the “elite”. The relationship between two concepts is antagonistic and normative: we are speaking of 
“good” people and “bad” elite. The second key concept of populism, is the (corrupted) elite, which is the construction 
of the populist actors, and identified on the basis of various of criteria, e.g., political power, economic means. Various 
secondary criteria are being used as well. Just as it is with the concept of “the people”, the concept of “elite” is a 
binary concept and defined in an antagonistic relation to the concept of “the people”. And just as it is the case with the 
concept of “the people”, a specific (though inferior) set of values is attributed to the elite.  

 How do populist articulate national and European identities in textual and visual means, and – importantly – 
how can we respond to the populist, sometimes powerful, claims to reality? The paper will discuss this question by 
analysing speeches and memory politics of a noteworthy populist politician, the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán. In the last decade, his politics has been increasingly organized around the concept of “illiberal democracy”vii.  
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 Orbán introduced the concept of “illiberal democracy” following his 2014 victory, when the populist strategy 
of fighting “the elites” under the flag of historical justice proved to be effective in shifting voters to the right.viii The 
most important challenge Orbán identifies then is community organization in order to keep Hungary independent and 
competitive because, in his view, successful societies will be “not Western, not liberal, not liberal democracies, and 
perhaps not even democracies” in the future.ix The refugee crisis provided the Hungarian government a great 
opportunity to promote the “global regime change” and the replacement of Europe’s “liberal” identity on a 
transnational level.x In 2018 Orbán formulates a new goal to become a leading force in Europe in order to change what 
he calls the “politics of the 68’s elite” by the “anti-communist, Christian-committed, national-minded generation of 
the 90’s.”xi Expanding the scope of the vision of “illiberal democracy” to Central Europe, justified by historical 
urgency, he aims at unifying anti-immigration forces within the EU before the upcoming European election.xii 

The term “illiberal democracy” initially refers to political systems combining the presence of free elections 
with the lack of constitutional liberalism. Political scientist Fareed Zakaria highlights the tensions between the 
theoretically and historically different concepts of democracy and constitutional liberalism. He argues that in the West 
democracy has meant liberal democracy for almost a century, “a political system marked not only by free and fair 
elections, but also by the rule of law, a separation of powers, and the protection of basic liberties of speech, assembly, 
religion, and property.”xiii However, the simultaneous rise of democracy and liberalism seems to be only a coincidence 
and illiberalism has been on the rise within democratic frameworks. The main difference between democracy and 
constitutional liberalism lies in government authority.xiv While the essence of a democratic government is absolute 
sovereignty of the majority, it is also its weakness if governments claiming to represent the majority grow increasingly 
autocratic.xv This scenario occurs when the institutions of democracy, which serve as checks and balances against the 
government, fail to protect the rule of law and basic liberties. 

Fidesz has been systematically transforming both the institutions of democracy and the concept of 
“illiberalism.” Dismantling the notion of “illiberal democracy” from negative connotations, Fidesz interprets it as an 
alternative ideology within the democratic framework in order to legitimize its political system. According to the 
party’s narrative, “liberal ideology” is obsolete due to its uncritical approach towards the financial system, corporate 
dominance, multiculturalism and political correctness, which have colonized Europe both economically and culturally. 
In contrast, “illiberalism” offers the political system and ideology of the “new era” to emerge because of the failure of 
“Western liberal values.” Juxtaposing the concepts of “illiberalism” and “liberalism” as two ideologies that are 
currently at war, complex political and historical meanings are overtly simplified and portrayed as good and evil in the 
struggle for independence. “Illiberalism” stands for a pragmatic, well-defined value system of an “imagined 
community”xvi based on Christian culture, traditional family model and national interests (economic protectionism and 
anti-immigration). In contrast, “the other” is constructed from abstract, transnational phenomena, such as 
globalization, multiculturalism, immigration and open society – “all-in-one” represented by Brussels and the so-called 
Soros-plan.xvii  

