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Abstract 

The paper explains why some places experience a surge of radical right populism and its adoption 

by mainstream politics, leading to transformative political outcomes such as the concentration of power in 

the center and a decline of liberal practices and institutions. I argue that to understand the rise of populism 

we need to examine intra-ethnic cleavages and the way they develop over time and are incorporated into 

the political system. To support the theory, the paper explores how the development of the nation in 

Central Europe’s Poland, Hungary, and the Czech and Slovak Republics left the political and geographic 

centers disengaged from the peripheries. The centers were cosmopolitan and outward facing, and though 

they used the myths and symbols of the periphery, they remained culturally close to the imperial 

metropole. Peripheries on the other hand, remained dependent, and their access to political, cultural, and 

material resources was limited. As a result, even after WWII, when countries and the urban centers in 

particular became more homogenous and less cosmopolitan, the foreignness of the center vis-à-vis the 

periphery remained. From these similar background conditions, I demonstrated that countries took 

different paths in the 1989 transitions from communism. Both Poland and Hungary failed to integrate the 

peripheries into the political systems. Matters were worse in Hungary, where the transition involved 

limited elite bargaining, was very liberal, and had little input from other groups in society. The case of 

Czechoslovakia however was different. As center and periphery cleavages overlapped with ethnic 

identity, the political center in Prague was forced to address the demands of the periphery. It was far 

easier for the periphery in Bratislava to organize and make demands early on because they had a shared 

ethnic identity that united them, and made their shared (periphery) interests evident early on. Separation 

was an available solution for Czechoslovakia because of the ethnic divisions between center and 

periphery. The country fit with seminal nationalism literature that identifies centers and periphery with 

separate ethno-lingual groups. However, in the other cases, Hungary and Poland, separation was not an 

available solution for center-periphery tensions. Centers and peripheries shared language and ethnicity if 

not an agreement over culture, history, and their implications.  

The comparative examination has several important takeaways. First, center-periphery cleavages 

that do not overlap with ethnicity have their own set of outcomes. While nationalist emergence in 

ethnically divided center-periphery societies is turned outside – toward the other ethno-national group, the 

national fervor in ethnically homogenous but center-periphery divided societies is turned inwards – from 

the periphery toward the center. This is manifested in the rise of anti-establishment anti-elitist discourse 

that presents the elite establishment as foreign, and legitimizes an overturn of liberal institutions.  Second, 

the research demonstrates that liberal traditions can offset disruptive populism, as in the Czech case, the 

case of Slovakia demonstrates that unified national identity can also protect against the this type of 

populism. Slovakia, the least liberal country in the region was not considered a free democratic country 

following the transition from communism, or a candidate for European Union membership. Slovakia also 

has a far right party that is and has always been present in political life, and is even a legitimate 

government member. However, since the entire political system, including the left, is concentrated in the 

national/ culturally populist end of the political spectrum, it is difficult to undermine the government 

based on nationalist agenda. This agenda is successful in Slovakia, but so far it has not led to disruptive 

outcomes. The broader implication is that though a transition that leads to highly liberal country might 

seem desirable to Western observers, it has a disruptive potential for countries that lack a deep liberal 
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tradition. A more nationalist country is problematic for human and civil rights, and the quality of 

democracy, but it is also more stable over time, and has potential for incremental democratization. This is 

in line with literature on the unstable nature of new democracies.
1
 A liberal system that exacerbates 

existing cleavages between liberal and non-liberal groups in society can explain some of the cases of 

unstable new democracies.   

 

  

                                                           
1
 Snyder, Jack L. From Voting to Violence: Democratization and Nationalist Conflict. Norton New York, 2000. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

In recent years, the political fates of four countries that transitioned from communism in 

1989 have diverged. Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia had a similar starting point, but the 

rise of far right nationalism and nationalist populism in the region separates them today. Poland 

and Hungary are experiencing institutional changes and a decline in democratic indicators, 

Slovakia and the Czech Republic are not, despite the fact that Slovakia has always had a 

prominent far right.  

Though economic crisis hit the region unevenly it cannot account for the political 

patterns that emerged. Indeed, Hungary suffered a severe crisis, but so did the Czech Republic, 

whereas Poland did not. The left in each country responded differently to the crisis, in Hungary it 

entirely collapsed, whereas in the Czech Republic and Slovakia it remained in power. That 

however is not an explanation but a part of the process of the transformation of the political 

system. Though electoral laws in the region diverge, they too cannot account for the observed 

outcomes.  
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I argue in this paper that one important factor has been mostly overlooked: the center 

periphery cleavage in the region, and the way different political systems were able to address it 

when the new democratic structure was put into place. Since the entire region has a long history 

of deep center-periphery cleavages they continue to influence political outcomes. The paper 

examines whether and how center-periphery tensions were addressed at the time of transition and 

constitution writing. I ask whether and in what way did questions of national identity and 

national belonging enter the process. The main argument the paper promote is that where center-

periphery tensions were not a part of the process early on, they were not integrated into 

mainstream politics, and therefore when these tensions did arise, mainstream politics was not 

equipped to address them and the result was the rise of transformative populism. I draw on 

Ernest Gellner’s terms of the imperial center, ‘Megalomania’ and the peripheral ‘Ruritania’, and 

argue that where center-periphery tensions were not addressed, the political urban center 

continued to serve as a foreign Megalomania for the periphery, and rising political elites were 

able to mobilize support based on claims for authentic national identity of Ruritania vis-à-vis the 

center.   

More specifically, the paper shows that the breakdown of Czechoslovakia directly 

addressed the center-periphery cleavage which overlapped with ethnic identity. Hungary and 

Poland both failed to address the center-periphery cleavage at the moment of transition. In 

Hungary, tensions were entirely ignored and were not integrated into the system. In Poland, the 

center failed to sufficiently integrate the demands of the periphery creating deep polarization.  
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The four countries examined in this paper, also known as the Visegrad Group,
2
 serve as a 

good set for comparative analysis. They have all been a border region between stronger empires, 

they share common histories of search for national independence under foreign rule, they were a 

part of the Soviet bloc, and they transitioned from communism in 1989. Considering these 

similar background conditions, the current variation in political outcomes is worth a close 

examination. In addition, the question of the level integration of center-periphery cleavages into 

politics is relevant to many political systems, the 1989 transitions in these four states provide a 

unique opportunity to understand the different paths systems can take in regards to center-

periphery tensions. As elaborated below, the theory particularly applies to post-colonial and post-

Soviet countries.  

The paper proceeds as follows, the next section presents a theory of center-periphery 

cleavages and their influence on political outcomes. The following section compares far right 

populist political outcomes in the region. I then turn to examine briefly the history of cleavages 

and the way the process of transition addressed them in each case, and conclude with a few 

remarks.  

2 THEORY 

The rise of populism in recent years has been as an ideological opposition or even an 

alternative to liberal cosmopolitan values.
3

 Inglehart and Norris define populists as anti 

establishment, coalescing around a strong leader, promoting the notion of the popular will (as 

opposing minority rights), nationalist, and supporters of traditional values like patriarchy, 

                                                           
2
 A working Central European alliance of the four states. See: http://www.visegradgroup.eu/ 

3
 Jack Snyder, “Illiberal Modernity and National Populism in the BRICS and the West” Journal of Democracy. 

Forthcoming 
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religion, and traditional family structure.
4
 Liberal cosmopolitans on the other hand, support 

pluralist democracy, multiculturalism, multilateralism, and progressive values.
5

 To this 

discussion Pirro adds that in Central Eastern Europe populists portray themselves as defenders of 

the losers of the democratic transition against the ‘anti national’ elites who were responsible for 

privatization. Thus, these populist actors support a nationalist protectionist economic policy.
6
 To 

understand the sources of the animosity between political elites and even de-legitimation of 

political elites, I argue we must look at the origins of national movements in the region, the 

development of the center-periphery cleavage, and the way it was addressed during the 

democratic transitions.  

In his book, Nations and Nationalism,
7
 Ernest Gellner vividly depicts the evolution of 

nationalism in the periphery. Gellner’s ‘Ruritania’ is a rural region with a common dialect, 

reminiscent of the Central Eastern European countryside. At some moment in time, Ruritanian 

emerging urban elites articulated a new shared identity by framing local culture and grievances 

as national characteristics.
8
 Through this process, Ruritania developed a separate and salient 

                                                           
4
 Inglehart, Ronald, and Pippa Norris. “Trump, Brexit, and the Rise of Populism: Economic Have-Nots and Cultural 

Backlash,” 2016. See also Gidron, Noam, and Bart Bonikowski. “Varieties of Populism: Literature Review and 

Research Agenda,” 2013; Mudde, Cas. Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe. Vol. 22. 8. Cambridge University 

Press Cambridge, 2007;  Pirro, Andrea LP. “Populist Radical Right Parties in Central and Eastern Europe: The 

Different Context and Issues of the Prophets of the Patria.” Government and Opposition 49, no. 04 (2014): 600–629. 
5
 Inglehart and Norris 2016. 

