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Introduction 

At the time of the collapse of communism in 1989, the three countries of East-Central 

Europe, Hungary, Poland, and Czechoslovakia had a similar starting point. They all experienced 

communism since the late 1940s and needed to transform both their economies and their political 

institutions at the same time. They shared general rule of law and some measure of economic 

opening, political society, and civil society. Importantly, they all quickly became candidates for 

European Union membership, incentivizing rapid and seemingly consensual political and 

economic reforms. These factors meant that they all had good prospects for democratic transition 

and consolidation (Brinks & Coppedge, 2006; Linz & Stepan, 1996). As for their experiences 

under communism, each case had a unique history – domestic communism at the onset varied; the 

level of centralization differed; rebellion against communism came at a different timing generating 

variation in consequences; the regimes were not equally coercive in the 1970s and 1980s. Still, the 

experiences under a communist single party rule had a lot in common (Pop-Eleches & Tucker, 

2011).  

The regional closeness also meant that Hungary, Poland, and Czechoslovakia shared 

comparable, though by no mean identical, histories. Positioned at the periphery of different 
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empires, the development of national identity and nationalism occurred under foreign rule (Bibó, 

1991; Gellner & Breuilly, 2009; Hechter, 2000). In two of the cases, Poland and Czechoslovakia, 

independence came only after WWI. Hungary was a part of an empire as well until 1919, though 

far more independent within it. Nonetheless, the motifs of ongoing external threat and struggle for 

independence under foreign rule had deep roots in all these countries even prior to the communist 

takeover.  

Despite these similarities, thirty years after the transition, these now four countries of East 

Central Europe have taken different paths. In Hungary and Poland, right wing populist 

governments have been rapidly reforming liberal institutions, swaying the countries away from a 

liberal democratic model. These efforts have focused mainly on transformation of the judicial 

system, but were not limited to this arena. The Czech Republic and Slovakia both have populist 

governments which have not taken the same measures or used the same discourse. Why is it that 

similar background conditions brought about different political outcomes? What features of the 

four political system has led to these outcomes in the present moment? 

This work explores the political cleavage structure in the four countries to understand the 

variation in transformative outcomes. I argue that a virulent struggle between competing center 

and periphery elites generates the type of transformative politics we observe in Hungary and 

Poland. Historically, this type of inter-elite struggle has been a defining feature of all the systems 

studied here. In Hungary and Poland, a cleavage between elites representing a culturally 

cosmopolitan - liberal center and elite representing a nationalist - culturally conservative periphery 

has been shaping the political space since the 1990s. In Czechoslovakia, the intense struggle 

between competing center and periphery elites emerged even earlier, immediately after the 

collapse of communism. The reason for this was twofold, first, communism in Czechoslovakia 
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was more decentralized, and Czechs and Slovak elites were treated differently by the communist 

party after 1968 which facilitated the emergence of two competing elites; second, the categories 

of center-periphery overlapped with ethnic identity which was readily mobilized. The elite struggle 

in the newly independent Czechoslovakia was so intense that it brought about the breakdown of 

Czechoslovakia. As a result, this center-periphery elite struggle no longer defines neither the Czech 

Republic nor Slovakia. 

The paper proceeds as follows. The next section outlines a theory of transformative politics 

and the saliency of the center periphery cleavage. Next, I present the methodology and data. The 

following two sections are empirical. First I use case study analysis to explore the development of 

elite struggle in Central Eastern Europe and its manifestation as a politicization of the center 

periphery cleavage. The paper then maps the political space in the four examined countries. I show 

that prior to the current rise of populism, the spectrum of political parties in Hungary and Poland 

diverged from that of the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Where in Hungary and Poland the parties 

were divided mostly along cultural lines, in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, divisions were 

mostly along economic lines. Moreover, the parties in Slovakia were on average more socially 

conservative than the parties in the Czech Republic, suggesting that the breakdown of 

Czechoslovakia was a separation of center and periphery, making the cultural cleavage less salient 

in each country. Finally, I offer a few concluding remarks and discuss the relevance of the Central 

Eastern European cases to the case of Germany.  

 

Theory 

Populism is a perception of the political world as divided between the good and pure people 

and the immoral and corrupt elite, and argues politics ought to be a representation of the general 
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will (Mudde, 2004, p. 543). Populists oppose the establishment and claim to be the only ones 

representing the  true will of the people (Mudde, 2007; Muller, 2016). As such they are not arguing 

with political opponents on policy as much as on legitimacy to make decisions for the people. ‘The 

people’ for populists is an imagined homogenous representation, rather than the actual more 

diverse composition of society (Taggart, 2004). Populism is a thin ideology in the sense that it can 

align with thicker ideologies that prescribe consistent solutions to political problems (Stanley, 

2008).  

Several scholars define populism as a form of mobilization or political style (Hawkins, 

2009; Kazin, 1998; Mouffe, 2018; Pauwels, 2011). This style entails divisiveness: a tendency to 

create and amplify “otherness” of social groups, and to make political rivals into enemies (Laclau, 

2005; Muller, 2016; Panizza, 2005). While successful populists often alter the nature of political 

struggle and to some extent even the relationship between groups in society in predictable ways, 

once in government they vary on both policy goals and policy outcomes.  

Literature on the recent rise of populism finds that populist parties emerge and gain traction 

in response to economic crisis, globalization, mass migration, and failure of traditional parties to 

respond to these challenges (Colantone & Stanig, 2018; Inglehart & Norris, 2016; Kriesi et al., 

2006; Mudde, 2004; Rodrik, 2018). A few works theorize on which type of populist parties are 

more likely to emerge in response to these challenges. These works focus on the emergence of left 

or right wing populist parties (Guiso et al., 2017; Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2013). Generally, left wing 

populists focus on socio economic issues and blame the elite for protecting big businesses while 

neglecting the common working man (Mudde, 2007). Right wing populists on the other hand are 

nativist and oppose immigration and minority rights. They present the elites as supporting 
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immigrants and minorities and endangering the culture and way of life of the common man who 

belongs to the majority identity (Inglehart & Norris, 2016; Mudde, 2007).   