The concept of “illiberalism,” as the premise allowing the government to legitimately pursue its centralizing 
political measures, has been prominent in recent Hungarian politics. In accordance with the “illiberal” vision of the 
state, the implementation of structural changes begun shortly after he Fidesz-KDNP alliance won election in 2010. 
The government proclaimed then the System of National Cooperation (Nemzeti Együttműködés Rendszere, in short: 
NER),xviii which aims at providing a clear and long-term political direction carefully embedded in a historical 
framework. During its 2010-2014 term, the government laid the foundations of the new system by means of 
restructuring institutions, changing the constitution and the electoral system. In the second term between 2014-2018, 
the stabilization and centralization of power dynamically continued, including weakening of independent courts, 
decreasing media pluralism, limiting civil society and attacking academic institutions, such as the Central European 
University and the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.  

 The concept of “illiberal democracy” is at the core of an important lengthy speech given on 6 July 2018 by 
the re-elected Hungarian Prime Minister Orban at the 25th Bálványos Summer Free University and Student Camp. It 
can be used as a good example of the populist text, which provides sufficient material to call attention to its 
argumentative features, argumentative construction of the key populist concepts (“the people” and “elite”), which are 
intrinsically related to the articulation of the national and European identities, as well as open up the space for a 
thought on how the populist text might be effectively countered. These issues are at the focus of the subsequent sub-
chapter. 

Orbán's Hungarian “Heartland” and Its Enemies: Argumentative Constructions and 
Responses 

Orbán begins his post-electoral speech (2014) by pointing out the victory which “we”, i.e., he and Hungarians, won 
despite those who turned against them, or, as he terms, “evil”, which also made possible “the good be victorious”. 
Orbán proceeds arguing that the world has radically changed after the West European financial crisis in 2008. He 
compares the current changes to the changes, which occurred after WWI, WWII and the 1990's events. Viewed from a 
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“liberal world view”, the changes are shocking, but are completely explainable when viewed from a more realistic 
perspective. Given the decline of the liberal construction of the world, Orbán forwards his major claim: the state is an 
organizing principle and the goal of the Hungarian state is to make the Hungarian nation competitive in the global 
market. In his eyes, liberal democracy is unable to achieve this goal, and therefore “a new method of Hungarian state 
[<...>] following [<...>] the era of liberal democracy” should be formulated. After addressing a few “obstacles we 
must overcome to make this a reality”, Orbán ends the speech with an optimistic note: “It could easily be the case that, 
since anything can happen, our time will come”.  

 As it has been noted before, the populist text operates the opposition between good “Us” (the people) and bad 
“Them” (elite). Orbán begins the speech with the contrast between “Us” (winning the election) as good in presence of 
“Them” as evil clearly endows his message with a populist flavor. It is noteworthy that, contrary to the widespread 
observation that populist politicians speak vulgar and prefer appeals to the common sense rather than rational 
discussions, Orbán's speech is very polite (he repeatedly uses the expression “Ladies and Gentlemen”) and he refers to 
the norms of reasonableness (e.g., “we slowly grasp the knowledge that if we take a good look around and properly 
analyse everything <...> it is a fundamentally justified intellectual task [to extrapolate these processes with regards to 
the future]”. Curiously, his conception of reasonableness is somewhat elitist in character: even though Orbán argues it 
is “Us” who properly analyse and eventually see the radical changes and problems of liberal democracy, he also 
acknowledges that initially people do not perceive the abrupt changes,xix thereby implying that his (government’s) role 
to lead the people is “a fundamentally justified intellectual task”.xx Even though Orbán appeals to feelings,xxi they are 
intertwined into rationally framed speech. And since the people are portrayed as somewhat not (yet) knowledgeable, 
and definitely less knowledgeable than the government, the split and tension pops up between “the people” and “Me-
as-the speaker-of-the people”.   