6
 Pirro 2014. In terms of economic preferences, populist radical right groups are rather diverse. On the one hand, 

many of these groups support protectionist measures which favor local manufacturers such as tariff barriers. More 

broadly they oppose globalization and portray it as an infringement on national sovereignty. In Europe, these 

preferences translate into ‘Euro-Skepticism’, a position probably shared by all populist radicals.  In the same line, 

welfare allocations are favored by many of these groups. Although the preference is toward welfare chauvinism, 

benefits for selected nativist populations, not for immigrants or ethnic minorities.  On the other hand, economic 

conservatives have used populist rhetoric to shift political agenda toward identity politics and away from economic 

preferences. The mixed economic policies of Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban is an example for the lack of 

unified economic agenda. After taking office in 2010, Orban nationalized private pensions in Hungary, heavily 

taxed foreign owned companies, and subsidized household utilities for private consumers. On the other hand, he 

lowered the tax rate in Hungary to a flat rate of 16 percent, restructured ownership in the market to benefit wealthy 

cronies, and pursued an increase in global trade with non western markets. 
7
 Ernest, Gellner. “Nations and Nationalism.” Paris, Payot, 1983. 

8
 Ibid pp. 58-62 
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national identity from that of Megalomania, the imperial center. Though the urban elites 

celebrated the symbols and heroes of the countryside, they remained the urban elite to their rural 

co-nationals. Gellner ends the process of national formation there, with the crystallization of a 

new national group. But is that the end of the story?  

I argue that the dynamic relationship between urban elites and the periphery, or 

Megalomania and Ruritania within the national group, continues to shape political identities and 

is a source for ongoing mobilization. Differences between center and periphery in some of the 

cases discussed here are not only socio-economic or cultural, but also reflect fundamentally 

different views on national identity and national belonging.  This is counter to the common 

scholarly discussion on nationalism. Indeed, to Gellner the very emergence of nations is related 

to industrialization: the national form aligns with, and meets the needs of industrial economies.
9
 

We can therefore assume that as long as industrial economies endure so will the national group. 

This is commonly how we think of the story of nationalism, national groups were formed
10

 and 

then they stuck around supported by the framing of self determination,
11

 and the international 

state system and its institutions.
12

 The politicization of certain national identities over time has 

been attributed to many factors from weak state capacity to institutional design to economic 

disparities.
13

 In all these cases however, national identity and its saliency is understood as a 

relationship between ethno-national groups, rather than as tensions within a national group over 

                                                           
9
 Ibid 

10
 Some though argue national groups are not a recent centuries’ phenomenon. Gat, Azar. Nations: The Long History 

and Deep Roots of Political Ethnicity and Nationalism. Cambridge University Press, 2012. 
11

 Connor, Walker. “Self-Determination: The New Phase.” World Politics 20, no. 01 (1967): 30–53; Manela, Erez. 

The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial Nationalism. Oxford 

University Press on Demand, 2007. 
12

 Jackson, Robert H., and Carl G. Rosberg. “Sovereignty and Underdevelopment: Juridical Statehood in the African 

Crisis.” The Journal of Modern African Studies 24, no. 01 (1986): 1–31. 
13

 Posner, Daniel N. Institutions and Ethnic Politics in Africa. Cambridge University Press, 2005; Chandra, 

Kanchan. “Ethnic Parties and Democratic Stability.” Perspectives on Politics 3, no. 2 (2005): 235–252; Horowitz, 

Donald L. Ethnic Groups in Conflict. Univ of California Press, 1985. 
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questions of identity. What we see in Central Eastern Europe and elsewhere however, is a 

tension much more similar to the old Ruritania-Megalomania cleavage, short of the formation of 

new national identity: a struggle over identity between center and periphery, and elite 

mobilization around that cleavage, which is expressed in the rise of saliency of a dichotomy 

between liberalism and populism.  

Following the formation of a separate national identity, the urban political center in most 

Central Eastern Europe did not engage in nation building projects that resulted in unified 

identities. Although there were projects intended to make peasants into members of the nation, 

these were not always conducted by state representatives, and were usually not inclusive 

projects. Much of the region continued to be subjected to foreign rule after the emergence of 

national identity. As a result, inclusive top down nation building projects were difficult to 

achieve as the national group did not control the state. By the time these nations gained 

independence, many of the political units were composed of multiple national groups,
14

 and 

unifying nation building efforts were doomed to fail. This failure is relevant not only to the 

relationship between ethno-national groups, but also within the main national group in society. 

Urban centers in the region were very cosmopolitan, in most of them Germans and Jews were 

overrepresented.
15

 Moreover, domestic urban middle classes were relatively small.
16

 

Consequently, the urban center and intellectual elites were perceived as foreign to the national 

group even after countries gained their independence from foreign rule.  

                                                           
14

 Darden 
15

 Walicki, Andrzej. “The Troubling Legacy of Roman Dmowski.” East European Politics and Societies 14, no. 1 

(1999): 12–46 ; Judt, Tony, and Timothy Snyder. Thinking the Twentieth Century. Reprint edition. New York: 

Penguin Books, 2013. 
16

 Walicki, 1999 
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Poland, discussed later in detail, is one such example. Struggles over national identity 

accompanied the Polish national project from early on. The foreign rules of the partitions posed 

an institutional threat to Polish national identity. Policies of Russification and Germanization 

limited Polish education and the use of the Polish language.
17

 States’ top down efforts to 

establish a unified German or Russian national identity were attempting to abolish Polish 

identity. This was particularly true for the Prussian controlled areas, where Bismarck’s 

kulturkampf restricted Catholicism so tied with Polish national identity.
18

 The Polish “center” 

national elite of that era was composed of liberal nobility who supported independence, but held 

inclusive views as to the membership in a future independent Poland. To many of them 

individuals could hold multiple overlapping identities.
19

 This elite is best represented by Józef 

Piłsudski, Poland’s leader during most of the interwar years. Prior to WWI and Poland new 

found independence, Piłsudski believed Polish territory should include Lithuania and Ukraine as 

a counter to its strong neighbors, in particular Russia, and was tolerant toward multiple identities 

within Poland.
20

 As a counter to this cosmopolitan view of citizenship, Piłsudski’s political rival 

Roman Dmowski placed an independent and exclusive Polish national identity as the single goal 

for Poland. Dmowski, considered the father of modern Polish nationalism, viewed the Jews and 

Germans he encountered in Warsaw as both foreign and dangerous to Polish national identity.
21

 

The project of nationalization Dmowski initiated in the Polish countryside was not intended to 

make all peasants into Polish nationals, it was consciously an exclusive project which alienated 

both non-Pols in urban centers and many peasants in the Russian region of partitioned Poland 

                                                           
17

 Zarycki, Tomasz. “Politics in the Periphery: Political Cleavages in Poland Interpreted in Their Historical and 

International Context.” Europe-Asia Studies 52, no. 5 (2000): 851–873. 
18

 ibid 
19

 Walicki, 1999 
20

 Walicki 1999; Zarycki, 2000 
21

 Dmowski became convinced later in life that Jews must be removed from Poland because of their threat to a 

unified Polish nation. Porter, Brian A. Who Is a Pole and Where Is Poland? Territory and Nation in the Rhetoric of 

Polish National Democracy before 1905. na, 1992. 
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whose multiple identities were previously tolerated. Thus, the struggle between liberal-

cosmopolitan views and national-exclusive ones has deep roots in Poland.  

Across Central Europe, elites representing the cultural and physical periphery continued 

to mobilize support over the years on the cleavage between the ‘true’ countryside nationals and 

the ‘foreign’ urban cosmopolitans. In other words, the urban centers of Central Europe 

transformed into the Megalomania to the countryside’s Ruritania. Different regimes intensified 

the center periphery cleavages in the region. This was certainly the case for the communist 

regimes which both starved the countryside and launched anti-elitist campaigns at moments of 

crisis as will be elaborated later in this paper. Thus, even though the urban centers of the region 

were far from cosmopolitan after the ethnic cleansing of Jews and expulsion of German 

following WWII, the perception of the center as foreign prevailed. As I demonstrate in this 

paper, the transition from communism in some Central European countries was a negotiation 

between liberal and communist elites, and the representation of the periphery was minimal.
22

 In 

these cases, there was little resolution of the tension between center and periphery and national 

identity remained contested and open for further mobilization.  

