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Abstract 

The world is facing a new wave of autocratization. The coronavirus pandemic has 

further accelerated this global democratic backsliding. Though each country has 

its local history, some of the social foundations of illiberalism are similar 

worldwide. These divergent and convergent social requisites of illiberalism are the 

subject of this chapter. After clarifying the relationship between the concepts of 

“populism,” “illiberalism,” and “democratic backsliding,” the chapter reviews the 

empirical literature related to these phenomena. Explanations of illiberalism 

cannot be reduced to mono-causal theories. Dominant cultural and overly agent-

centric approaches have a proclivity to downplay the role of economic-structural 

tensions. The chapter shows how political-economic approaches to illiberalism in 

East-Central Europe can offer novel insights into the social foundations of 

illiberalism. The chapter concludes by arguing for complex, interdisciplinary 

approaches that refuse to pit culture, the economy, and politics against each other 

as separate variables. These factors act in concert through people’s everyday 

perceptions of economic change and political entrepreneurs’ maneuvers to 

maintain and forge class coalitions and shape institutions. 
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Introduction 

The liberal optimism of the 1990s is over. Today’s future is bleak. Liberal 

democracy is “in a state of serious disrepair” (Foa and Mounk 2016, 6). The third 

wave of democratization (Huntington 1991) is over. Each year since 2006, the 

number of transitions to nondemocratic regimes worldwide has outnumbered the 

transitions to democratic regimes, with the rate of democratic backsliding 

accelerating over the last three decades (Diamond 2015). The coronavirus 

pandemic has accelerated global democratic backsliding, with less than 20 percent 

of the world’s population living in countries classified as “Free” in 2021 (Freedom 

House 2021). The world is facing a new wave of autocratization (Lührmann and 

Lindberg 2019). Illiberalism is gaining a foothold in new democracies throughout 

the global (semi)periphery: Indonesia, Brazil, Hungary, and Turkey are prime 

examples. However, even countries with a veritable history of democracy are facing 

a democratic malaise; from Austria through the UK to the US. The titles of recent 

political science bestsellers, such as How Democracies Die (Levitsky and Ziblatt 

2018) and How Democracy Ends (Runciman 2018) leave little doubt about the state 

of democracy today. It would be a mistake to see this as a linear process: democratic 

turbulence in the US is, of course, different from illiberalism in Turkey.1 However, 

it would be equally problematic to neglect the fact that some of the social 

foundations of illiberalism are similar across the globe. These divergent and 

convergent social requisites of illiberalism are the subject of this chapter. 

To review the social requisites of illiberalism we need, first, to define 

illiberalism. Although the term itself suggests otherwise, illiberalism can and 

should not be interpreted as a concept diametrically opposed to liberalism. 

Admittedly, some liberals themselves were only mildly enthusiastic about the 

prospect of democracy understood as pure majority rule until the twentieth 

century. Illiberalism sometimes employs a strong state to pursue parts of 

liberalism’s contested agenda by, for example, implementing unpopular social and 

economic policies to create or strengthen markets. If illiberalism is not merely a 

lack or critique of liberalism, then what is it? Most isms refer to schools of thought 

or ideologies. Illiberalism belongs to a smaller set of isms that relate to the 

contemporary practice of democracy. Dahl (1971) defined the ideal type of a 
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multipolar, pluralist, constitutional democratic society as a polyarchy. Such a 

regime encompasses free and fair elections, a high degree of decentralization of 

power and resources across competing institutions checking each other, and 

constitutionally guaranteed mechanisms to constrain the will of the majority and 

protect fundamental rights, minorities, the rule of law, and independent 

institutions. In this chapter I regard illiberalism as a divergence from this ideal 

type of political practice.2 Illiberalism is a set of contemporary political practices 

of government and social relations in the economy and culture, comprising a 

divergence from the norms and practices of pluralist, constitutional liberal 

democratic governance and leading to varying degrees of regime change towards 

hybrid or openly authoritarian regimes. Illiberalism might have different 

endpoints and speeds. Weaker forms of illiberalism do not achieve a substantial 

regime change but alter fundamental institutions and socio-economic relations 

pointing in that direction. 

Based on the above considerations, the fundamental question motivating the 

chapter can be restated as follows: what social factors contribute to the rise of a 

type of politics that leads to a divergence from pluralist constitutional democratic 

practices towards hybrid democracies or authoritarian regimes? This is essentially 

an empirical question. As such, this chapter focuses on empirical approaches. 