This work focuses on a different aspect that some but not all populist parties share – 

transformative political outcomes.  These parties promise to transform existing institutions which 

benefit not elites in general but a specific elite they associate with the previous regime and purge 

the establishment of these ruling elite. The question of access to power is inherent to populism, as 

populists argue that politics needs to better reflect the general will (Urbinati, 1998). Moreover, 

focusing on the general will rather than on the entire population, populism has a majoritarian rather 

than pluralist nature. Accordingly, some populists in government target checks and balance 

institutions (Levitsky & Loxton, 2013). However, not all populists in government transform such 

institutions to alter the structure of access and tighten their own grip on political power.  

The discussion here is limited to the post-communist region where, as elaborated below, 

the claim is that current leftists and liberals are a direct extension of the communist regime. In the 

region, transformative populist parties in power had indeed been associated with significant 

transformation of institutions. Most notably, the curtailing of constitutional courts and judiciary 

independence in general.  

An interesting characteristic of transformative parties in Central Eastern Europe is that they 

emerge from the center of the political arena rather than the margins. These are seasoned politicians 

from parties that used to be centrist or broke from a centrist party. The reliance on a centrist party 

means that transformative populists are a part of the establishment, but they constitute themselves 

as a counter elite, their parties have relatively strong organization, and the mainstream population 

may feel legitimized to support radical transformations the party promotes. The question is then, 

under what circumstances, a political arena fosters the development of a transformative party.  
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Transformative politics is an attempt to alter access to political, material, and cultural 

power. Though the populist demand is to remove gate keepers and empower the common man, the 

political outcome discussed here is a change in access that empowers a new counter elite over the 

old ruling elite. In a sense access to positions of power does open to new, previously excluded 

individuals, but this only those tied to the new ruling party through clientelist networks.1 In 

countries in which the political process was restricted to a narrow elite, it is more likely that an 

emerging elite will view the practice of restricting access to institutions as a viable ruling strategy. 

Beyond the political culture of exclusion, this might be tied to the practice of corruption. If political 

office entails access to goods like control of positions and government contracts, then there are 

more incentives to limit access of other groups to political power and to limits checks and balances 

on government power.  

Many populist parties in Western Europe identify ‘others’ outside the country or the 

borders of society as they define them. They focus their attacks mostly on immigrants, foreigners, 

or the European Union (Brubaker, 2017). Though some of the attack is domestic, it is far less 

revolutionary in nature than in the post-communist world in that it does not seek a complete 

transformation of the establishment. Thus, I argue that the transformative political outcomes I 

describe are not only a characteristic of certain populist parties in Central Eastern Europe, but of 

the political systems they emerge from. Transformative populists can exist in other regions, in 

particular in countries that experienced regime transition in recent memory. As for other contexts, 

United States Presidential candidate Donald Trump’s promise to “drain the swamp” is a 

transformative claim. However, US political institutions cannot be easily reshaped, and so it is 

debatable whether Donald Trump or the current Republican Party can be classified as 

 
1 On populism and clientelist practices see: (Barr, 2009; Levitsky, 2003; Mares & Young, 2019) 
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transformative populist. Since the institutional context is important for evaluating transformative 

populists, this work focuses on cases with comparable institutional strength, considering the 

similar background, age of the regimes, and economic capacity of the Czech Republic, Slovakia, 

Hungary, and Poland.  

The struggle between competing elites that seek exclusive access to power in Central 

Eastern Europe is manifested in the organization of the political party space around a cultural 

center-periphery cleavage. ‘Center’ and ‘Periphery’ are not easily defined. Periphery regions have 

gained interest following the rise of populism, and different scholars used a variety of definitions 

and operational strategies to address them. Katherine Cramer examines the political saliency of 

rural identity (Cramer, 2016); Rahsaan Maxwell demonstrates that individuals who choose to live 

in large urban areas are more likely to support immigration than those in rural areas (Maxwell, 

2019). Both use very different approaches to discuss the reemergence of the urban rural cleavage 

in the US and Europe respectively. Kathleen McNamara stresses the different “lived experiences” 

of individuals in the center and the periphery. Her focus is not on direct material differences 

between regions, but on life opportunities, access for information and exposure to cultural 

resources that generate a separate life experience in the center and the periphery (McNamara, 

2017). The classic work of Stein Rokkan approaches the center periphery cleavage from a 

relational perspective – the periphery is defined by its dependence on the center in terms of material 

and cultural resources, and different services (Rokkan, 1999; Rokkan & Urwin, 1983).  

In this paper I use the findings of these works to identify the differences between center 

and periphery in cultural and geographic terms. Culturally, centers are more liberal-cosmopolitan 

and secular whereas peripheries are more traditional nationalist and religious. Geographically, 
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centers are more urban and peripheries more rural, though these rural areas include small industrial 

towns as well.  

At the core, the center periphery cleavage in East Central Europe is a nationalist cleavage, 

or a struggle over the understanding of national identity and how it should be reflected in political 

institutions. Rogers Brubaker argues the traditional definition of nationalism as a movement that 

seeks congruence between the national group and the political unit (Gellner & Breuilly, 2009; 

Hechter, 2000), describes only one type of nationalism.  According to his account, after a political 

unit is obtained, the project of nationalism continues in the form of an attempt to make the 

institutions of the political unit, or state, more reflective of the culture, language, and history of 

the nation. He defines this as “nationalizing state,” a category East Central Europe belong to 

(Brubaker, 1996, 2011). As the states of East Central Europe I discuss here are relatively ethnically 

homogenous, the demand to nationalize state institutions pertains less to an attempt to favor the 

national culture of the majority over minority cultures, and more to a call to preserve the national 

culture vis-à-vis forces of European integration and globalization and their cultural implications. 

The periphery in that sense represents the “real” nation that state institutions should reflect, 

whereas the center is cosmopolitan and indistinct in its culture and values.  

In his account of the emergence of nationalism (and in particular in Central Europe), Ernest 

Gellner argues that periphery elites in an empire (Megalomania) developed a separate national 

movement demanding a corresponding separate political unit (Ruritania) because it was an 

opportunity to become the center elite in a smaller unit, and reap the benefits of this position. 