One way in which political scientists often think about political cleavages is through their 

representation in the party system.
23

  In this view one central role of political parties is to 

translate social cleavages into political competition.
24

 The center periphery cleavage was not 

immediately represented by mainstream parties in all the cases examined here. Specifically, I 

                                                           
22

 Kennedy, Michael D. “The Intelligentsia in the Constitution of Civil Societies and Post-Communist Regimes in 

Hungary and Poland.” Theory and Society 21, no. 1 (1992): 29–76. 
23

 Evans, Geoffrey, and Stephen Whitefield. Explaining the Formation of Electoral Cleavages in Post-Communist 

Democracies. na, 2000; Kitschelt, Herbert. “The Formation of Party Systems in East Central Europe.” Politics & 

Society 20, no. 1 (1992): 7–50; Lipset, Seymour M., and Stein Rokkan. “Cleavage Structures, Party Systems, and 

Voter Alignments: An Introduction,” 1967; Tavits, Margit. “The Development of Stable Party Support: Electoral 

Dynamics in Post-Communist Europe.” American Journal of Political Science 49, no. 2 (2005): 283–298. 
24

 Lipset and Rokkan, 1967 
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argue that in Czechoslovakia the center periphery cleavage overlapped with ethnic identities. 

Thus, the constitutional crisis that followed the transition and resulted in the separation of the 

Czech Republic and Slovakia directly addressed center-periphery tensions. In Poland and 

Hungary, the center- periphery cleavage was not immediately represented in the political system. 

In Poland, the opposition to the communist regime was at first unified under solidarity, whereas 

in Hungary the central cleavage represented by the political system was economic, as in attitudes 

toward economic reform. In Poland center-periphery representation within the mainstream 

parties did appear in the long and contentious process of constitution writing though the 

periphery was not represented in parliament during those years. In Hungary on the other hand, 

center-periphery issues were very slow to enter the political system.  

The variation in the nature of transitions and the process of constitution writing in the 

region created different paths for the four political systems examined here. First, where the 

center periphery cleavage were addressed there were no deep tensions that led later to the de-

legitimation of central rule in a moment of crisis. Both the Czech Republic and Slovakia did not 

experience the same transformative populism which overhauls political institutions as is 

currently the case in Poland and Hungary. The Czech Republic and Slovakia nonetheless differ 

in the nature of their political systems. The Czech Republic, the Megalomania, or ‘center’ of the 

theory presented here experienced far more liberal politics, it lacks a significant far right 

movement and has strong social democratic and liberal parties. Slovakia which represents 

Ruritania has a far more nationalist political discourse throughout the political spectrum. The 

left, nearly as national leaning as the far right has not been significantly undermined by 

accusations of treason, serving foreign interests, and so on. Thus these two countries represent 

two different paths: the liberal non transformative and the national non transformative (Table 1) 
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The third path is represented by Poland and Hungary, two countries which did not 

incorporate the center-periphery cleavage into mainstream politics early in the transition. Though 

there are significant differences between the countries which will be discussed below, in both 

cases liberals were successfully targeted as foreign traitors by elites who mobilized the support 

of ‘true’, ‘traditional’, ‘countryside’ nationals. The result was sweeping victories for 

transformative populism. (Table 1) 

Table 1 Outcomes of Center Periphery Cleavage 

Path Countries 

Liberal Non-Transformative Czech Republic 

National Non-Transformative Slovakia 

Transformative Hungary; Poland 

  

The lack of incorporation of the center-periphery cleavage into mainstream politics had 

such significant outcomes for several reasons. First, the dichotomy between center and periphery 

covers a broad spectrum of issues,
25

 it includes diverging interpretations of history and culture, 

views on form of government and constitution, relationship with neighbors and with Russia and 

the EU, attitudes toward economic reforms and market structure, attitudes on immigration, 

religiosity, and more. Second, each side views the other as illegitimate and dangerous to the 

future of the nation. This is particularly true for the periphery’s view of the center. Where the 

periphery had little input in the transition, the center and even the liberal constitutions written 

during the transition were perceived as foreign. The global economic crisis of 2008 reinforced 

this perception because center elites were perceived as aligned with forces of globalization like 

                                                           
25

 Kitschelt 1992  
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the EU. This is both an economic alliance and a culture-values one and thus it was easy to mark 

liberals as responsible for the economic crisis, and for moral failures like corruption in the 

region. Importantly, where there was some resolution to the center-periphery tension during the 

transition, the center was perceived as more integral to the nation, and even when elites 

mobilized later around this cleavage, they were met with opposition which offered an alternative 

view of the nation. 

To summarize, where the transition did not address the center periphery cleavage and 

failed to incorporate input from the periphery, the center remained foreign and was easily 

portrayed as traitor in a moment of crisis. In other words the deep tension between Megalomania 

and Ruritania remained within the a single national group which led later to the de-legitimation 

of Megalomania and the rise of transformative populism. In cases where the cleavage was 

addressed, sweeping mobilization against the political center could not be as successful and 

while far right parties and populist parties do exist, they do not overhaul the political system.  

Beyond the Central European region, the theory applies more broadly to the leverl of 

integration between liberal elites and national identity of the periphery. Similar tensions over 

national identity between center and periphery are common throughout the post-colonial world 

where the center was empowered at the expense of the periphery. In many of these cases weak 

state capacity accompanied the uneven spread of national identity. The pattern of development of 

a wealthy cosmopolitan center at the expense of the periphery is also common elsewhere in the 

post-Soviet world.  I turn next to a comparison of the far right and the populist right in the four 

cases.  
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3 FAR RIGHT COMPARISON  

Populist far right movements operate in all the four cases examined here. Moreover, far 

right violence has been a feature of all these countries to some extent. In addition to far right 

parties, in two of the cases, Hungary and Poland, reformist right wing populist parties currently 

comprise the government. In this section I compare the electoral strength and the electoral 

pattern of far right parties across cases, and briefly discuss the actions of reformist right wing 

populist governments. The separation between the two types is partly due to differences in size 

and influence, and partly because of the different origins of the two types of parties as will be 

elaborated below.  

Far right political parties existed since the 1989 regime transition in all four Central 

European cases discussed here. These parties managed to gain seats in parliament in some 

election cycles in all four countries. In two of the cases, far right parties were also a part of 

government at least for a short period. (Poland 2005-2006; and Slovakia 1992-1998 and 2006-

2010). Table 2 summarizes the electoral support for far right movements, their term in 

government, and the main agenda of each party.  

Table 2 Far Right Electoral Success source Minkenberg, Mudde, and independent research 

Country Right Wing Parties Electoral Outcomes Ideology/Agenda 

Pillars 

Czech Republic RMS In parliament 1992, 

1996 

Euro Skeptic, anti 

immigration 

National Party ___ Racist, Euro Skeptic, 

anti immigration 

Hungary MIEP In parliament 1998. Nationalism, 

irredentist, anti-

Semitic 

Jobbik Third largest party in 

parliament in 2010 

and 2014.  

Racist, Euro Skeptic, 

irredentist, anti 

immigration 

Poland LPR In parliament 2001, Xenophobic, Euro 
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2005 

In government 2005 

Skeptic, Religious, 

anti corruption 

Slovakia SNS In government 1992-

1998; 2006-2010 

Nationalist,  

L’SNS (Kotleba) In parliament 2016  Racist, anti 

immigration, anti 

corruption  

 

 As the table demonstrates, Slovakia has the most persistent and normalized political far 

right. The Slovak National Party (SNS) has been a nearly constant feature in the Slovak National 

Council from the first elections and has had deputies serving in government several times despite 

criticism from the European Union.
26

 However, the size of the far right in Slovakia and the 

power it holds within the political system remained rather stable over the years (Figure 1). 

Moreover, unlike Hungary for example, Slovakia still has a left wing party in government 

regardless of far right success. The new addition to the far right in Slovakia is Marian Kotleba’s 

party, People’s Party Our Slovakia (L’SNS). Kotleba has been in the margins of Slovak politics 

for over a decade. His early activities included rallies against the Roma community and marches 

in the uniforms of the WWII Nazi Slovak party.
27

 Though an earlier attempt to run for elections 

was banned by the interior ministry, in 2013 Kotleba’s became the governor of the Banská 

Bystrica region. In 2016 his party L’SNS won a shocking 8% of the votes in the national 

election. It remains to be seen however whether the party’s success persists.  