 Who are those “we”, “the people”, and who are excluded as “Them”? And how does Orbán construct “the 
people” with his language use? The people is the Hungarian people, Hungarians, who, importantly, are perceived as 
“Hungarian nation”. One of the central premises that Orbán explicitly accepts is the distinction between the “state” 
and “nation”: “<...> the state is nothing more than a form of organising the community, which in our case sometimes 
coincides with the country's borders and sometimes doesn't”. Thus, the Hungarian nation is first of all a community, 
which he molds from different angles. First of all, the Hungarian nation transgresses the territory of the Hungarian 
state (“cross-border Hungarians”). The Hungarian nation is also constituted historically: it is “we”, who witnessed 
“three great changes in the global regime during the 20th century [the end of the WWI, WWII and 1990]”. Thus, the 
nation does already exist; however, he also puts forward a claim that the nation should still be created (“the Hungarian 
nation is not simply a group of individuals but a community that must be organised, reinforced and in fact 
constructed”). The transition from the claimed (and imagined) existing community of Hungarians (living within and 
outside the borders of the Hungarian state, and historically continuous) to the Hungarian community-under-
construction is absent, and the move reminds more of a logical abyss than a chain of reasoning. Still, Orbán clearly 
sees the continuity between the historical Hungarian nation and futuristic Hungarian nation as he says that  

“Hungary's citizens are expecting Hungary's leaders to find, formulate and forge a new method of Hungarian  state 
organisation that, following the liberal state and the era of liberal democracy and while of course respecting the values of 
Christianity, freedom and human rights, can again make the Hungarian community competitive”xxii 

The “make the people great again” does refer to the past, and in line with Taggart's idea of the heartland, i.e., an ideal 
world which is constructed retrospectively. The values (of Christianity, freedom and human rights) are seen as crucial 
in constructing “the Hungarian people/nation”. Thus, in agreement with Taggart's observation, “Unlike other 
ideologies that derive their visions of the future from the key values (such as egalitarianism or communitariansim), 
populism derives values it has from its conception of the heartland”. However, Orbán constructs the future Hungarian 
nation not only on the basis of the values of the “heartland,” but also on an explicit re-definition of one of the major 
values (definitely in liberal democracy), i.e., freedom. He explicitly criticizes “the liberal organization of society 
[which] is based on the idea that we have the right to do anything that does not infringe on the freedom of the other 
party”; and instead of the liberal understanding of freedom, he proposes to organize society according to the principle 
“one should not do unto others what one does not want others to do unto you”. By virtue of these language use moves, 
and by targeting the liberal understanding of “freedom”, Orbán explicitly gets involved in the ideological battle 
against individualism (liberalism) and takes a stance in pro-communitarianism (nativism). In this way, and in 
agreement with the conception of populism as a “thin-ideology” (Freedman), Orbán's version of populism gets the 
ideological content from attaching to the concepts of liberalism and nativism. The period of liberal democracy in 
Hungary is seen as dismantling the Hungarian nation.  

 How does an individual relate to the community in Orbáns futuristic visions? For one, and as it was 
mentioned before, by respecting “the values of Christianity, freedom and human rights”, and secondly, and crucially, 
Orbán sees that such a relation is a work-based relation. The core of the imagined nation is a middle working class.xxiii 
By endorsing the views of “one of the richest people of America”, Orbán claims that “Instead of an economic model 
that is built from the top going down, we need an economic model that grows from the middle”. Racist views also 
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crawl in, even though by not committing to them directly.xxiv The core of the nation – the working class – acquires 
meaning by mostly contrasting it to “foreign” (immigrants, West Europe and institutions (e.g., Soros' foundation) 
which support immigrants, “large corporations that employ foreign workers”, EU distributors of the funds, who 
receive much more than someone in a similar position in the Hungarian administration system). In short, the 
Hungarian nation is envisioned as a community of people, whereas each individual has a relation to the community by 
work relation and have shared values of Christianity, freedom (understood differently than in liberal democracy) and 
human rights. The Hungarian nation is as a homogeneous community defined against “the Other-outside” (e.g., 
immigrants, EU and other institutions supporting immigration) and the “Other-within” (e.g., previous government 
advocating liberal democracy, large companies, NGO's (e.g., OSF) which conceal foreign interests). Clearly, the major 
“Other” is the elite, which does not protect the interests of the Hungarian nation in the “great global race for decades 
to come”. The usage of the word “race” presupposes that there are winners and there are losers, the race is competitive 
if not openly combative, therefore – it implies – if the Hungarian nation will not be strong enough, it will definitely 
loose the race, if not die. It is also important to stress that nowhere in this speech Orbán speaks against the European 
identity as such, or denies that Hungary is a European country. Rather he targets specific aspects of Europe: Orbán 
criticizes the EU bureaucracy which supposedly abuses Hungary's national interests as well as West Europe associated 
with liberal democracy. In this way, the Hungarian national identity is articulated in opposition to the European 
identity, which is related to the values of liberalism propagated by the dominant West European and EU discourse. It 
is also the way, in which Orbán clears out the way for his later (2018) articulations of the Hungarian national identity 
as a truly (thus compatible with the) European identity, whereas the concept of “European” is given another meaning, 
not least due the weight given to “Central Europe”.  

