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Living with the Aftermath of Orbanism
Hungary’s Struggle to Rebuild the State

Introduction

Hungary’s 2026 parliamentary
election marks a decisive politi-
cal turning point, as Péter Mag-
yar and his Tisza movement re-
moved Viktor Orban from power
after sixteen years of rule. This
outcome is widely interpreted as
both a major domestic shift in a
positive direction and a develop-
ment with broader European im-
plications.™?

The Tisza Party secured 141
seats in the 199-member Na-
tional Assembly, exceeding ear-
lier projections and achieving
the two-thirds supermajority re-
quired for constitutional reform.3
This creates a rare institutional
opportunity to reverse previous
governance reforms and realign
Hungary with the European Un-
ion. However, dismantling the
deeply entrenched political and
economic system built under
Orbanis expected to be complex
and gradual rather than immedi-
ate.*

The Entrenchment of
“Orbanism”

During his time in office, Orban
developed a highly centralized
governance model often de-
scribed as an “illiberal democ-
racy,” characterized by weak-
ened institutional checks and
balances and strong executive
control.® This system was con-
solidated through sustained in-
stitutional restructuring and po-
litical control across multiple
domains.
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Following 2010, Orban’s parlia-
mentary supermajority enabled
the adoption of a new constitu-
tion and a systematic reshaping
of Hungary’s institutional frame-
work. Electoral laws were rede-
signed in ways that strengthened
long-term  incumbency ad-
vantages and reduced the com-
petitiveness of future elec-
tions.5”

Judicial reforms further weak-
ened the separation of powers
by increasing political influence
over appointments and limiting
constitutional oversight, raising
sustained concerns about judi-
cial independence.? At the same
time, changes to media regula-
tion and ownership structures
significantly reduced pluralism,
consolidating influence among
pro-government actors and lim-
iting independent reporting.®

Electoral system reforms—in-
cluding redistricting and struc-
tural changes—further tilted the
political playing field in favor of
the ruling party, contributing to
long-term dominance.” These
cumulative changes led schol-
ars and EU institutions to char-
acterize Hungary as a hybrid re-
gime in which elections persist,
but democratic safeguards were
weakened."" Political scientists
often describe such systems as
“competitive authoritarian” re-
gimes, where formal democratic
institutions exist butincumbents
maintain structural advantages
that limit genuine competition
(Levitsky & Way, 2010).

Why Péter Magyar was the
turning point?

Despite its stability, the system
built under Orban faced increas-
ing long-term pressures. Eco-
nomic strain, inflation, and de-
clining living standards gradually
eroded the material basis of po-
litical support.’ At the same
time, perceptions of corruption
and elite capture contributed to
growing public dissatisfaction,
particularly among previously
loyal voters. Concerns about in-
stitutional decline and media
control further weakened public
trust, while Orban’s continued
emphasis on geopolitical and
ideological conflicts increas-
ingly diverged from voters’ every-
day priorities, such as cost of liv-
ing and decline in public ser-
vices.™

This growing domestic dissatis-
faction translated into record
electoral mobilization on the 12"
of April. Voter turnout reached
approximately 79-80%, the high-
est since Hungary’s democratic
transition, reflecting both high
political stakes and broad civic
engagement.’*'® Magyar’s suc-
cess can be attributed to a com-
bination of credibility, opposi-
tion unity, and strategic issue
alignment rather than a funda-
mentally new ideological plat-
form. A key factor was his back-
ground as an insider-turned-re-
former, which enabled him to
appeal to conservative and un-
decided voters who would not
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traditionally support the opposi-
tion.”™ This helped him break
longstanding partisan loyalties.
Equally important was the con-
solidation of the opposition
through the Tisza Party, which
transformed a fragmented politi-
cal landscape into a competitive
two-bloc contest.” By contrast,
previous opposition efforts had
failed due to vote splitting. Mag-
yar’s campaign also focused on
corruption, governance quality,
and economic recovery—issues
that directly reflected voter con-
cerns about inflation.’”® Mean-
while, Orban’s continued reli-
ance on narratives of national
sovereignty and migration
proved less effective in a context
where economic concerns dom-
inated.™

Domestic Implications: Re-
form Potential and Con-
straints

Péter Magyar, and his Tisza
movement, is expected to pur-
sue areform agenda aimed at re-
storing democratic institutions
and addressing entrenched cor-
ruption. His programme is likely
to focus on strengthening judi-
cial independence, rebuilding
checks and balances, and in-
creasing transparency in public
administration in order to reduce
political influence over state in-
stitutions.?® He is also expected
to work toward restoring media
pluralism by limiting concen-
trated ownership and political
influence over the media sector,
while improving accountability
in public spending and tackling
corruption linked to elite net-
works.?" In parallel, his policy di-
rection is likely to prioritise so-

cio-economic stabilization, in-
cluding efforts to reduce infla-
tionary pressures, and redirect
state resources away from polit-
ically connected interests. At the
European level, heis expected to
realign Hungary more closely
with the European Union by co-
operating on rule-of-law reforms
and working toward the release
of frozen EU funds, thereby re-
storing a more constructive rela-
tionship with EU institutions.??

Magyar already announced a
planto form closerties with Aus-
tria and other Central European
countries to gain more leverage
in Brussels.?