 While in Slovakia the far right has been fairly stable over time, the far right in Hungary 

grew significantly since 2010. Prior to Jobbik, Hungary’s far right party was MIEP which was 

                                                           
26

 Global Election Database: http://www.globalelectionsdatabase.com/ 
27

  Barbora Bodnárová; Radka Vicenová. “Anti-extremist strategies of political parties in Slovakia” Centre for 

European and North Atlantic Affairs. 2013 
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focused less on anti Roma and anti migration
28

 and more on irredentism and anti-Semitism. 

MIEp was a marginal party which only managed to pass the 5% electoral threshold once in 1998. 

Jobbik was formed in 2003 but only gained its first electoral success in the 2009 European 

Parliament election. In 2010 the party became the third largest in the Hungarian parliament with 

16% of the vote share. In the 2014 election in won 20% of the vote share and remained the third 

largest party.
29

  

 The two other countries, Poland and the Czech Republic experienced less far right 

electoral success. Poland’s significant far right party was the League of Polish Families (LPR), a 

populist xenophobic and Euro skeptic party. LPR gained approximately 8% of the vote share in 

two election cycles, 2001 and 2005. The Czech Republic had not had a significant far right 

political party since the first two election cycles.  

                                                           
28

 Migration was certainly not a salient issue in Hungary until the last couple of years and even now the question is 

of managing entry to Europe rather than immigration issues.  
29

 Though it now holds less seats than it did in 2010-2014 because of the skewed electoral system in Hungary 
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Figure 1: Far Right Vote Share 

  

In recent years Hungary and Poland have experienced a surge of right wing populism at the 

center of the political system. Both Fidesz and PiS (Law and Justice) which now govern Hungary 

and Poland respectively have been a part of their countries politics long before the surge of 

populism. Fidesz, at the time a liberal student movement, was a part of the 1989 transition in 

Hungary. PiS was formed in 2001, but its founders, Jaroslaw and Lech Kaczynski were 

influential politicians since the transition as well. In that sense these populist parties differ than 

most far right party (except perhaps the Slovak SNS), they rose from the very mainstream of the 

political system.  
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Fidesz and PiS are both populist reform oriented parties. Fidesz which held constitutional 

majority in Hungary in 2010-2014 passed a new Hungarian constitution without input from 

opposition or social groups. The new constitution limits the constitutional court, leaves out 

several liberal rights, and defines Hungarian identity in ethnic and religious exclusive terms.
30

 

Fidesz also restructured ownership in many economic sectors, promoting nationalist economic 

measures. It instated limitations on media and civil society, and reinforced economic and 

diplomatic ties with Russia. PiS similarly took steps to limit courts by nullifying the election of 

judges to the constitutional tribunal and passing a law to paralyze the courts work. It politicized 

media appointments and fired many senior public servants. Limitations were also placed on civil 

society, including a recent law limiting public gathering.
31

 PiS lacks the constitutional majority 

Fidesz enjoyed, it also faces a strong opposition both in parliament and in the streets.  

Populism has been present in Slovak and Czech politics as well. Slovakia has been the 

slowest country of the four to transition, and its early years under the leadership of Vladimir 

Meciar were considered nationalist and illiberal.
32

 Nationalist rhetoric remained a defining 

feature of Slovak politics of both the right and the left. This include derogatory toward Roma, 

anti immigration sentiments, and frictions with the Hungarian minority.
33

 At the same time 

Slovakia has advanced in securing democratic institutions and civil liberties. In other words, 

though populism is inherent to the entire political system it has not thus far had a transformative 

effect on the Slovak political system, nor has it led to the collapse of the left as in Hungary and 

Poland, though the left was weakened in the 2016 elections.  
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The Czech Republic like other European countries is currently experiencing a surge of 

populism. The most notable figure is billionaire finance minister and Prime Minister hopeful. 

Andrej Babis. Babis appears to be a strongman with ambiguous opinions on the democratic 

process. Though his party ANO is leading in polls ahead of the 2017 elections, it will likely have 

to operate as part of a coalition unlike Fidesz and PiS.
34

  

To summarize, of the four countries examined here, Hungary currently has a populist 

transformative ruling party as well as a strong far right in parliament. Poland has a populist 

transformative party in government as well, but it has a strong centrist opposition and does not 

have a far ight party in parliament. Slovakia has the most persistent far right, including in 

government, but the far right did not have a transformative influence on democratic institutions. 

And finally, the Czech republic does not currently have a transformative populist government or 

a far right party in parliament. (Table 3)  

Table 3 The Populist Right in Central Europe Summary 

Country Far Right Parties Populist Transformative Party 

Hungary   

Poland   

Slovakia   

Czech Republic   

 

 Beyond the political arena, some far right social groups have been active throughout the 

region since the democratic transition. In particular, all countries experienced some form of far 

right violence including unorganized hate crime, skinhead groups, and other groups targeting 
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minorities.
35

 In both Hungary and Slovakia there have also been paramilitary organization 

targeting the Roma minority and migrants.
36

  

 Considering the variation in outcomes presented here, the following section examines 

how the process of transition, and in particular the way it addressed center periphery tensions 

influenced political outcomes.  

 

4 THE CENTER PERIPHERY CLEAVAGE AND REGIME 

TRANSITION 

Central Europe has been located at the borders of powerful empires for centuries. As 

such, most countries in the region have a history of multiple foreign imperial occupations. 

Though particular histories vary, several patterns arise. First, the struggle for independence is a 

recurring theme in the region. It is probably strongest in Poland where the loss of territorial 

integrity of the partitions still has a significant hold on Polish consciousness. But the same is true 

for all countries in the region which have experienced only short periods of independence 

throughout history, and for a significant part of the past century existed under Russian Soviet 

control. The theme of struggle for independence makes Central Europeans suspicious of their 

powerful Eastern and Western neighbors, and attitudes toward cooperation with powerful allies 

can easily polarize at a time of crisis.
37

 Another theme in the region as discussed above is the 

deep cleavage between center and periphery and the perception of the center, which was often 

the country’s representative vis-à-vis foreign powers, as serving foreign interests, and moreover 
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not a natural part of the national community. This section examines how the regime transitions 

from communism addressed these issues in different countries. I examine the process of 

constitution making in each case, the main contentions, the actors in the process, and their input 

into the transition and constitution making. Through this process, I describe how the center-

periphery cleavage was addressed and to what extent did liberal actors integrated national ideas 

and symbols into the transition process and the new political systems.   

4.1 POLAND  
The cleavage between center and periphery has been a defining feature of Polish politics 

and society long before the communist regime. Poland’s elite experienced an awakening of 

national identity early. In 1791 in an attempt to preserve Polish independence liberal elites 

drafted a constitution setting the rule of law and guaranteeing certain liberties to citizens, 

similarly to the American constitution and the French revolutionary constitution of that year.
38

 

However, this constitution preserved the hierarchical structure of Polish society and the rigid 

absence of social mobility which left peasants tied to their lands and minorities without rights.
39

  

More crucially, the Polish political unit (or the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth) could not 

compete in the international arena with its increasingly powerful neighbors. From 1795 and on 

Poland experienced a series of partitions dividing it between the regional powers Russia, Prussia, 

and the Habsburg Empire. As a result, the Polish national movement developed under foreign 

control and without territorial integrity. Instead of a search for sovereignty as in Western Europe 

or even a search for independence as in other Central European countries, Poland was facing the 

questions of where is Poland located and who is a Pole.
40
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For the liberal minded Polish nobility, the quest for sovereignty and independence was 

the main goal. The question of belonging to the national community was secondary to the 

diplomatic effort to gain independence. The implication was an inclusive vision of Poland. 

Ethnic minorities such as Lithuanian and Ukrainian peasants were not excluded from the Polish 

community, as they were physically a part of the territory considered as Poland. While the 

nobility was fighting to preserve Polish identity and religion against Germanization in Prussia 

and Russification in the Russian part of Poland, they did not see a threat in local minorities.
41

 

However, more conservative minded Polish leaders challenging the liberal nobility had a 

different view of the Polish national community. To these emerging conservative actors, Polish 

language, culture, religion and self identification were crucial for national belonging and national 

integrity. Thus, neither Lithuanian peasants not Jewish urban dwellers could possibly integrate 

into the Polish nation.
42

 This liberal/ cosmopolitan- national/conservative elite tension was 

further exacerbated since the Polish nobility was viewed as responsible for the partitions and the 

long failed quest for Polish sovereignty and independence.
43

  

As noted in a previous section, the differing views of Poland are best exemplified by the 

political struggle between Jozef Pilsudski and Roman Dmowski in the early twentieth century 

and into the interwar years. Pilsudski was a product of the liberal landed nobility. He viewed 

Russia as the biggest threat to Polish independence and was looking back at a Polish-Lithuanian 

alliance as a mean to strengthen Poland. In this view Polish citizens could maintain multiple 

overlapping identities and remain included in the Polish community. Dmowski, had an opposing 

view on both the threat to Poland and the solution to such threat. To him Germany was the most 
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significant threat, and to counter it Poland had to fortify its unique national identity.
44

 Dmowski 

turned his attention to the countryside in attempt to strengthen the national affiliation of peasants, 

but also to exclude peasants of different affiliations. He published extensively and was 

responsible for education programs intended at awakening Polish nationalism. Dmowski had a 

central role in crafting the Versailles Treaty leading to Polish independence after WWI.
45

 He was 

also an anti-Semite, he viewed Jews in Warsaw and other urban center a real threat to Polish 

nationalism, as inhibiting a Polish middle class, and ultimately by the 1930s as a problem that 

could only be resolved with the removal of Jews from Poland.  