 The question on how to respond to populism is always a tricky question, which does not yield clear-cut 
answers. According to the political scientist Mudde:  

  “The best way to deal with populism is to engage – as difficult as it is – in an open dialogue with populist actors and 
 supporters, the aim of the dialogue should be better understand the claims and grievances of the populist elites and masses 
 and to develop liberal democratic responses to them. At the same time, practitioners and scholars should focus 
 more on the message than the messenger.”xxv 

If to take up this suggestion seriously, then argumentation theoretical tools might be particularly useful in envisioning 
effective responses to the populist messages. At a very general level, it would be useful to identify populists' 
grievances by cutting them out from the reasoning web and list them for an independent evaluation from a political 
theoretical perspective. For instance, Orbán argues that the Hungarian liberal state was incapable of protecting 
community assets and families falling into debts as a few proofs showing that the Hungarian liberal democracy was 
not able to protect the interest of the Hungarian nation, which in turn serves as the reason that we “must break with the 
liberal principles and methods of social organization and in general with the liberal understanding of society” (see 
Appendix). Consequently, the issues of community assets and family debts could be separated as legitimate issues, 
which deserve to be answered. At a more particular level, if to treat a populist text dialogically, populists' discourse 
could be subjected to critical questions following, at the very basic level, argumentation schemes (a specific relation 
between the arguments and standpoint) being used.xxvi An illustrative case is Orbán's argument that the post-2008 
(West European financial crisis) times are the times of “regime change”.  