 

Democratization and Democratic Backsliding 

The question of the social requisites of illiberalism is inherently related to the 

reverse problem of the social requisites of democratization. If the social 

preconditions of democratization are lacking, it is reasonable to expect that 

democratization will fail to consolidate and might even reverse course. Therefore, 

mapping the relevant research requires us to look at two closely related 

phenomena: democratic backsliding and populism – each inspiring veritable 

streams of research. 

The literature on democratic backsliding (Bermeo 2016) or democratic 

deconsolidation (Foa and Mounk 2016) is directly relevant to the topic of this 

chapter. Although it covers a vast array of cases, institutions, and actors, a large 
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part of the literature has focused on direct democratic collapse. This research 

tradition has identified concrete actions through which regimes are transformed 

and some of the socio-economic factors that might lead to a reversal of 

democratization. It is also relevant for less direct forms of democratic backsliding, 

much of which falls under the category of illiberalism (Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). 

As popularized by Zakaria (1997), illiberal democracy refers to non-direct, non-

violent forms of democratic backsliding. Illiberals do not wave an antidemocratic 

flag or use force to overthrow democratic governments. Most often, democracy 

weakens from within, through the actions of elected leaders seeking to “aggrandize 

their executive power” and “strategically manipulate” elections (Bermeo 2016), 

preserving the façade of democracy. This has inspired significant scholarly debate 

on defective democracies (Bogaards 2009), hybrid regimes (Diamond 2002) and 

competitive authoritarianism (Levitsky and Way 2002), evidencing the difficulty 

of distinguishing between full-fledged authoritarian regimes and polyarchies. The 

literature on these concepts is relevant for the research on the social requisites of 

illiberalism, with the caveat that not all forms of illiberalism are authoritarian. 

Related to illiberalism is the concept of populism. Most frequently, populism is 

defined as a political style that frames the fundamental political cleavage as one 

between the elite and the pure people (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017). Analyses of 

illiberalism very often deal with instances of populist political ideology, style, and 

related discourses as a divergence from the norm of polyarchy. However, populism 

might remain within the rank of democratic practices. Some forms of populism 

might even signal a functioning democratic immune system rather than its decline 

(Kaltwasser 2012). Populism can be centrist or even liberal. Therefore, populism 

as a political ideology or style refers to a much broader set of phenomena than 

illiberalism. The central dividing line between populism and illiberalism is in the 

sphere of practice. Illiberalism might be conceptualized as a strong version of anti-

liberal, mostly – though not always – right-wing populism that has maintained 

power long enough to achieve fundamental change in socio-economic relations and 

institutions. Thus, the well-developed literature on the social causes of populism3 

is also relevant for the research on the social requisites of illiberalism, with the 

caveat that not all forms of populism lead to illiberalism. 
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The literature on regime-building after the Second World War was dominated 

by modernization theory, but dependency theory was also influential in the debates 

on democratization in Third World Countries. These were both structuralist 

approaches, deriving regime change in the characteristics of economic 

development. Both modernization and dependency theory lost their attractiveness 

in the 1980s as new, agency-centered theories became predominant. This 

paradigmatic shift also meant that the academic, policy, and journalistic literature 

on regime change paid less attention to the social requisites of regime change until 

recently. The focus was on how good politicians can undo authoritarian regimes 

and install good institutions – what came to be known as the transition paradigm.4 

Initially, this shift of attention to politics and institutions was liberating. It 

drew attention to the possibility of establishing democracies in countries at various 

stages of economic development in various segments of the world economy with 

different internal social structures (Rustow 1970). All a country needed to embark 

on democratization was the right type of politicians building the right type of 

institutions. However, the rise of illiberalism in countries that had been committed 

to the blueprint derived from the transition paradigm and led to doubts about the 

centrality of institutions for democratic consolidation. In response, some followers 

of the transition paradigm blame bad politicians for destroying good institutions 

(Fukuyama 2012). Of course, political agency is crucial to understand the rise of 

illiberalism, but we need to know how particular opportunity structures develop 

that allow illiberal politics to flourish. 

The focus on agency and institutions in the democratic transitions literature 

was a reaction against the supposed economic determinism of modernization and 

dependency theory. As famously formulated by Lipset (1959), economic 

development contributes to the emergence of structural characteristics that 

contribute to the consolidation of democratic systems. Development comprises 

urbanization, industrialization, wealth creation, and education. Modernization 

theory suggests that a society that is underdeveloped in these spheres has a lower 

chance of reaching democratic consolidation and, thus, a higher chance for 

illiberalism. A large part of the modernization literature has been concerned with 

the question of whether there are any thresholds in the development of these social 
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spheres that would make the reversal of democratization unlikely. Although there 

are prominent examples that do not fit the theory,5 there is a vast empirical 

literature showing a positive correlation between economic development and 

democratic consolidation (Burkhart and Lewis-Beck 1994; Przeworski 2000; 

Robinson 2006). This also means that economic development seems to be an 

essential social condition making the rise of illiberalism less likely. 