The perception of the urban areas as both inhabited by foreigners, and as foreign to the 

interests of the nation persisted in Poland as it had elsewhere in Central Europe, even after the 

holocaust and the expulsion of Germans changed the cosmopolitan composition of cities. Poland 

in particular became homogenous after WWII as its territory shifted west, and Russian-

Lithuanian-Ukrainian minorities were no longer a part of the territory. However the cleavage 

between cosmopolitan elite and nationalist elite remained salient to some extent during the 

Soviet era. First, as elsewhere, urban centers were developed at the expense of rural areas. 

Second, the notion of an elite facing outward versus the inward facing “people” continued to 

define Polish politics as the political elite was at various points an extension of the Moscow.
46

 

Finally, Moscow itself didn’t hesitate to pit Poles against each other in order to quell resistance. 

A notable example is the 1967-1968 wave of antisemitism in Poland. Following the 1967 Arab 

Israeli War, Soviets took a stand against Israel which quickly became the stand of the Polish 

United Workers Party as well. The party initiated and supported an anti-Semitic propaganda 
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campaign targeting Jewish elites, which resulted in the majority of the remaining Polish Jews 

leaving the country. Thus, the notion of the foreigners within our midst, or more precisely within 

the elites, was never put away in Poland, even after WWII turned the country ethnically 

homogenous.  

Poland was the first country to transition from communism in 1989. It had the best 

organized opposition led by the trade union Solidarity. Solidarity was formed in the shipyards of 

Gdansk in 1980. In 1981 the government cracked down on the movement issuing martial law, 

outlawing solidarity, and arresting its leaders including chairman, Lech Walesa. Yet Solidarity 

continued operating underground, thanks to support from the trade unions in the West, and from 

the Catholic Church which provided meeting spaces and popular legitimacy for the trade union.
47

  

As it was outlawed, Solidarity’s gatherings, publications, and local chapters built an organized 

civil and political society independent from the communist party. In that, Poland was unique in 

the region. Solidarity was a broad social organization which included workers, intellectuals, and 

religious figures. It seemingly bridged the center-periphery cleavage, though the unity of these 

very different social forces was mostly an expression of dissent to communism rather than the 

disappearance of fundamental social cleavages.
48

 Despite its strength, Solidarity as a political 

party disintegrated shortly after the transition just as other transition parties in the region have, 

though its central leaders would remain key figures in the post-communist political map in 

Poland.  

Since Poland was the first to transition it also faced the greatest uncertainty in regards to 

Russian influence over the transition, and to the strength of the Polish communist party. As a 

result, the communists held the strongest negotiation position in Poland. In the 1989 roundtable 
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communists and Solidarity led opposition agreed on a gradual regime transition. In the first 

elections, the communist party would maintain two thirds of the seats in the lower house (Sejm). 

Solidarity outperformed expectations and won nearly all the seats available to it in the Sejm and 

Senate in the first elections.
49

 However, after the elections the two houses of parliament 

struggled to draft a constitution. This was the result of both a schism between the communist 

controlled Sejm and the Solidarity controlled Senate, but also because of a split within Solidarity 

that would become the defining feature of the political system.
50

  

Solidarity split into seven different parties representing a broad spectrum of social groups 

from Christians through liberals, nationalists, workers, and a peasant party. Among the notable 

groups were the liberal conservative, ‘Democratic Union’ led by the first democratic Prime 

Minister Tadeusz Mazowiecki; Christian Nationalist, ‘Catholic Electoral Action’; and 

nationalist, ‘Centre Agreement’, whose central figure was Jaroslaw Kaczynski. Lech Walesa, 

who at first was courted by Centre Agreement broke with the party and dismissed Kaczynski 

from his position as the Chief of the Presidential Chancellery.
51

 Walesa viewed himself as the 

president of all Poles and was not affiliated with a single party.  

The constitution making process turned into a struggle between president Walesa and 

parliament after 1991. Walesa wished to strengthen presidential power whereas parliament 

wanted to limit it and place sovereignty clearly in the legislator.
52

 Unable to reach a full 

compromise, parliament did manage to adopt an interim constitution or a “Small Constitution” in 

1992. The small constitution regulated the relationship between the executive and legislative 

branches. It strengthened the cabinet and put in place checks and balanced between parliament, 
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the cabinet, and the president. However judicial checks were left out as the constitution did not 

address the issue of judicial review.
53

 Also left out from the procedural document were the 

relationship between church and state which would become a contentious issue in the discussion 

over the constitution, as well as other social issues. Centre Agreement opposed the Small 

Constitution arguing it gave the president nearly dictatorial power, and did not mark a break 

from the Stalinist constitution.
54

 The heavily amended 1952 Stalinist constitution continued to 

serve as the main legal document in issues other than Poland political structure.
 55

 

The constitution drafting process continued in the following years. The Constitutional 

Commission received multiple constitution drafts from different parties and actors, and 

parliament ratified them and charged the commission with the drafting of a single document. 

There were several challenges in the process. First, the 1993 elections brought the former 

communists to power, and though the coalition they created was rather stable, it was perceived as 

marginalizing the right wing. Since the 1992 elections introduced an electoral threshold, the 

fragmented right wing entirely failed to gain representation in parliament. The former communist 

party and the formerly communist aligned peasant party gained 66 percent of the seats in the 

Sejm with only 36 percent of the popular vote. 35 percent of the electorate voted for parties 

which were not represented in the Sejm at all. President Walesa was a fierce opponent of 

parliament, he attempted to open the constitution process to more social actors though faced 

resistance. The constitution drafting process did include parties not represented in parliament, 

representatives of the church, and legal experts. The animosity between Walesa and parliament 

persisted however, with Walesa at some points withdrawing his support from the constitutional 
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process altogether. Walesa called on the people to support the constitution only if is it provides a 

presidential system.
56

  

Alongside the efforts to draft a constitution, the first years of Polish independence were 

marred by political scandals and instability. Prime Ministers and other leading politicians were 

often dismissed and replaced, President Walesa took steps viewed by the Sejm as a threat to 

democracy. Some of the concerns included threats to freedom of the press and the independence 

of Polish military.
57

 As part of the political struggles between the president and the Sejm the 

separation of powers was often infringed upon by both sides.
58

 In 1995 Walesa lost the 

presidential elections to former socialist, Aleksander Kwasniewski. Interestingly, as president 

Kwasniewski too supported a stronger presidency, and his demands were rejected by his own 

party’s Sejm.
59

 

 During the long period of constitutional debates, opposition to the constitution has been 

mounting. The president as well as the right, solidarity trade union, and the Catholic Church all 

opposed the constitution even before a draft was presented. Solidarity presented its own draft 

signed by 1.5 million citizens and demanded the draft be presented for referendum as an 

alternative to the Constitution Committee draft. The suggestion was supported by the president 

but rejected by the Sejm and the Constitutional Committee.  

The Church demanded the constitution would acknowledge and protect “the presence of the 

sacred sphere in the life of man,” protect human life from the moment of conception, guarantee 

the rights to natural death, and religious instruction in schools.
60

 Religious leaders did not negate 
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democratic institutions but argued the Sejm is not the highest power, and the nation has a right to 

weigh in on the constitutional process.  

The compromise the Constitutional Commission agreed to reflected some concessions 

made to the church. For example, instead of ‘separation’ of church and state, the constitution 

referred to the ‘neutral autonomy’ of the church and the state. Similarly, the state is not ‘neutral’ 

in matters of religion and conscience but ‘impartial’. The constitution language also qualified the 

rights of parents to raise their children according to their own norms and beliefs,
61

 and permitted 

religious instruction in schools, though prohibited the use of coercion in such instruction.
62

 The 

constitution vaguely stated that everyone has a right to life, but avoided the controversial issues 

of abortions and the death penalty.
63

 Despite the cooperation, the church maintained its 

reservations. One criticism was that the constitution did not refer to ‘God’ and thus could not 

guarantee human dignity. The preamble of the final draft represented a compromise between the 

Church who demanded a reference to God, the left who rejected a reference to god, and the right 

wing opposition who demanded a reference to Poland’s national heritage and Christian roots.
64 65

 

An additional concession to the right and the Church was the recognition of marriage as a union 

between a man and a woman.
66

 Another set of compromises between left and right was on social 
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rights. There, the Constitution Committee limited the obligation to implement some of the social 

rights referred to in the text.
67

 

After four years of deliberations, a new Polish constitution was finally adopted in 1997. 