Periphery elites in current day Central Eastern Europe do not demand a separate political unit, but 

they similarly use the narrative of Ruritania national identity and its struggle for self-determination 

within the state. This intra-national cleavage over identity between center and periphery is   
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historically salient in the region. I expect that where there is elite struggle that leads to 

transformative politics, the central cleavage in the country, even prior to the rise of transformative 

politics will be a cultural-geographic center periphery cleavage.  

 

H1: The rise of transformative populist parties in East Central Europe is more likely to 

occur where the cultural-geographic center-periphery cleavage is salient.   

 

Though the mobilization of the center periphery cleavage is expressed in cultural terms, 

this explanation for the transformative politics is not mutually exclusive from economic 

explanations. First, from a top down perspective, the struggle between elites is ultimately over 

access to power. Second, the center periphery cleavage itself is both cultural and material: gaps 

between center and peripheries are material, both in terms of economic performance, and in terms 

of access to material and cultural resources. Finally, as others have theorized, populist claims in 

general gain more traction in the context of relative deprivation and job insecurity (Dal Bó et al., 

2018; Guiso et al., 2017; Rodrik, 2018). Indeed, populists in power focus on identity issues 

rhetorically, but in addition they often provide different forms of transfers targeting their 

supporters.  

The mobilization of the cultural cleavage is convenient for right wing populists because 

addressing it does not require deep economic reforms and it builds on familiar and far reaching 

narratives. There are only a few stories that the nation widely shares and only a limited number of 

interpretation for these stories (Brubaker & Feischmidt, 2002; Swidler, 1986). Thus, the ability to 

link causes of the present with stories of the national past is not always available.  
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Both the link with national history, and the saliency of the center periphery cleavage in 

past periods are necessary because they generate a familiar story that rings as more authentic. 

Political frames are based on familiar themes but they also need to fit the particular context and 

history to become dominant (Benford & Snow, 2000; Goddard & Krebs, 2015). The story of 

cosmopolitan urban elites serving their own agenda is a recurring theme in the region and continues 

to ring true in changing contexts. The use of familiar narratives does not necessitate continuity 

between the past and present of institutions and social coalitions, but implies that political 

narratives are retrieved and remade from earlier periods. 

Where the narrative of cultural grievances of the periphery versus the center does not have 

historical saliency or no longer makes historical sense, it will be far more difficult to activate the 

center periphery cleavage. The paper argues that this was the case after the breakdown of 

Czechoslovakia. If the breakdown of Czechoslovakia was indeed a separation of center (Czech 

Republic) and periphery (Slovakia) then both center and periphery elites obtained their own 

domain of control, relieving the struggle between elites, and generating political systems that are 

not structured around a center-periphery cleavage. In addition, I would expect that the ramp center 

will be more socially liberal, and the ramp periphery will be more socially conservative, though 

neither will experience transformative politics. 

 

H2: In the Czech Republic, all parties on average will be more socially liberal than in Slovakia.  

 

The following section presents the methodological approach of the paper before turning to 

an analysis of the development of center-periphery elite struggle in Central Eastern Europe.  
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Methodology and Data 

 

The empirical part of this work is divided into two sections. The first section is a case study 

analysis examining the theory of elite struggle and its manifestation in the politicization of the 

center periphery cleavage in Hungary, Poland the Czech Republic and Slovakia. As noted above, 

the countries share similar political histories, in particular since WWII.  

The second section examines the connection between transformative politics and parties’ 

positions on the center periphery cleavage.  To map political parties in the four cases I used the 

1999-2014 and the 2019 Chapel Hill Expert Surveys2 (Bakker et al., 2015, 2020; Polk et al., 2017) 

which evaluates political parties in Europe according to multiple criteria. To evaluate economic 

stance of parties I used the variable LRECON3. To map the cultural stance of the a party I used 

four separate cultural variables: GALTAN4, SOCIALLIFESTYLE5, RELIGIOUS_PRINCIPLE6, 

and URBAN_RURAL7. These are general variables expressing conservative and liberal-

cosmopolitan cultural positions. Only the cultural variable GALTAN (estimating parties’ 

democratic values) was available in 2002. The other cultural variables were only available after 

2006.  

In Figures 2-7, the parties are scaled according to seat share in the nearest election. In 

general each data point pertains to one election cycle except for two cases. Poland and Slovakia 

 
2 Available at: https://www.chesdata.eu/our-surveys 
3 Position of party in year in terms of ideological stance on economic issues 
4 position of the party in YEAR in terms of their views on democratic freedoms 

and rights. “Libertarian” or “postmaterialist” parties favor expanded personal freedoms, for example, access to 

abortion, active euthanasia, same-sex marriage, or greater democratic participation. “Traditional” or “authoritarian” 

parties often reject these ideas; they value order, tradition, and stability, and believe that the government should be a 

firm moral authority on social and cultural issues. 
5 Position on social lifestyle (e.g. homosexuality)  
6 Position on role of religious principle in politics. 
7 Position on urban vs. rural interests.  

https://www.chesdata.eu/our-surveys
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held two election cycles between 2014 and 2019 and thus the 2019 data was scaled with their most 

recent parliamentary election (2019 for Poland and 2020 for Slovakia).  

 

The Center Periphery Cleavage in East Central Europe 

 

Populist mobilization in Hungary and Poland builds on the narrative of ongoing struggle 

for sovereignty and independence from great powers and the domestic enemies who collaborate 

with them. Though there is some variation, as the story goes, the independence or even the integrity 

of the country (Hungary or Poland) has been constantly under threat for centuries from great 

regional powers (Russia, Habsburg, the Ottomans, the Germans). These external powers have 

always found inside the country collaborators – cosmopolitan traitors who sacrifice their country 

in return for individual material benefits. These cosmopolitan elites located in urban centers had 

promised independence and democracy after 1989, but they have stayed in power until now 

through bureaucratic non-elected institutions, for example the judicial system, and continued to 

serve the interests of external powers rather than the nation. The populists are the ones to reveal 

and break these power structures that allowed cosmopolitans to hold on to power undemocratically 

as an extension of foreign powers.  