However, formulated as above, modernization theory received much criticism, 

prompting a reformulation of the modernization thesis. New modernization theory 

focuses on how democratic regimes can fulfil basic needs and contribute to human 

empowerment as a crucial requisite of democratic deepening (Inglehart and Welzel 

2005). As Inglehart and Welzel (2008, 128) point out, “one can establish electoral 

democracy almost anywhere, but it may not be deep-rooted or long-lasting” in the 

absence of human empowerment. Human empowerment allows people to keep 

elites in check by ensuring democratization and preventing illiberalism. Amartya 

Sen’s work on development as capability expansion offered a robust framework 

that brought together economic, ethical, and sociological aspects of economic 

modernization under the banner of human development (Sen 1999). Sen argued 

that capability expansion and democracy are mutually reinforcing. On the one 

hand, democratic regimes are more responsive and more likely to create 

institutions and policies that favor capability expansion. On the other hand, the 

expansion of capabilities empowers people to hold elites accountable, thus 

protecting or deepening democracy. Research has shown that human 

empowerment is especially important in newly established democracies where the 

dividing line between the government and the regime is blurred and governmental 

failure might undermine the legitimacy of democratic systems (Beetham 1994, 

162). Research has shown that particular instances of performance failure, such as 

economic crises, are also empirically associated with the loss of democratic 

legitimacy (Przeworski 2000). 

The idea of human empowerment, though formulated differently, is also central 

to the culturalist approaches to democratization and illiberalism. Building on 

Weber’s work on the role of Christian values in modernization, theorists of cultural 

modernization have been preoccupied with identifying the cultural traits of 
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Western societies that underpin pluralist democracies. They contrast the West’s 

Judeo-Christian legacy with other world religions, such as Islam, which is 

supposed to lack the political values that gave birth to representative democracy 

in the West (Huntingdon 1993). Culturalist explanations often emphasize 

unchanging, or very slowly moving aspects of political culture. This was 

particularly true for the classic formulation of the civic culture thesis (Almond and 

Verba 1989[1963]), which argued that higher levels of interpersonal and 

institutional trust, pride in political institutions, and feelings of political 

competence are necessary for democratic consolidation. Scoring lower in these 

dimensions would facilitate illiberalism. Inglehart and Welzel (2005) emphasize 

political-cultural attitudes in the context of economic modernization: human 

empowerment leads to the development of self-expression values that, in turn, 

increase people’s capacity to hold elites in check. In their latest work, however, 

Norris and Inglehart (2019) bracket the dynamic interrelationships between the 

economy and culture and explicitly contrast cultural explanations of illiberalism 

with economic ones. They argue that a contemporary cultural backlash against 

self-expressive, cosmopolitan-liberal values explains the contemporary 

authoritarian populist turn.6 

The focus on people’s ability to pressure elites to consider their needs is more 

pronounced in the neo-structuralist political economy literature (see the review by 

Iversen 2009). In the formal models of Acemoglu and Robinson (2005) or Boix 

(2003) the stability of democracy hinges on the question of whether elites find it 

too costly to maintain the democratic compromise and how they perceive the 

potential cost of mounting an anti-democratic coup, which is a function of the level 

of inequality. There is indeed a sizeable empirical literature showing that economic 

inequality is negatively correlated with democratic consolidation and that it 

facilitates the rise of illiberalism (Dutt and Mitra 2008; Haggard and Kaufman 

2012; Houle 2009; Reenock et al. 2007). Going further, a group of critical political 

economists has explicitly linked the rise of illiberalism to the current wave of 

neoliberal globalization that has led to extreme levels of polarization. They suggest 

that the exhaustion of the welfare compromise in the 1980s and subsequent fall of 

debt-driven legitimation regimes (privatized Keynesianism) demanded new, 
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illiberal solutions to restore the dominance of capital (Bruff 2014; Davies 2016; 

Streeck 2014; Tansel 2017; Hendrikse 2018). 

Income inequality is a crucial factor behind illiberalism. A recent stream of 

political economy scholarship has drawn attention to the importance of growing 

regional polarization between large towns successfully participating in global 

economic networks and deindustrialized rural areas locked out of these global 

flows. Working-class voters in these areas have a higher proclivity to support 

radical political change (Becker et al. 2017; Essletzbichler et al. 2018; McQuarrie 

2017). Echoing these findings, a related body of literature has shown that regions 

more exposed to global trade (Colantone and Stanig 2018a; Rodrik 2018), import 

competition (Colantone and Stanig 2018b), austerity (Galofré-Vilà et al. 2017), 

robotization (Anelli et al. 2019), and with a prevalence of the so-called deaths of 

despair are prone to populist voting (Bor 2017; Goldman et al. 2019; Koltai et al. 