The constitution easily passed the National Assembly by the vote of the ruling coalition. The 

more difficult test was the referendum. The popular vote was preceded by a massive information 

campaign. It was a highly politicized by both the ruling coalition, in particular President 

Kwasniewski, and by the opposition. Though the Church promised not to campaign against the 

constitution in exchange for concessions in the text, it nonetheless issued a statement against the 

constitution.
68

 57% of voters supported the constitution. Though turnout was below 50%, the 

constitutional court ruled the referendum valid.
69

 While the constitution won, it remained a 

controversial document. It was criticized in strong terms by the right and by former president 

Lech Walesa.  

Though the transition from communism itself did not address the deeply entrenched 

center periphery cleavage in Poland, the political system began to reflect these social tensions in 

the following years. Since the process of constitution making was long in Poland, unlike the 

Hungarian case below, cleavages between the cultural center and periphery did emerge and enter 

the constitutional process. Demands from the ‘periphery’, the church and the nationalist right 

were made on the left leaning and liberal constitution drafters, and the drafters viewed the final 

document as a compromise between liberal and national/religious actors.
70

 However, the 

‘periphery’ actors, the church and the nationalist right had a different view on both the process 

and the final document. The lack of representation of the right in the Sejm during those years, 
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and the relatively minimal protection of religion and ethno-nationalism made the document 

contentious. This contention remains in place. The current PiS government still refers to the 

constitution as a foreign document that needs to be re-written, though it lacks the parliamentary 

majority to amend the constitution. 

The drafting of the constitution created ongoing crisis in Polish politics in the years that 

followed the transition. At the time, Polish liberals looked with envy at Hungary which managed 

to avoid the crisis of constitution drafting.
71

 In hindsight however, the long process did seem to 

solidify the commitment of Polish liberals to the constitution. Over the years, liberals in Poland 

remained committed to the constitutional order, and it remains a powerful opposition both in 

parliament and in society, even in the face of the strong populist reformist PiS government. 

Hungarian opposition in comparison is far weaker.  

4.2 HUNGARY  
The fight for Hungarian independence within the Habsburg Empire closely followed 

Gellner’s description of the development of national movements in the periphery. Hungary 

gained its independence from the Habsburg Empire in the 1867 Compromise which created a 

dual monarchy, the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It was the culmination of a process which started 

decades earlier and, most notably, included the 1848 revolution and short term independence. 

The 1848 revolution was led by Lajos Kossuth, a low rank nobleman, journalist, and radical 

reformist. Kossuth’s affiliation to the nobility is no coincidence. The class leading reforms and 

seeking independence was the liberal nobility, and they drew symbols from the Hungarian 

Magyar countryside including traditional costumes, music, and of course the use of the unique 
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Hungarian language.
72

 This was particularly true for Kossuth who insisted on the superiority of 

Hungarian culture vis-à-vis the Slavic inhabitants of Hungary.
73

 Kossuth was a reformist, he 

wished to unite Hungary under a nationalist flag, break with the monarchy, and fulfill his 

democratic aspirations. This however was not to be.  

The immediate political achievements of the 1848 revolution were quickly reversed in 

Hungary as elsewhere in Europe, and Kossuth lost the leadership of the state. In the years that 

followed, other reformists led by Ferenc Deak continued to seek independence. This finally came 

in 1867. However, the terms of independence in the Compromise were less far reaching than 

those of 1848. Hungary remained tied to the dual monarchy, and the privilege of the nobility was 

not eliminated. According to various historians, the reason for the terms of the Compromise was 

the identity of the Hungarian class negotiating with the Habsburg crown. By keeping a strong 

monarch, the nobility managed to keep its own hold on power for the following five decades, 

argues historian Peter Laszlo. 
74

 Marxist historians are even more blatant, arguing that, 

“The Hungarian landowning class turned back on the revolutionary achievements of 1848 in 

order to retain their leading role, economically and politically, in the face of the rising middle 

class and their rule over the Hungarian people and other nationalities. The new system did not 

alter, indeed reinforced, national oppression, even if this was now divided ‘more fairly’ between 

the Austrians and the Hungarians.”
75

 

                                                           
72

 Molnár, Miklós. A Concise History of Hungary. Translated by Anna Magyar. 1 edition. Cambridge, U.K. ; New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2001. 
73

 This also led to the loss in 1848.  
74

 Peter, Laszlo. Hungary’s Long Nineteenth Century: Constitutional and Democratic Traditions in a European 

Perspective: Collected Studies. Edited by Miklos Lojko. Leiden ; Boston: Brill Academic Pub, 2012. 
75

 Sugar, Peter F., Péter Hanák, and Tibor Frank. A History of Hungary. Indiana University Press, 1994; Pamlenyi 

1973 quoted in Cartledge, Bryan. The Will to Survive: A History of Hungary. 3rd edition. London: Hurst & Co., 

2011. 



Aron 32 

 

This interpretation is in line with Eric Hobsbawm’s argument that the 1848 revolution 

failed since the wealthier classes, having achieved their political goals, wished to close the gate 

to power for upcoming classes.
76

 Indeed, most Hungarians, and of course national minorities 

within Hungary, were left out of the benefits of the Compromise. Moreover, in the following 

decades the spirit of reform of the 1867 dwindled down, social and economic issues remained off 

the political agenda, and status quo was maintained.
77

 The nobility made its case for 

independence based on national identity, but remained more a part of the Empire than of the 

“Magyar people” even after independence.  

As elsewhere in the region the divide between the budding urban bourgeoisie, and the 

rural peasantry was also intensifying from the same period. Hungarian, Magyar, bourgeoisie was 

a small class throughout most of the 19
th

 century. However, cities in Hungary were culturally 

prolific, in particular Budapest.
78

 Many urban dwellers and intellectuals belonged to national 

minorities, rather than the Hungarian nationality. In general, Hungarians were not a majority in 

Hungary. In 1848 they comprised 41% of the population.
79

 Two large ethno-national populations 

were the Croats and the Romanians. However, some smaller minorities did not have national 

aspiration of their own, and were rather assimilated in Hungarian society, patriotic, and even 

nationalist. Two of those, the German speaking minorities, and Jews, were overrepresented in 

middle class urban areas. Despite their attempts at assimilation, including the adoption of 

Hungarian names, and in the case of Jews, the Hungarian language, they were still perceived as 

foreign to Magyar identity. For that reason, the urban bourgeoisie more broadly was viewed as 
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foreign.
80

 This perception was preserved through the years over a series of long periods of 

exclusion of elements in society from political and economic capital.  

Hungary continued its uneven progress until WWI. After the defeat, a short term 

democracy turned socialist dictatorship was established. This, in combination with the Trianon 

Treaty of 1920 had a profound and lingering effect on Hungary’s future. In Trianon, Hungary 

was stripped off two thirds of its territory and three fifths of its population. The territories and the 

ethnic Hungarians residing within them were divided between Romania, present day Slovakia, 

Serbia, and Ukraine. Trianon was a shock to Hungary, historically one of the most populated 

countries in Europe. The socialist dictatorship and international forces were blamed for the 

debacle. As a result, the notion of Greater Hungary, pre- Trianon Hungary, became a political 

goal, and a focal point for nationalist mobilization. In later years this cause became associated 

with the right as the return of ‘Greater Hungary’ was achieved in collaboration with Nazi 

Germany during WWII.  