 Orbán supports this claim by three lines of argument. First of all, he claims that the post-2008 events are the 
times of the “regime change” because they are analogous to the three major events of the 20th century, which were the 
cases of the regime change, i.e., after WWI, after WWII and after 1990. Before suggesting that post-2008 events and 
the three events are similar, he secures the similarity of the times following WWI, WWII and 1990. According to him, 
the latter three events were the cases of “regime change” because it was immediately clear to everyone that regime 
change was going on. In his words, “The joint characteristic of these <...> is that when these changes occurred it was 
clear to everybody from practically one day to the next that from now on they would be living in a different world 
from one they had been living in until then”. Already here, one may question whether Orbán articulates an acceptable 
premise: is it the case that all people from the very first days of the wars and 1990s events were perceiving the events 
as the changes of the world order? Irrespective to acceptability or unacceptability of this premise, it is clear that the 
major claim is supported by appeal to people, or, in other words, ad populum argument, which can be used 
fallaciously or not. Orbán claims that the post-2008 transformations are similar to the changes which these three 
events induced: “The statement that I would like to put forward as the starting point of my speech today is that there is 
a change of similar value and weight going on in the world today”. Curiously, when drawing the analogy between, on 
the one hand, the events following WWI, WWII and 1990, and, on the other hand, current world, it quickly collapses: 
three events were regime changes because everyone perceived them immediately as such and the importance of the 
changes following 2008 events are not grasped by people: “The significance of this change is not quite so obvious 
because, in contrast to the previous three, people perceive it in different way”. The legitimate question then is how 
acceptable analogy when it is employed? In other words, the key critical question raised here is “Are there any 
significant differences between [the events following WWI, WWII and 1990] and [the events following the financial 
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crisis in 2008]?”xxvii Orbán forwards a further premise, quite in a Marxist way of ideology as, in his words, “fog”: 
people would see the radical character of the changes if they would know and analyse. In this way, he seems to 
prepare the way of providing some knowledge and analysis to enlighten the people. What follows are two 
“symptomatic” arguments. First, he argues that there are immense changes (e.g., “the fact that America has been 
pervaded by cynism”, “liberal values embody corruption, sex and violence”) because “experts” (e.g., “an 
internationally recognised analyst”, “one of the richest people in America, who was one of the first investors of 
Amazon”) says so. Clearly, all these symptoms are considered to be indicative of the radical changes by appeals to 
authority (ad vericundiam), which, the same way as ad populum, could be done fallaciously or not. In case of the 
fallacy of the abuse of authority, “a proposition is presented as acceptable because some person or written source that 
is inappropriately presented as an authority says that it is so”.xxviii An observer sensitive to rhetoric would also point 
out that in this text a set of authorities is selected, which presupposes an implicit criterion for selection, which could be 
also questioned; moreover, rhetorical strategy of presenting arguments as the opinions of “experts” is intended to 
convince audience by framing controversial opinions as objective facts instead. And finally, Orbán provides the third 
argument on why the post-2008 events are world order changes: the post-2008 is the regime change because all these 
opinions of experts (on changes) are present in the public discourse. In his own words: “Prior to 2008, saying 
something like that would have meant being excluded from a discussion between gentlemen”. So the argument 
scheme employed is symptomatic: There is a regime change after 2008, because all these topics are discussed in 
public discourse (and an implicit premise here is: the discussion of these issues in public discourse is a symptom of the 
regime change). The major critical question then is: Is it possible all these sensitive/controversial issues may be 
discussed in public discourse without regime change taking place? (“Aren't there also other non Y's that have the 
characteristic Z?”); and: Is it possible that the regime change would occur without discussions of these 
sensitive/controversial issues in public discourse? (“Aren't there also other Y's that do not have the characteristic 
Z?”).xxix Hopefully, this short analysis illustrates the argumentative features of a populist text (including the use – and 
abuse – of “the people” for classificatory purposes) and a few concrete ways to question the claimed acceptability of 
arguments. 

 The second point to be illustrated here pertains to values. Values are particularly important to the populist 
discourse, because they are related to the concepts of (good) people and (bad) elite. Values are not necessarily 
envisioned as beliefs that are shared by separate individuals, but in case (as it is here) “the people” is a nation, values 
are constitutive of 'the people”. In populist lips, values often become strategies by which a vision of “the people” is 
constructed, which also means that they function as a device to exclude other people from the polis. In this sense, it is 
not surprising to find that the sphere of the values – what they are, how they are expressed in action, what they should 
be, who possess them, etc. – become the stage where populist fight for the life, i.e., for definition. And Orbán is not an 
exception, or rather, he is a superb example of how the fight for the core values of democracy are being fought. In 
order to illustrate it, and to see it clearer, argumentation theoretical tools such as argumentation structure  (see 
Appendix) are particularly useful.  

 Orbán attacks the value of freedom (“we have the right to do anything that does not infringe on he freedom of 
the other party”) as it is understood in Western liberal democracy. He sees it as the key principle by which the (liberal) 
state is organized. As we see from the argumentation structure, criticism of this meaning of freedom serves as the 
grounds to criticize liberal democracy as such. Therefore, we could say, that understanding Orbán's grievances on the 
liberal understanding of the concept of freedom, helps us to understand his claimed repulsion of liberal democracy as 
such. His criticism is quite straightforward: this principle of freedom is problematic because it is problematic in 
practice: the major problem is that in practice the strongest always wins and there is no any principle of justice, which 
would determine the boundaries of freedom (“Conflicts on the acceptance of mutual freedom are not decided 
according to some abstract principle of justice, but what happens instead is that the stronger party is always right”). 