According to the populist narrative, the cosmopolitan control over powerful institutions 

has both material and cultural consequences. Materially, foreign powers and their domestic 

collaborators develop urban centers that are economically beneficial to them. They benefit the 

educated, multi-lingual, technologically skilled, leaving behind areas and populations that do not 

fit this mold, partially because they lack interpersonal networks and access to superior education. 

Culturally, the collaboration with external forces and the development of large cosmopolitan cities 
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threatens the unique elements of the national culture be they religion and religiosity (Poland) or 

countryside traditions and connection with co-ethnics across the border (Hungary). Further, 

foreign powers and their domestic collaborators have long worked to write national histories in a 

way that erases national achievements and lays blame on the nation. In both countries, much of 

the discussion has been focused on the interwar years and the holocaust. In both countries (though 

historical circumstances were very different), the populist argument is that Germany alone bears 

responsibility for the holocaust, and it was only the German occupation or threat that led to mass 

killing of Jews or transport of Jews to death camps from the country. Other struggles over historical 

narratives emerged as well, such as the nature of the interwar regime in Hungary, as well as the 

claim that suffering under communism has been understated or erased.  

This story has general populist characteristics: it is an ‘us versus them’ story of the pure 

people versus the corrupt elites and it presents populist as the voice of the people. Like other 

populist accounts, it addresses the rapid changes that societies are going through due to 

globalization. But it is also unique to the region. It builds on a long arc of history of subjugation 

under communism and under empire further in the past. Most of this history lies too far in the past 

for individuals to remember, but the stories of struggle for independence and of foreign and 

cosmopolitan cities are a commonplace. Though they are constructed, they stem from the historical 

self-understanding of these societies.  

Writing about interwar years Hungary, Poland, and Czechoslovakia, Istvan Bibo, himself 

a populist, described how national development under empire, or empires in the Polish case, 

generated an existential fear that polarized the countries and corrupted democracy (Bibó, 1991). 

Very strong in the narrative of existential fear was the view of urban centers as foreign to the nation 

and as such endangering the project of nationalization, and perhaps the integrity of the state.  
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Present day’s populist narratives echo the pre-WWII discourse in both Hungary and 

Poland. In both countries, large cities and the middle class at the time were overpopulated with 

foreigners (Germans and Jews). This was both an anti-Semitic trope and a reality. In Hungary 

during the interwar years for example, 23% of the population of Budapest was Jewish; they 

composed 45% of the commerce and banking sector and owned 89% of plants in the iron and metal 

industries (Luebbert, 1991). Though assimilation was high, antisemitism and the view of Budapest 

as essentially a Jewish city were common. In Poland, Jews comprised 25% of the population in 

large cities. The notion of cosmopolitan Jewish cities became a focal point in the political 

discourse, in particular around the questions of national identity and self-determination. Roman 

Dmowski, the father of Polish nationalism, viewed the German and Jewish middle class in Poland 

as a endangering the prospects of reviving the unique Polish nation. He warned that ‘foreigners’ 

both did not share Poland’s goals and were aligned with external forces threatening Poland 

(Walicki, 1999).  

In both Poland and Hungary communism was coercively imposed by the Russians, and 

attempts at independence during the communist era were first violently crushed, and then dealt 

with using a combination of coercion and cooptation (Applebaum, 2012; Judt, 2006). This 

combination of strategies alienated society from the political process (Pop-Eleches & Tucker, 

2011). It also likely. Gave credibility to the view of politicians as collaborators with external 

forces.  

The politicization of the center periphery cleavage was common since at least the early 

20th century and into the interwar years. At the same time, there is no evidence of continuity of 

the same social and political struggles through different regimes and periods (Kitschelt, 2015). As 

I elaborate below, one important factor is not continuity but the use of old narratives. In terms of 
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the current center-periphery mobilization, it can be traced to the late communist era. In the Polish 

case, the current struggle between elites is a result of the breakdown of solidarity movement that 

occurred shortly after the transition, but has its roots even prior (Jasiewicz, 1992). Tomsz Zarycki 

stresses that the new groups in Polish politics that emerged in late communism constituted 

themselves around center periphery identities (Zarycki, 2014).  

Aside from narratives of center and periphery which I discuss next, the politicization of 

this cleavage is also based on material disparities. As Grzegorz Gorzelak shows, late communist 

industrial decline and the transition to market economy had a disproportionate negative effect on 

countryside and periphery towns in East Central Europe. These were regions of either petty 

agriculture in east Poland, or heavy industry the entire region, which were not economically 

successful during communism, but entirely failed in the last decades of the Soviet Bloc.  After the 

transition, as factories closed, unemployment rose rapidly in these areas. Conversely, the industrial 

and economic development that followed the transition to market economy benefitted mostly big 

urban centers (Gorzelak, 2012; Gorzelak & Smętkowski, 2019).  

Populists are often blamed for rewriting the past, but they build on available and familiar 

materials. For example, in his mobilization, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban often draws 

on the events of 1848 and 1956, the two most notable national days in Hungary today, both tales 

of failed struggle for independence. The stories of 1848 and 1956 were interpreted and 

reinterpreted in different ways over the years (Brubaker & Feischmidt, 2002). Orban’s version is 

a play on the interpretation of the 1956 events that was dominant in 1989, with a few adjustments. 

In 1989 in his speech at the reburial of 1956 leader Imre Nagy, Orban spoke of the Hungarian 

young generation’s aspiration to become a western liberal democracy. This aspect of his speech is 

often remembered and contrasted with his current agenda. But the narrative of the speech has 
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actually not changed significantly. It was a story of a small nation ever for independence from 

great powers (Russia) and of the domestic actors who served great powers and betrayed their 

country (Hungarian socialists). For Orban, the actors have changed but the story remains the same. 

Today his narrative is of large forces who seek to deny Hungary of its sovereignty (Brussels 

bureaucrats, “international bankers”, George Soros, and at times other foreign actors) and the 

domestic powers who collaborate with them (liberals, transnationally funded NGOs, judicial elite). 

The existential threat that countries in the region identify is that of Europe as the new 

empire that threatens not their physical integrity but their identity. Though a discussion on the 

topic is beyond the scope of this paper, the view of Europe as a threat might be exacerbated by the 

large scale emigration the new EU members experiences in the past couple of decades, and its yet 

undertheorized impact on those who stay in their home country (or are literally left behind). 