The interwar years were a period of political exclusion under the conservative 

authoritarian regime of Miklos Horthy. Importantly, following the White Terror that 

accompanied the Horthy coup, the urban middle class was still considered foreign and 

overrepresented by Jews and Germans. During these years, the gap between urban and rural 

deepened in Hungary. Ownership of land became even more concentrated, leaving millions of 

peasants destitute.
81

 In the mid 1930s the regime went through a shift to the right, influenced by 

geopolitical processes in the rest of the continent, particularly Germany. It culminated in an 

alliance with Germany from 1938 and on. Though the majority of the large Hungarian Jewish 
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population was killed in the holocaust or left after the war,
82

 unlike other countries in Central 

Europe, Hungary today still has a significant Jewish population, all concentrated in Budapest due 

to the historical circumstances. They continue to be an influential minority and at the same time 

are still the subject of prejudice.
83

   

Social cleavages remained salient after WWII. The communist era that included periods 

of extreme repression, and exclusion of large parts of the population from political, social, and 

material resources.
84

 The right wing upper class, the nobility, and wealthy bourgeoisie of the 

previous regime was brutally liquidated and dethroned from influential position in society. The 

working class continued to suffer impoverished servitude. After national liberalization attempts 

were decisively repressed in 1956,
85

 Janos Kadar, who took over the leadership, led reforms in 

the economy and the social sphere, and became a legitimate, if not loved head of state. Nearly all 

Hungarians were repressed by the communist regime, particularly in its early years. However, 

the previous regime’s beneficiaries, the upper classes, as well as the countryside peasantry 

suffered most under communism. This again reinforced existing divisions in Hungarian society.  

Within the region, Hungary’s 1989 democratic transition was the most peaceful and 

consensual. Learning from the Polish experience, Hungarian opposition groups understood 

Moscow will not back the local communist government. As a result, the regime could not 

demand the same concessions as its counterpart in Poland. At the same time as the transition was 

negotiated, the regime did not become entirely irrelevant in the process as its counterpart in 

Czechoslovakia. The result similarly to Poland, was Round Table Talks between the communists 
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and opposition groups which set principles for the first free elections as well as fundamental 

constitutional principles. Based on these principles, the communist dominated Ministry of Justice 

amended the communist constitution piecemeal to create an essentially new document. This 

document was passed by the Communist Party dominated parliament in October 1989.
86

  

The 1989 constitution was intended as an interim constitution to be revisited by 

parliament. A few amendments were passed by parliament in 1990. In 1991, the Young 

Democrats (Fidesz, which was at the time a political party of young anti-communist libertarians) 

tried to bring back the issue of constitutional reforms however, multiple negotiation did not lead 

to any agreement even on the amendment procedure. The government argued the 1989 document 

was sufficient to rule Hungary, but others countered that the constitution preserved the status quo 

on many issues including state ownership and media.
87

 In the following years attempts to revise 

and expand the constitution were similarly met with failure. At the same time the Hungarian 

Constitutional Court was an active an influential institution.
88

  

 In 2010 Fidesz won the national election with a constitutional majority of two thirds of 

parliament. The party drafted and passed a new constitution with no input from the opposition or 

civil society. Unlike the thin constitution of 1989, the constitution which came into effect in 

2011 is rich in references to the Hungarian nation and Christian religion as a source of identity. It 

also places significant limitation on the Constitutional Court and leaves out certain liberal 

rights.
89
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 The transition and constitution making process in Hungary did involve the opposition, 

but this opposition did not reflect the center periphery cleavage but instead the economic left-

right cleavage. The constitution of 1989 was therefore a thin document that did not necessarily 

represent many Hungarians. More than the constitution itself, the new democratic order did not 

include the center periphery cleavage for a long period. Several years into the transition center 

periphery tensions began to emerge but they were not addressed by mainstream politics. When 

these tensions were accompanied by an economic crisis in the mid-2000s, nationalist elite were 

able to mobilize on them with great success. The result was the rise of both far right Jobbik, and 

transformative populism led by Viktor Orban’s Fidesz.  

4.3 THE CZECH REPUBLIC AND THE SLOVAK REPUBLIC  
The circumstances of Czechs and Slovaks were quite different in the years that preceded 

the 1918 establishment of an independent Czechoslovakia. The Czech regions were controlled by 

Austria and were urbanized and industrial, whereas Slovakia was under Hungarian rule and was 

predominantly agrarian and rural.
90

  In the 19
th

 century, alongside other European ethnic 

territorial groups, Czech elite experienced national awakening which included the revival of 

Czech language, the development of Czech identity, and a national framing of Czech regional 

folklore. As part of the effort to achieve autonomy from Habsburg, the Czechs developed a pan-

Slavic conscious binding them with Slovaks, and separating them from Germans, Russians, and 

other ethnic groups in the highly ethnically diverse region. The idea of an autonomy for the 

Czechs and Slovaks in the region became politically salient at the end of the 19
th

 century, and 

was finally materialized in the form of an independent Czechoslovakia after WWI.
91
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Though the national movement originated in the Czech elite, Czechs did not experience 

other periods of national mobilization vis-à-vis their Slovak compatriots throughout the duration 

of a unified Czechoslovakia, even prior to the 1993 separation. Slovaks on the other hand, made 

a variety of demands for national rights and autonomous institutions over the years, and these 

were accompanied by elevated Slovak national fervor.
92

 I argue that the relationship between 

Czechs and Slovaks in Czechoslovakia was very similar to the center-periphery relationship in 

the two other cases examined here. The urban elite Czechs demanded independence based on 

Slavic identity, but once their demands were met they did little to bridge the cultural gap 

between center and periphery in Czechoslovakia. They continued to view rural Slovak culture as 

inferior, and look outward for cultural influences.
93

  

Though Czechoslovakia was a democracy in the interwar years, Slovakia became a client 

state of Germany between 1939 and 1945 under the leadership of Jozef Tiso. Developments 

during the communist period exacerbated the cleavage between center and periphery. Most 

notably, as part of the “normalization” that followed the 1968 Prague Spring, the communist 

party, operating under Soviet instructions, introduced a federal system into Czechoslovakia. The 

system did not alleviate ethnic demands in Slovakia but created ethnic friction instead. For 

Czechs, the change in power balance was a source of resentment. For Slovaks, the institutional 

arrangement which included two separate parliaments for Czechs and Slovaks, was insufficient, 

as both parliaments were merely a rubber stamp for the communist party. Slovak elite was 

moreover concerned that the separate local institutions would imply that the central government 

in Prague was a Czech institution.
94

 Normalizers also approached Czech and Slovaks reformers 
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differently, further separating between the two elites. Czech reformers were purged from public 

office and demoted to manual labor. Thousands of officials, intellectuals, and artists were 

prosecuted. These purged elites were pushed toward dissent and had little ties with the regime.
95

 

As a consequence, the collapse of communism and regime transition brought with it significant 

elite replacement.
96

 Slovak reformers and intellectuals on the other hand, were coopted by the 

communist party. Many remained in office and were forced to comply with party guidelines to 

some extent.
97

 Thus, for Slovaks, office holders within the regime were a part of the 1989 

transition, and the nature and direction of intellectual elites in the two countries significantly 

diverged. Toward the end of the Soviet control years, Gil Eyal identifies in the Czech and Slovak 

republics two polarized elites with a different understanding of their role in the transition.
98

  

The collapse of communism in Czechoslovakia chronologically followed neighboring 

Poland and Hungary. As a result, the fall of the old regime was more rapid in Czechoslovakia, 

and the communists had much less control over new political arrangements than their 

counterparts in Poland and Hungary, as it was clear that the old regime has lost its support and 

the coercive backup of Moscow.
99

 This was also the result of the communist leadership’s 

unwillingness to negotiate with dissidents.
100

 The Gustav Husak led party came to power after 

1968 and was responsible for the ‘normalization’ or the coercive restoration of Moscow 

controlled communism. It was a party of hard-liners rather than moderates capable of leading 
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and controlling the transition. Diverting from most post-communist countries, the Czech 

communist party never reemerged as a social democratic party and regained control of 

government. Instead it remains a traditional communist party with a small but steady vote 

share.
101

  

The first post-communist free elections in Czechoslovakia were held in 1990. The 

winners were the parties that led the transition, Civic Forum with 52% of the vote share on the 

Czech side, and Public Against Violence (PAV) with 32% of the vote share on the Slovak 

side.
102

 Both were dissident parties, organized hastily before the transition. Civic Forum and 

PAV were similar regime-transition parties, though Slovak dissidents included religious leaders 

unlike its Czech counterpart, and a part of the Slovak agenda was the formation of a democratic 

federation, a demand absent on the Czech side.
103

 Beyond PAV, there were two notable 

nationalist parties in Slovakia, the Christian Democrats, and the Slovak National Party.
104

  

After the 1990 elections the party system in both republics developed in opposite ways. 