Despite the scale of the electoral
victory, dismantling “Orbanism”
remains a significant challenge.
Over sixteen years, political, ju-
dicial, and economic networks
were deeply embedded within
the state, limiting the speed and
scope of reform. Over the past
decade, significant parts of the
Hungarian economy became
closely intertwined with politi-
cally connected business elites
linked to the system built under
Viktor Orban. These networks
are particularly resilient to re-
form because they do not rely
solely on formal institutions, but
are sustained through long-
standing relationships between
political and economic actors.
As a result, they can resist
change through indirect mecha-
nisms such as investment slow-
down or capital reallocation, le-
galdisputes that delay policy im-
plementation, and informal in-
fluence over administrative deci-
sion-making processes. This
makes them one of the most du-
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rable components of the sys-
tem, as their poweris embedded
in relationships rather than for-
mal rules.?* In addition, many of
the institutional changes intro-
duced under Orbéan are constitu-
tionally entrenched or embed-
ded in supermajority-level legis-
lation, meaning that any reversal
requires not only political con-
trol, but also sustained legal re-
structuring and broad institu-
tional coordination, which slows
the pace of reform signifi-
cantly.?® At the same time, the
post-election environment cre-
ates a further political challenge:
while citizens may expect rapid
improvements in areas such as
corruption reduction, wages,
and public services, structural
reforms typically unfold slowly,
creating a risk of early political
frustration and backlash.?® The
central difficulty for Péter Mag-
yar is therefore that he must use
existing institutional mecha-
nisms to dismantle a system
that was deliberately designed
to be resistant to such change,
producing a persistent gap be-
tween formal political authority
and the slower-moving realities
of entrenched economic and in-
stitutional power.

Implications for the Euro-
pean Union

At the European level, Orban’s
removal eliminated a key veto
player and may improve policy
coordination, particularly on
rule-of-law enforcement and
support for Ukraine.?”-?®

Under Viktor Orban, Hungary
maintained comparatively close
political and economic ties with
Russia and frequently diverged
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from broader EU consensus on
Ukraine-related policies. Buda-
pest often delayed or diluted col-
lective EU decisions, particularly
on sanctions and financial assis-
tance, positioning itself as a con-
sistent outlier within the bloc.?®

With the election of Péter Mag-
yar, Hungary is expected to
adopt a more cooperative and
aligned stance within the Euro-
pean Union. Early signals sug-
gest a shift toward supporting
common EU positions on
Ukraine, while still maintaining a
pragmatic approach to eco-
nomic relations and energy con-
siderations.*°

This adjustment could have
broader implications for EU co-
hesion. Hungary’s previous role
as a veto player complicated
unified responses to Russia’s
war in Ukraine; a more aligned
Hungarian government may
therefore strengthen the EU’s
capacity to act collectively on
foreign policy and security is-
sues.”

The latter can be already seen by
the success of EU recently ap-
proving a loan of 90 billion euro
for Ukraine as Hungary no longer
objected.??

At the same time, analysts cau-
tion that structural dependen-
cies—particularly in the energy
sector—may limit how quickly
Hungary can fully realign its for-
eign policy. Hungary remains
significantly reliant on Russian
energy imports, especially natu-
ral gas, which constrains the
scope of immediate policy
change.
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Furthermore, EU-Hungary rela-
tions have been significantly
shaped by rule-of-law disputes.
Around €17-18 billion in EU
funds remain frozen due to gov-
ernance concerns.®® Funds are
tied to reforms in judicial inde-
pendence, anti-corruption, and
procurement systems.** Signifi-
cant recovery funds remain
blocked pending reform bench-
marks.% Magyar’s reform
agenda could unlock these
funds if credible progress is
achieved, improving both Hun-
gary’s fiscal position and EU re-
lations.3®

Orban’s departure may also
weaken transnational networks
of nationalist and illiberal actors
within Europe, reducing coordi-
nated resistance to EU poli-
cies.®” However, similar political
trends persist across Europe,
meaning broader ideological
shifts are likely to remain grad-
ual.

Conclusion

Hungary’s 2026 election repre-
sents a rare case of democratic
turnover within a system that
has been widely described as
structurally constrained and in-
stitutionally resilient. While the
defeat of Viktor Orban and the
rise of Péter Magyar signal a sig-
nificant political opening, the ev-
idence from Hungary’s institu-
tionaldevelopment overthe past
decade suggests that electoral
change does not automatically
translate into systemic transfor-
mation.®®%* The legacy of
“Orbanism” is embedded in le-
gal frameworks, state institu-
tions, media structures, and
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economic networks that con-
tinue to shape political and ad-
ministrative outcomes beyond
changes in government.*%4!

As a result, Hungary is entering a
period defined less by immedi-
ate rupture than by prolonged in-
stitutional transition, in which
reform capacity will depend on
the ability to simultaneously re-
build state autonomy, manage
entrenched elite interests, and
meet high public expectations
for rapid improvement.*?

At the European level, Hungary’s
political shift may reduce institu-
tional friction within the EU and
improve policy coordination,
particularly in areas such as
rule-of-law enforcement and for-
eign policy coherence.**4

Overall, the Hungarian case il-
lustrates that electoral change
can mark the beginning of a new
political trajectory in which Hun-
gary isfinally able to take a differ-
ent path and begin the gradual
process of rebuilding state insti-
tutions, political trust, and dem-
ocratic governance over time.
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