The ability to tap into national common places is missing in the Czech Republic and 

Slovakia. As in the other cases, Slav national identity in Czechoslovakia developed while the 

region was subjugated to an imperial center. The Czech regions were under Habsburg control while 

the Slovak regions were a part of Hungary within the empire. Even more than other large cities in 

the region, Prague was a very cosmopolitan city, and both Prague and other industrial centers had 

dominant German and Jewish populations. Accordingly, the middle class was viewed as foreign 

to national goals. As in the other countries, attempts at Czechoslovak independence during the 

communist era were violently crushed. However, the separate countries of the Czech Republic and 

Slovakia do not share the narrative of struggle for cultural-nationalist determination vis-à-vis a 

cosmopolitan center.  

To begin with, national identity was stronger for Slovaks than it was for Czechs. Surveys 

held in Czechoslovakia after the fall of communism showed that while most Czechs defined 
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themselves as Czechoslovak, most Slovaks defined themselves as Slovak (Leff, 2014). Slovaks 

often viewed themselves as lacking access to political and cultural power centers, and some within 

the Slovak regions mobilized accordingly for long years. The narrative of Slovaks as a periphery 

left behind the cosmopolitan and industrialized Czechs was not the only one available, but it did 

have historical roots. This narrative won the day following the transition, and ultimately led to the 

breakdown of the country (Eyal, 2003; Leff, 2014). However, this was an elite led process. Most 

Slovaks did not support the breakdown at the time of the transition. Examining the late communist 

era, Gil Eyal identifies the development of two separate and hostile elites in the Czech and Slovak 

areas. This he attributed in part to communist policies including decentralization, and different 

approaches toward the elite in each region after 1968 (Eyal, 2003). As a result of these policies, 

the Slovak communist elite managed to partially survive the transition whereas the Czech was 

entirely replaced.  
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Figure 1 - The Political Map of Czechoslovakia in 1992. Source: Kitschelt, 1992 

 

Leading to the separation, political parties in the Czech Republic were almost all liberal-

cosmopolitan whereas almost all the parties in Slovakia were nationalist-conservative. Figure 1 

demonstrates that the only Slovak liberal-cosmopolitan party was the dissident Public Against 

Violence. However, the party disintegrated shortly after the elections. After the separation, in 

Slovakia where nationalist rhetoric was prominent, the elite that pushed against the Czechs headed 

by Vladimir Meciar led the country. Under Meciar’s government, democratic and economic liberal 

reforms were stunted and nationalism characterized the entire political spectrum. However, there 
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was no historical political narrative that identified the new capital Bratislava as a cosmopolitan 

center. And though, as in all other countries in the region, individuals were often accused of 

collaboration with the communists, no single domestic group was marked as collaborator. 

Importantly, the elite that had mobilized on nationalist periphery claims against the Czechs was 

now in power, and its political rivals were more rather than less liberal. As a result there was little 

space for the development of an elite that would reframe nationalist claims against the already 

nationalist elite. Nationalism then was turned more outwards, or toward minority Roma and 

Hungarians, rather than inwards toward the center, hindering the development of transformative 

populism.  

In the Czech Republic, nationalism was low as noted above, political parties were generally 

liberal, although biases toward the Roma population were deep as in the region in general. 

Nationalist claims against the center had little historical background, and the parties quickly 

organized based on economic agenda. Another factor that contributed to the saliency of the 

economic cleavage is that the Czech communist party did not transform into a social democratic 

party and moved to the right economically as in other countries, but instead remained a smaller 

economically left wing party (Snegovaya, 2020). In the next section I demonstrate that the initial 

organization of the political system continued to define the four countries, generating the basis for 

transformative populism in some but not others.  

 

Transformative politics: 

Of the countries presented here, Hungary is the most notable case of transformative 

politics, and it has the most transformative politics in the European Union as a whole. Since taking 

office in 2010, the Fidesz government has radically transformed legislation, institutions, and civil 
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society. In 2011 Fidesz wrote a new constitution for Hungary, without input from opposition or 

civil society. The new constitution served as a symbolic break from the past and the emergence of 

a new order (Illés et al., 2018). The most notable aspect of the constitution, and even more so the 

steps that followed was the transformation of the constitutional court and the judiciary in general 

(Bánkuti et al., 2015; Puchalska, 2014). This included significantly limiting the court’s authority, 

replacing large sections of the judiciary, and changing court procedures. In addition to these, 

Fidesz limited the independence of civil society through regulations on funding; reshaped the 

banking sector in the country; changed ownership in the media sector, in particular in print and 

broadcast, to eliminate independent or opposition media outlets; reshaped education funding to 

limit academic freedom; and centralized multiple institutions like education and welfare (Lendvai, 

2012; Simonovits, 2011). All of these steps generated an exclusive access to power for a new 

ruling elite.  

PiS in Poland has also been a transformative party in multiple areas, most notably the 

judicial system. While in office, the party changed the composition of the constitutional court and 

lower courts, the procedures of the constitutional court, and the nomination process (Bugarič & 

Ginsburg, 2016). It has also attempted many other changes both in media and civil society, though 

these have met fierce opposition from civil society and had mixed results for the government. Both 

Hungary and Poland are facing EU Article 7 procedure intended to sanction them for eroding 

democracy and failing to meet EU values.  

The Czech Republic has had a populist party leading the government coalition since 2017 

(it was a part of the ruling coalition in the previous term as well), but it has not engaged in similar 

transformative politics. To begin with, the governing populist party does not have the same control 

over parliament as in Hungary and Poland. The one indication for possible reform came in 2019 
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with the replacement of the Justice Minister, Jan Knezinek with Marie Benesova. This step was 

viewed as an attempt to ease Prime Minister Andrej Babis’ legal troubles, and was met with vast 

protest. Still it was not an attempt to transform the nature of power in the country in the same vain 

as the Polish and Hungarian reforms.  

Of the four cases, Slovakia has had the longest experience with populists in government. 