 For one, Orbán's criticism raises a question: can we reject the principle, the value because it is supposedly not 
working in practice (on the factual grounds)? And are the premises that – in case of conflict about freedom, the 
strongest always wins; in case of conflict on freedom, there is no principle of justice at work – acceptable? Since both 
questions seem to be problematic, and both issues form the grounds in support the claim that liberal democracy should 
be abandoned, the claim itself becomes quite shaky. 

 Orbán also provides a positive vision of illiberal democracy, and Hungary is envisioned as the state where 
illiberal democracy is already and will continue to be enacted. Illiberal democracy replaces the previously discussed 
principle of freedom with another principle, which should be the key principle for organizing the state: “one should 
not undo others what one does not want others to do unto you”. The question is – is it a new understanding of 
freedom? If so, what does it imply? And how this principle can be interpreted and implemented particularly to benefit 
the Hungarian national interest, at least? How this principle can cause the Hungarian nation to be competitive on the 
global market (and Orbán is explicitly claiming that a new method of state organization will make the nation 
competitive, while liberal democracy failed to do that). Still, ambiguity remains: clearly, freedom is important for 
Orbán's vision (the new principle of state organization should respect the values of Christianity, freedom, and human 

rights); he rejects the liberal democratic understanding of freedom, but at the same time contends that Hungary as “an 
illiberal state, a non-liberal state. It does not reject the fundamental principles of liberalism such as freedom, and I 
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could list a few more”. All that raises more questions than provides answers, which in itself might be a valuable 
response to the populist discourse, which juggles with the definitions of values, and – in line with the observations of 
many scholars of populism – is primarily a critical and ideological rather than constructive and programmatic political 
talk.  

Visual Articulations of National and European Identities in the Public Sphere 

The following section discusses the negotiation of identities through memory sites by analyzing how narratives are 
visually articulated and mediated in the public sphere.xxx The reinvention of history is approached from the perspective 
of “illiberal democracy,” a political system and ideology set forth following the election victory of the Fidesz-KDNP 
alliance in 2010. The construction and transmission of official narratives that propagate “illiberal” values will be 
investigated with an interdisciplinary approach that combines insights of political science, memory studies and 
art/cultural theory. The analysis focuses on the shifting articulations of national and European identities, the 
cornerstones of which have been laid down by the Declaration of National Cooperationxxxi and the Imre Steindl 
Program, the government’s large-scale reconstruction plan targeting the Parliament area.xxxii Finally, recent 
implications of the official ideology will be briefly discussed in relation to the arts. 

References to past greatness of Hungary that never really existed (the “heartland”) occur in various historical 
contexts within the party’s historical narrative that aims at constructing a Eurosceptic national identity. This 
framework places emphasis on sovereignty through the concepts of the victim narrative and anti-communism, 
articulated through both textual and visual representations. Central to the notion of sovereignty are the interwar Horty 
era (1920-1944), the last fully sovereign Hungarian regime before the communist takeover and Hungary’s freedom 
fights, particularly the 1956 revolution, a key reference point not only Hungarian collective memory but also in the 
history of the Cold War.xxxiii In sync with this, in the frame of the Imre Steindl Program the pre-1944 image of the 
Kossuth Square has been reinstated, housing memorials that commemorate the most important freedom fights, 
including the revolutions of 1948 and 1956.xxxiv The reconstruction propagates the narrative of disrupted sovereignty 
between 1944 and 1989 – also inscribed into the country’s Constitution since 2011xxxv  – and it implicitly embraces the 
legacy of the Horthy regime,xxxvi a highly problematic period given the overt anti-Semitism of the 1930s.xxxvii 