In both republics, the transition parties broke down into smaller parties. In the Czech Republic, 

pro-market reforms drove the political agenda. Most parties supported the reforms to some 

extent, and views toward the reforms defined the political spectrum.
105

 In Slovakia, 

independence and sovereignty were the main agenda driving the formation of the political 

system. The largest party to emerge from PAV was Vladimir Meciar’s nationalist, anti-capitalist, 

‘Movement for a Democratic Slovakia’. The two other powerful parties remained the equally 

nationalist and anti-market, Slovak National Party and the Christian Democrats. A mark of the 
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polarization between the Czech and Slovaks was the absence of overlapping parties in both 

republics in the 1990 elections.
106

 

Herbert Kitschelt demonstrates the alignment of political parties in Czechoslovakia after 

1990 along two cleavages: the economic cleavage and the national-authoritarian/liberal 

cosmopolitan cleavage.
107

 (Figure 2) In effect, parties of the Czech and Slovak republics took 

different sides on the national-liberal spectrum. Most Slovak parties were clustered in the bottom 

left corner – they were nationalist and opposed economic reforms. The one exception was PAV 

which broke down by 1991. The Czech parties by contrast were more spread out, but aside from 

the Christian Democrats all parties were liberal-cosmopolitan.  
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Figure 2 Source: Kitschelt 1992 

 

 

This polarization of the political system between nationalist and liberal parties can be 

viewed as an early representation of what would become the cultural or center-periphery 
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cleavage in other countries in the region. In both Hungary and Poland at some point the 

periphery, or the nationalist elite, began to make demands on the center to get more access and 

influence within the political system, but these demands came much earlier in the case of 

Czechoslovakia. As ethno-national affiliation in Czechoslovakia overlapped with the center-

periphery cleavage it was far easier for Slovak elite to mobilize the “periphery” early, and to 

offer extreme solutions for this pivotal cleavage. As noted above, even the liberal Slovak 

dissidents demanded federal arrangements. In 1991 Slovak leaders began to insist on a “state 

treaty” which would precede the constitution, and formalize the sovereignty of each republic and 

the federation as a voluntary act.
108

 The need to write a joint constitution and institutionalize the 

relationship between Czechs and Slovaks precluded the possibility of avoiding the center 

periphery cleavage as was done in the Hungarian case, or even postponing political negotiation 

as in the Polish case.  

As in other post communist countries, the transition and constitution writing process was 

done within the existing legal framework.
109

 The first elections were enabled through 

amendments to the Stalinist constitution of 1960 and the Federation Act of 1969 which abolished 

the role of the Communist party and appointed interim parliament and president. The Federation 

Act which was never upheld during the communist rule was now treated as law, which meant 

that Slovaks had a strong veto power in the drafting process.
110

 The parliament elected in 1990 

was to complete the drafting of a new constitution within its term.
111

 However two years of a 

constitutional committee of experts as well as a summit meetings of political leaders from both 

republics convened by President Vaclav Havel failed to produce a constitution before the 1992 
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elections.
112

 Prior to the elections separation was certainly not an inevitable result. Even in 1992 

public opinion in both republics opposed separation.
113

 However the winners of the elections on 

both sides drove Czech and Slovak republics toward separation. On the Slovak side, Meciar’s 

party promoted separation, and on the other hand, Vaclav Klaus’ liberal-conservative Civic 

Democratic Party (ODS) promoted rapid and vast economic changes, a direct contrast to Slovak 

preferences.   

Though public opinion in 1992 did not favor the separation of the republics, another 

public opinion poll demonstrates the differences between Czechs and Slovaks on both economic 

and identity issues. Where 71% of Czechs identified as Czechoslovak, only 26% of Slovaks 

responded in that manner.
114

 This points at the Czech perception Czechoslovak identity as Czech 

and the lack of problematizing of national identity by the Czech. Similarly, liberals in Hungary 

and Poland did not see a need to assert their identity within their respective countries, whereas 

periphery population did continue to struggle for their identity.  

In November 1992, the Federal Assembly passed a law formalizing the end of the 

federation.
115

 The debates over the separate constitutions of the Czech and Slovak republics 

reflected very different concerns. In Slovakia, the process of constitution making was more 

rapid, the constitution was ratified in September 1992, prior to the formal separation, and several 

months before it took effect. One of the arguments over the wording of the preamble of the 

constitution was whether to define Slovaks as ‘Slovak People’ or ‘Citizens of the Slovak 

Republic’.
116

 This was a part of a broader struggle over language and culture with the Hungarian 

                                                           
112

 ibid 
113

 Leff 2014; Eyal, 2003 
114

 Olson, 1998 
115

 David Franklin East European Constitution Review  
116

 Leff 2014; East European Constitution Review 1992. Country Overview; The republic of Slovakia Constitution 



Aron 44 

 

minority in south Slovakia. Hungarian deputies to the Slovak National Council boycotted the 

vote on the new constitution because they felt it failed to protect ethnic minority rights. Struggles 

over independent education, language in public spheres, and even the official form of surnames 

continued in the following years beyond the constitutional debates.
117

  

The Slovak constitution defined state ownership broadly which raised concerns as to the 

future of privatization.
118

 It also gave the government certain powers over the legislative which 

were viewed by critics as an infringement on the separation of powers and as a proof of 

authoritarian tendencies.
119

 Indeed, in the first decade following the transition, Slovak 

government under Meciar was leaning toward authoritarianism and it suffered international 

isolation and was first overlooked in the process of EU enlargement.
120

 After the replacement of 

Meciar the country went through significant economic and political reforms, but the nationalist 

nature of politics remained stable. The entire political spectrum in Slovakia remains highly 

nationalist, and leftist Prime Minister Robert Fico is nearly a harsh a critique of migration and 

refugee policy as the far right. The result is a stable far right which is integrated in the 

mainstream, but at the same time nationalist rhetoric cannot cause the same upheaval it has in 

Hungary and Poland as Slovakia’s political inception was on nationalist claims and these are 

deeply entrenched in the system.  

The Czech the constitution which was approved by a large majority in the National 

Council was the outcome of compromise between the government and opposition parties on the 

structure of electoral institutions. There were several issues which remained controversial 

including a citizenship law that included the Czech language as a requirement, which was 
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viewed as targeting Roma which arrived en masse from Slovakia. Also controversial was the 

question of a Bill of Right. Czechoslovakia adopted a Bill of Right in 1990 composed mainly by 

American and Western European legal experts. The Bill of Rights included extensive liberal 

rights, but also social rights like the right to health care and free education. Vaclav Klaus did not 

wish to adopt the Bill as an integral part of the constitution. Eventually the bill was not integrated 

into the constitution, but instead addressed in two articles which recognized it, but left its legal 

status rather vague.
121

 A big point of contention in the Czech Republic as in the rest of the region 

was the issue of lustration. In the Czech Republic and Slovakia, the issue was brought up earlier 

than in the other countries since as noted the transition was less negotiated between communists 

and the opposition. Czechoslovakia passed lustration laws in 1991 blacklisting former 

communist secret police from high public office. This law remained in effect in the Czech 

Republic after the separation.
122

  

As noted above, in the Czech Republic economic rather than cultural national issues took 

center stage. Its politics was similar to Hungarian politics but without the emergence of center 

periphery tensions which required the attention of mainstream politics. As a result neither a far 

right party, nor a nationalist populist transformative party became prominent.  

 

5 CONCLUSIONS  

The development of national identity in Central Europe was uneven and challenging. While 

urban elites used the symbols and traditions of their countryside to make claims of self 
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determination, they did not follow up with strong projects of national unification. This was the 

result of both the difficulty to pursue such projects under foreign rule, the preferences of these 

elites to continue facing outward, and the cosmopolitan nature of urban centers in the region, in 

particular in the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries. This uneven spread of nationalism created a 

cleavage between the ‘real’ countryside nationals and the cosmopolitan and even ‘foreign’ urban 

elites, and different political forces continued to sustain these tensions over time. As a result in 

1989 social divisions based on the understanding of national identity, on geography, and 

tradition existed, but they did not always come forth at the moment of transition.  

In Czechoslovakia, the center periphery cleavage overlapped with ethnicity, and so it was 

front and center in the transition. At the time, the breakdown of the federation seemed like an 

entirely avoidable error. Indeed, there was little support for the separation outside the polarized 

political elites. I don’t wish to argue that the ‘Velvet Divorce’ contributed to the Czech and 

Slovaks ability to avoid the worse of the surge of right wing populism. It is just as likely that 

integrating the cleavage into political institutions would have been a successful strategy. My 

argument instead is that addressing the tensions within mainstream politics neutralized the 

volatile potential of mobilization over ethno-nationalism. Following the separation, the Czech 

Republic and Slovakia took different sides on the liberal-national spectrum. But importantly the 

polarization of this cleavage did not lead to deep transformation of democracy in either case. 

The other two cases, Poland and Hungary did not address at all (Hungary) or did not address 

sufficiently and inclusively (Poland) tensions between center periphery, or between liberals and 

nationals. The result was particularly explosive in Hungary in which left liberals were entirely 

delegitimized by emerging national elites.  