It was arguably populist in the nearly decade that followed its independence and in multiple periods 

since. The most recent elections ushered in a right wing populist leading party (OLaNo) that 

replaced a left wing populist leading party (Smer). The country has also suffered from corruption, 

as has Hungary. Still in terms of the general direction, Slovakia has been liberalizing quite 

consistently since 2000 (see for example Freedom House reports over the years8).  

Interestingly then, though it has been very prominent, populism itself does not determine 

the nature of politics in the region. Next, I examine the hypotheses regarding the importance of a 

center periphery cleavage.   

 

The Organization of the Political Arena  

 

Of the four countries in this study, Hungary and the Czech Republic seem to represent the 

two most different organizations of the political arena. Figure 2 presents the views of all political 

parties in each country on the economy. The lower the score, the more economically left wing the 

party’s position. In the Czech Republic, an economic cleavage was consistently salient. The main 

parties had strong stands on the issue, and with the exception of the last election (2017), dominant 

 
8 Freedom House Freedom in the World Reports are available at: 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2018 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2018
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parties did not take a centrist position. This cleavage remained salient even after the system became 

more fragmented with voters choosing unorthodox parties (Pop-Eleches, 2010). In Hungary on the 

other hand, an economic cleavage was only salient in 2006 and virtually non-existent in all other 

years. This year was somewhat exceptional in that the social democratic party (MSzP) that is 

usually centrist on economic issues was classified as relatively right leaning (6.5 on a scale of 0-

10) to compare, the party was classified as 5.1 in 2002 and  4.2 in 2010.  

Another way to present the data is to measure the ideological gap between the two largest 

parties in the system on different dimensions. Table 1 calculates these differences and again 

demonstrates the saliency of the economic cleavage in the Czech Republic, but not in Hungary.  

In terms of a cultural cleavages, Hungary and the Czech Republic are again the most 

different cases. Figures 3-6 present parties’ positions on a host of cultural issues. The lower the 

score the more liberal the party is on the issue. In the Czech Republic, a cultural cleavage was for 

the most part insignificant in all issue areas. Most parties were very liberal on the issue of religion, 

apart from the rather small Christian Democratic party, KDU-CSL (Figure 5). On other issues as 

well, when cleavages did appear they were between liberal leaning and more liberal leaning parties. 

In the last elections (2017), the gap on cultural issues between the largest party remained small 

(Table 1), but the system was far more fragmented and overall positions on cultural issues diverged 

(Figures 3-6). 

Conversely, in Hungary, there were consistently substantial gaps between the two largest 

parties in all areas measured: democratic values (Figure 3), views on liberal lifestyle such as LGBT 

rights (Figures 4), and representation of urban versus rural interests (Figures 6). On some issues 

these gaps increased over time, in particular on religion (Table 1). The source of this polarization 

is Fidesz’s growing emphasis on Christianity since 2010, rather than a liberalization on the issue 
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of the left and liberal opposition. Importantly, Hungary completely lacks a political center on these 

issues demonstrating both how polarized the system is over these issues, and the difficulty of new 

parties to enter the political arena because of electoral rules and limitations on the media.   

In Hungary the different cultural issues where always correlated in parties’ agenda (Figures 

8-11 in Appendix), in the Czech Republic they were the least correlated. The correlation itself does 

not suggest a gap on these issues, but the absence of correlation suggests that the party system was 

not organized along these lines in any coherent way.  

Thus, both Hungary and the Czech Republic support the hypothesis that when a cultural 

cleavage is significant, even prior to the rise of populism, politics is more likely to take a 

transformative nature. Indeed as noted above, of the four countries Hungary had the most 

transformative government. 

The results are slightly less straight forward and require a deeper understanding of the cases 

in Poland and Slovakia. In Poland, an economic cleavage was always prominent. This is driven 

primarily by the fact that Civil Platform (PO) was one of the most economically right wing parties 

in the region in earlier years, in particular compared to other dominant parties (Figure 2). In terms 

of cultural cleavage, it was always substantial in all issue areas, and at times even very extreme 

(see for example 2006 in Table 1). There is one exception which is 2002. In that year the two large 

parties were PO and the Social Democratic SLD. Rather than the very conservative Law and 

Justice (PiS) that became dominant in 2005. As noted in the Table 1, if PiS is measured against 

any of two parties, the cultural gap is far more prominent. In 2001, PiS has already gained 

approximately 10 percent of the vote in Poland and in the nearly two decades that followed it was 

one of the two largest parties in parliament, and the main driver of the cultural cleavage in Poland 
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as Figures 3-6 demonstrate.  These results suggest that indeed a cultural cleavage has become a 

defining feature of the Polish political system, but it developed later than in the Hungarian case.  

In the case of Slovakia, an economic cleavage was always very prominent (Figure 2 and 

Table 1). As for a cultural cleavage, it was not as prominent as in Hungary and Poland, and 

importantly, it did not cover all issue areas. While religion and the representation of urban versus 

rural interests were rather polarized issues, democratic values and social lifestyle were not (Figures 

3-6 and Table 1).  

Interestingly, where the cultural cleavage is easy to interpret in Hungary and Poland, it is 

far less straight forward in the case in Slovakia. In both Hungary and Poland, the cultural cleavage 

is driven by a competition between a very socially conservative and economically left leaning 

party, and  a liberal party. This was not the case in Slovakia for the most part. In 2002, the two 

large parties were indeed a somewhat socially conservative economic left leaning party (the 

populist HZDS that was in power for a long period after Slovakia became independent; and a not 

very liberal and economically right wing Christian democratic party (SDKU). Thus the data in 

Table 1 reflects a larger cultural cleavage than the one that existed between the parties because it 

is limited to democratic values rather than examining views on LGBT for example, an issue on 

which both parties were conservative.  

After 2002, Smer, an economic left wing party that is very moderate on social issues 

became one of the two largest parties. Just as Fidsz in Hungary and PiS in Poland have been driving 

the cultural cleavage in their countries, Smer has followed HZDS in driving the almost absence of 

a cultural cleavage in Slovakia. The party is not only moderate, but it seems to lean toward its 

conservative challengers in a way that minimizes issue gaps and likely captures socially 

conservative voters. For example, the cleavages in 2014 in Slovakia in Table 1 reflects a difference 



 25 

between Smer that remained moderate but moved to the right on different issues, and the socially 

conservative Christian democratic KDH who was the second largest party in parliament with only 

nine percent of the vote. The third largest party in parliament at the time, OLaNo (Ordinary People 

and Independent Personalities) was also more socially conservative than Smer. Figures 3-5 

demonstrate clearly the slow ongoing move to the right of Smer on cultural issues.   