The official narrative links the freedom fights with the 2010 electoral victory and transforms the narrative of 
disillusionment of post-socialist Eastern European societies for their failure to catch up with the West into a narrative 
of external domination. Orbán employs the memory of the 1948 and 1956 revolutions already in his 1989 speech to 
grant legitimacy to the regime changexxxviii and, building on this foundation, he shifts the date of Hungary’s liberation 
from 1989 to 2010.xxxix The Declaration of National Cooperation opens with a new periodization of 20th century 
history, suggesting that after the interrupted continuity of Hungarian sovereignty – by the German occupation, the 
communist regime and the transition period – the time has come in 2010 for “another revolution in the voting booths” 
to reclaim independence.xl The document reinterprets the transition period, much of which was characterized by 
efforts of European integration, claiming that Western democracies are to blame for the difficulties of the period, 
which “led to vulnerability instead of freedom, indebtedness instead of autonomy, poverty instead of prosperity, and a 
deep spiritual, political and economic crisis instead of hope, optimism and fraternity.”xli 

The idea of sovereign Hungary goes hand in hand with the victim narrative that portrays Hungarian history as 
a series of tragedies. It has become essential in NER’s interpretive framework to maintain anti-EU sentiments by 
blaming external forces for the country’s sufferings prior to 2010.xlii The narrative is propagated by memorial sites, 
such as the House of Terror Museumxliii and the Monument to the Victims of the German Occupation in the Freedom 
Square. The Monument manifests the victim narrative, reaffirmed by the idea of the disrupted course of history.xliv It 
represents Hungary as the allegorical figure of Archangel Gabriel, holding the state symbol in his hands, with 
Germany above him in the form of an imperial eagle, attacking Hungary. Due to its controversial aesthetics, the 
memorial has been widely criticized for falsifying history by denying Hungary’s responsibility in the Nazi crimes and 
the Holocaust,xlv excluding narratives concerning anti-Semitism and anti-Jewish legislation in the 1930’s and of 
collaboration with the Nazi regime. Ever since its construction, protesters have been gathering in the site to place their 
own counter-memorials and raise awareness in the diversity of overlooked narratives. The still active protest group of 
the “Living Memorial” has also been organizing discussions on the spot to reflect on conflicting memories generated 
by Fidesz’s memory politics.xlvi The counter-memorial stresses that memory is a social practice and cannot be 
overwritten by top-down memory politics.xlvii 

For Fidesz, communism is the paragon of ideologies imposed on Hungary by external powers, therefore, anti-

communism occupies a central role in NER’s narrative framework. The demonization of communism has become 
especially manifest since the latest elections. In 2018 the black granite obelisk of the Memorial of the Victims of the 
Soviet Occupation was inaugurated in Budapest, where Viktor Orbán commemorated the victims, saying: “We know 
that there is no communism with a human face. The real face of communism is called Gulag.”xlviii He also underlines 
the link between National Socialism, communism and modern imperialism as ideologies that have emerged “West 
from us.” xlix Emphasizing the responsibility of the “West” for the communist takeover of 1948, which he claims to 
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have been “a result of the compromise between the Soviets and the West,”l he makes the distinction between “us” and 
“them” crystal clear in order to maintain a “sense of extreme crisis.”li This sort of “doublespeak” employs the memory 
of communism to propagate “illiberal” political objectives disguised as commemoration.lii 

The memorial site of the Martyrs’ Square represents major shifts in the meanings attributed to communism. 
Since the early 1990’s the square has been housing the Memorial of Imre Nagy (1896-1958). The bronze figure 
standing on a bridge symbolizes his role in 1956 as the Prime Minister of the revolution.liii Nagy’s legacy gained 
enormous significance in 1989 as Hungary’s transition from the communist to the liberal democratic order was 
marked by his rehabilitation and reburial ceremony.liv In the early 1990’s he was officially recognized as a “martyr of 
the nation”lv and the Imre Nagy Memorial in the Martyr’s Square was inaugurated in 1996. However, due to his 
problematic position as a former Stalinist politician and a reform communist, his figure has become increasingly 
uncomfortable for the Fidesz governmentlvi so his statue will be relocated in the frame of the Imre Steindl Program and 
the former memorial to the victims of the “Red Terror” in 1919 will be reinstated in the its place. lvii In recent 
representations of Fidesz’s memory politics, the short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic of 1919 has gained importance 
to propagate anti-communist sentiments.lviii The shifting meanings attributed to the Martyr’s Square demonstrate the 
interrelatedness of the concepts of sovereignty, the victim narrative and anti-communism in Fidesz’s memory politics. 