Thus, unlike the cleavages in Hungary and Poland, the gaps that do exist in Slovakia are 

generated because of small relatively radical parties rather than a large dominant one. This again 

points at the periphery elite that controlled the country since the transition and has no real liberal 

counter elite. Notably in 2001, PiS in Poland was a relatively small and radical party and it 

managed to become dominant. However, the radical parties in Slovakia are for the moment 

competing against moderately socially conservative parties, rather than a socially liberal 

economically right leaning party, and PiS itself, though small and radical was an offshoot of the 

mainstream right in Poland.  
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a. Czech Republic

 

b. Slovakia

 

c. Hungary 

 

d. Poland

 

Figure 2 Economic Mapping of Parties 

Economic position on a scale of 0-10 with 0 being the most left wing position. Panel a: Czech Republic; 

panel b: Slovakia; panel c: Hungary; panel d: Poland 
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a. Czech Republic

 

b. Slovakia

 

c. Hungary

 

d. Poland

 

Figure 3 Mapping of Democratic Values 

Position on democratic values on a scale of 0-10 with 0 being the most favorable to democratic values and 

10 most authoritarian.  Panel a: Czech Republic; panel b: Slovakia; panel c: Hungary; panel d: Poland 
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a. Czech Republic

 

b. Slovakia

 

c. Hungary

 

d. Poland

 

Figure 4 Mapping Position on Social Lifestyle 

Position on social lifestyle on a scale of 0-10 with 0 being the most liberal on social lifestyle issues such 

as LGBT rights.  Panel a: Czech Republic; panel b: Slovakia; panel c: Hungary; panel d: Poland 
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a. Czech Republic

 

b. Slovakia

 

c. Hungary

 

d. Poland

 

Figure 5 Mapping Position on Religion 

Position on the role of religion in public life on a scale of 0-10 with 10 being most opposed to religious 

principles in politics. Panel a: Czech Republic; panel b: Slovakia; panel c: Hungary; panel c: Poland 
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a. Czech Republic

 

b. Slovakia

 

c. Hungary

 

d. Poland

 

Figure 6 Mapping Position on Urban/Rural Interests 

Position on representation of urban or rural interest on a scale of 0-10 with 10 being the most supportive 

of urban interests. Panel a: Czech Republic; panel b: Slovakia; panel c: Hungary; panel d: Poland  
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Table 1 Gap in Position between Two Largest Parties 

 2002 2006 2010 2014 2019 

 Econ Dem Econ Dem SLS Rel U/R Econ Dem SLS Rel U/R Econ Dem SLS Rel U/R Econ Dem SLS Rel U/R 

Hungary 0.6 4.8 3.5 3.0 2.6 4.2 2.8 0.8 3.4 4.1 6.4 2.6 0.4 4.5 6.4 6.8 4.0 0.4† 1.1† 0.7† 1.5† 0.9† 

Poland 4.1* 2.5* 6.2 6.9 6.6 5.3 4.3 3.6 4.3 4.7 3.0 3.9 3.2 3.9 3.7 3.3 3.9 3.6 4.5 4.5 4.8 5.15 

Czechia 4.6 0.8 4.7 1.1 0.2 0.8 0.2 5.6 2.5 2.8 1.7 1.6 3.7 0.05 0.5 1.3 0.8 3.2 1.3 1.8 1.7 2.0 

Slovakia 3.1^ 3.6^ 5.9 0.1 0.1 2.3 3.3 5.4 0.6 0.2 2.6 1.9 3.4 2.0 2.7 4.3 1.2 2.5 1.1 1.0 0.8 2.2 

 

The difference in position of the two largest parties in the system on different issues. Since the original scale is -5 to 5, the gap can take on values 

of 0-10.  

Econ – Economic position  

Dem – Position on democratic values 

SLS – Position on social lifestyle, for example on LGBT rights 

Rel – position on the role of religion in politics 

U/R – position on representation of urban or rural interests  

* in 2002 the two largest parties in Poland were the Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) and Civic Platform (PO). The third largest party was Law and 

Justice PiS who would become the largest in 2005. For 2002: The economic gap of PiS and SLD is: 0.38; the economic gap of PiS and PO is 3.75; 

The gap on democratic values of PiS and SLD is: 5.87; the gap on democratic values of PiS and PO is: 3.37; 

^ in 2002 the two largest parties in Slovakia were the Slovak Democratic and Christian Union (SDKU) and The People's Party – Movement for a 

Democratic Slovakia (HZDS). The third largest party was Smer that would become the largest in 2006. The economic gap of Smer and SDKU is: 

3.5; the economic gap of Smer and HZDS is 0.42; The gap on democratic values of Smer and  SDKU is: 0.92; the gap on democratic values of 

Smer and HZDS is: 2.69 

†after 2018 the two largest parties in Hungary are Fidesz and Jobbik, both hold similar culturally conservative agenda. The third largest party is 

solialist MSzP which was traditionally one of the two largest parties. The gaps between Fidesz and MSzP are: Economic: 0.3 ; Democratic values: 

5.5; Social lifestyle: 5.8;  Religion in public life: 7.0; Urban/rural interests: 4.5 
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In terms of the general liberal/conservative nature of the political system, Figure 7 presents 

an average of all parties in each country on each cultural issue weighed by the share of seats in 

parliament. The higher the mean, the more conservative the entire system is on the issue. For the 

Hungarian case, the figures demonstrate as expected a massive shift of the entire system in a 

conservative direction. This is due to the very large seat share of Fidesz in parliament. Weighing 

party positions by vote share would likely paint a less radical picture, as seat allocation benefits 

large parties in Hungary: Fidesz received over two thirds of the seats in parliament with 

approximately forty percent of the vote. For the Polish case, the results are a good reflection of the 

political system -- it is highly polarized on cultural issues and overall leaning more conservative.  