The three key concepts discussed above revolve around the vaguely defined vision of the “heartland”lix and 
outline the narrative framework of the “illiberal” political and ideological system. Prior to 2018 the Hungarian state 
signified the romanticized vision of the past, based on which “illiberal democracy” has been built. In Orbán’s 2018 
speech at the Bálványos Summer Free University and Student Camp, however, “illiberalism” is expanded beyond the 
national domain, and the pseudo-nostalgia for a past that never took place implies a broader, “European heartland”: 

“In Christian Europe, work and human dignity were honored, man and woman were equal, family was the foundation of 
the nation, the nation was the foundation of Europe, and states guaranteed the security. In today's open society in Europe 
there are no boundaries, European people can be replaced by immigrants, the family has become a voluntarily varied 
form of coexistence, nation, national consciousness and national sentiment are regarded as negative and obsolete and the 
state no longer guarantees security in Europe.”lx 

Recognizing the tendency that post-communist societies with their shared histories and post-communist 
disillusionment, and without strong traditions of constitutional liberalism, multiethnic population and immigration are 
easily tempted by “illiberalism,” Orbán currently promotes the idea of an economically strong Central European 
region.lxi In so doing, his focus shifts from building the Hungarian political system to the further development of the 
“illiberal” ideology before the European elections. 

One of the main objectives formulated by Orbán in 2018 is the creation of a new intellectual and cultural 
approach: “Now the task ahead of us is to embed the political system into a cultural era. This is why it is logical, and 
not at all surprising that the most exciting debates today have exploded in the field of cultural policy.”lxii The first 
signs of the new direction appeared in the pro-government newspaper Magyar Idők, which labeled the Opera’s Billy 

Eliot show as “gay propaganda”lxiii and criticized the Frida Kahlo exhibition in Budapest for “promoting 
communism.”lxiv Attacks of such induced heated debates rapidly growing into a culture war,lxv where the 
representatives of diverse perspectives found themselves in the frontline between “liberal” and “illiberal” ideologies. 
The government’s ability to impose its ideology is possible because the centralization of culture has already been 
carried out by the inclusion of the Hungarian Academy of Arts as a state institution into the Constitution in 2011.lxvi 
The power of the “public body committed to national tasks concerning the arts”lxvii has been growing due to massive 
state support and funding and today it is the most powerful institution controlling virtually every actor and institution 
of culture. 

The cultural sphere’s dependency on the ideologically one-dimensional official body has far-reaching 
consequences. The politically committed institution polarizes the scene by dismantling its autonomy and its internal 
logic. This situation produces new strategies and compromises to cope with the system for individuals and institutions 
alike. Cultural dissent grows inevitably reactionary as it relies on the institution system and it has to redefine its 
identity in relation to the imposed ideology. The intensity of independent art practices and civic actions is also 
decreasing, not only because of the lack of funding but also due to self-censorship, which has emerged on all levels of 
the hierarchy.lxviii  

At the same time, the changing cultural climate stimulates critical reflection that challenges political and 
ideological limitations. Measures that considerably limited media plurality, academic freedom and civil society in the 
past eight years have met massive opposition.lxix The cultural sector was also severely implicated by the structural 
changes,lxx and the emergence of cultural resistance has manifested in civic and artistic (re)actions, interventions and 
events that demanded autonomy for arts.lxxi It remains to be seen, however, whether diverse cultural actors trapped in 
between the binary opposition of “illiberal” and “liberal” ideologies will be able to overcome the symptomatic 
reactionary articulations to constructively imagine alternative spaces of culture.  
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