The cases of the Czech Republic and Slovakia are of particular interest here. Though both 

systems have become more conservative, the Czech Republic remains the most liberal in the 

region. Slovakia is consistently more conservative than the Czech Republic and is overall fairly 

conservative. These results are particularly meaningful as neither country is very polarized on 

these issues. Since the two were for many years a single political entity, these findings strengthen 

the idea that the breakdown of Czechoslovakia was a separation of the center and the periphery, 

that while leaving Slovakia more conservative than the Czech Republic, curbed transformative 

tendencies in both countries. Indeed, at different points, Slovakia was overall far more 

conservative than Poland, but was less polarized and ultimately had less tendency for 

transformative politics. Following the political outcomes of the first elections in Czechoslovakia 

after the transition, the nature of the two systems over the years suggests that a united 

Czechoslovakia would have suffered from extreme polarization between competing elites, quite 

similarly to Hungary and Poland.  
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a

 

b

 

c

 

d

 

Figure 7 Center-Periphery Issues in the System as a Whole 

Each column represents the mean of all parties positions weighted by the seat share of each party in the 

last election year. Positions are on a scale of 0-10 with -0 being the most liberal and 10 most conservative 

on the issue. Panel a. democratic values; panel b. views on social lifestyle; panel c. views on religion in 

public life; panel d. urban vs. rural interests. 
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Conclusions 

 

In the past decade, Central Eastern Europe has seen a rise of populism that seeks to 

transform liberal institutions and concentrate power in the political center. Common explanations 

for the current rise of populism describe it as a response to globalization, economic insecurity, or 

cultural and demographic changes. These accounts fail to explain why different variation of 

populism emerge and succeed in some places but not others. This work attempted to fill this gap 

by theorizing on the concept of transformative politics and its roots in the struggle between center 

and periphery elites.   

The paper demonstrated that transformative populism emerges where the political space is 

defined by a cultural cleavage. In Hungary and Poland, the main political cleavage was between 

an elite representing a cosmopolitan center and a rival elite representing a nationalist and 

conservative periphery. In the Czech Republic and Slovakia, the cultural cleavage was secondary. 

In both countries, an economic left-right cleavage was more notable. In terms of cultural 

representation, in the Czech Republic the entire political system was more liberal cosmopolitan, 

in Slovakia the entire system was more nationalist conservative.  

Further, I theorized that the cultural cleavage becomes salient due to elite struggle. The 

course of political development in the region created the foundation for a deep center periphery 

cleavage. Political centers developed in relations to an imperial center, generating deep differences 

in interests and identity between center and periphery (Zarycki, 2014). This pattern continued as 

the countries lost their independence again under communism. I argue however, that the 

breakdown of Czechoslovakia made a domestic center v. periphery narrative less powerful in each 
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of the successor countries, because it was essentially a separation of center and periphery into two 

countries: Bratislava was not the center of periphery Slovak grievances historically.  

One interesting aspect of this work is the analysis of the breakdown of Czechoslovakia in 

these terms. As many countries experience deep regional cleavages, the question of what would a 

center look like without the periphery and vice versa is often asked: what would a California look 

like without the US? What would the US look like without the coasts and so on. In a some sense, 

many countries in Eastern Europe are changing in that direction. In Hungary for example, 

emigration to Europe in large numbers further weakened the center and its politics. The case of 

the breakdown of Czechoslovakia is a more clear-cut identifiable change and thus lends itself to 

comparative examination.  

Analyzing the rise of transformative politics as a struggle of identity between center and 

periphery elites is relevant for the case of Germany and the success of the AfD in east Germany. 

However, this relevance has limitations. As part of the transition from communism, East Germany 

was incorporated into West Germany to form a single political unit. Within unified Germany 

however, east Germany has several characteristics comparable to East Central European countries, 

and its relationship with west Germany as comparable to the relationship between East Central 

European peripheries and both their domestic centers and the European Union. The GDR was 

relatively economically stable during communism, investment in the east following unification 

was significant, and gaps between east and west decreased after the transition. However, like East 

Central Europe, east Germany is still economically underperforming compared to the west in terms 

of productivity, growth, income, and employment.9  

 
9 John Gramlich. “East Germany has narrowed economic gap with West Germany since fall of communism, but still 

lags”. November 6, 2019. Pew Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/11/06/east-germany-

has-narrowed-economic-gap-with-west-germany-since-fall-of-communism-but-still-lags/ 
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A parallel can be drawn between the process of EU accession of East Central Europe, and 

the unification of Germany. In both cases, the process was controlled, and the terms of 

accession/unification dictated by the stronger actor (the EU, West Germany). At the time, the 

eagerness for freedom and membership in a successful project left no room for doubts about the 

process, but these emerged in hindsight. Finally, like East Central Europe, east Germany 

experienced significant emigration since the collapse of communism which no doubt had social 

and political implications.  

There are important differences between the German case and the ones discussed in this 

paper as well. The long historical relationship between east and west Germany was not one of 

center versus periphery. Germany’s historical trajectory in general and the memory of this history 

are very different from those of Central Eastern European states: Germany does not have a self-

perception of victimhood that dates prior to the emergence of nationalism. The absence of these 

narratives may explain why the politicization of the center-periphery cleavage is only emerging 

now, and not in the 1990s or early 2000s as was the case in Hungary and Poland. In addition, 

Germany is also a more decentralized country than its East Central European counterparts, and 

different regions have different and overlapping identities beyond the east/west division. Finally, 

Germany today is much more ethnically diverse than East Central European countries. This 

generates a different type of struggle over identity than the intra ethno-national one I described 

above.  
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Appendix  
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Figure 8 Correlation of Cultural-Geographic Variables in the Czech Republic 

Panel a: 2006; Panel b: 2010; Panel c: 2014 
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Figure 9 Correlation of Cultural-Geographic Variables in Hungary 

Panel a: 2006; Panel b: 2010; Panel c: 2014 
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Figure 10 Correlation of Cultural-Geographic Variables in Poland 

Panel a: 2006; Panel b: 2010; Panel c: 2014 
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Figure 11  Correlation of Cultural-Geographic Variables in Slovakia 

Panel a: 2006; Panel b: 2010; Panel c: 2014 
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