2020). 

Some have suggested that these socio-economic ruptures have generated a new 

fundamental political cleavage between the losers and winners of globalization / 

modernization / deindustrialization — this new cleavage building on earlier class 

cleavages. The role of class in politics has not vanished, but as class relations 

change with globalization so too does the socio-economic structure of political 

cleavages. As Esping-Andersen (1999, 311) aptly put it: “there is little evidence to 

suggest that traditional political cleavages are dead. Instead, they are being 

overlaid by new kinds of ‘class’ politics: the frozen cleavage structure may be 

thawing at the edges.” In other words, new intraclass cleavages are superimposed 

upon the traditional class divide. New liberal and alternative-left parties draw 

their support predominantly from the group that Esping-Andersen calls post-

industrial winners, while post-industrial losers increasingly favor the populist 

right. In a series of influential articles, Hanspeter Kriesi and his co-authors have 

also put forth the thesis that there is a new fundamental cleavage emerging 

between the winners and losers of globalization (Bornschier and Kriesi 2012; 

Kriesi 1998; Kriesi et al. 2008). Echoing Esping-Andersen, Kriesi et al. (2008) also 

suggested that this new cleavage cross-cuts traditional cleavages. Increased global 

competition creates economic dislocations. Increased migration intensifies the 



Scheiring  The Social Requisites of Illiberalism 

8 

perception of global competition. This induces the victims of globalization to turn 

to the state for social and economic protection, while also expecting the state to 

protect their way of life. The losers of globalization are a more heterogeneous group 

than traditional classes, however, which makes their political mobilization less 

straightforward. 

A growing body of work by anthropologists and qualitative sociologists has come 

to similar conclusions regarding the defining role of globalization in socio-political 

conflicts. These accounts show that the global transformation of class relations 

gives rise to parallel processes of economic and cultural polarization. The 

anthropologist Jonathan Friedman has called this the double polarization 

(Friedman 2003). The rising culture of neo-nationalist populism is tightly 

interwoven with workers’ experience of economic change, sense of status loss and 

abandonment, and the increasing rift between credentialed and non-credentialed 

workers, paving the way for illiberal identity politics (Friedman 2003; Gingrich 

and Banks 2006; Hochschild 2018; Kalb 2015; Rydgren 2012; Wuthnow 2018). 

These qualitative works draw attention to the fact that the strict separation 

between culture and the economy is an analytical artefact only existing in the 

heads of political scientists, showing that it is more productive to analyze the 

dynamic interrelations between culture and economics in producing a fertile 

breeding ground for populism (Ausserladscheider 2019). 

International economic factors are particularly important in countries that are 

dependent on foreign trade or investment. Strong versions of Marxian dependency 

theory see no chance for democracy as long as (semi)peripheral states remain part 

of the global capitalist world system (Amin 1991). However, weak versions of 

dependency theory posit that world economic integration might bring benefits and 

allow for democratization, but if it is ill-governed then it might lead to social 

tensions undermining democratic consolidation (Evans 2009). A large stream of 

sociological literature has established an empirical connection between economic 

dependency and democratic (de)consolidation, showing that economies that are 

more dependent face more challenges (Clark 2012; Foweraker and Landman 2004; 

Li and Reuveny 2003). O’Donnell (1973) offered a classic historical-sociological 

account on how dependent industrialization might be related to democratic 
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backsliding. While import-substitution7 industrialization is compatible with a 

cross-class alliance between the bourgeoisie, workers, and the state, the 

exhaustion of import substitution requires restrictive economic policies that are 

unpopular among workers. This leads to the collapse of the democratic alliance and 

the rise of bureaucratic authoritarianism, a regime that represses democracy to 

implement economic liberalization.8 The liberal optimism of the 1990s discredited 

dependency theory; however, it has been recently rediscovered and applied to 

explain the rise of illiberalism in Latin America (de Oliveira 2019) and Eastern 

Europe as well (Gagyi 2016; Scheiring 2019, forthcoming). 

The recent turn to political economy in the literature on populism and 

illiberalism brings us back to the classics of historical structuralist sociology. 

Often, political scientists and political theorists define liberal democracy as a 

combination of constitutional liberalism and electoral democracy. Constitutional 

liberalism defines how power is constrained to protect the rights of individuals 

whereas electoral democracy defines how power is aggregated from the sovereign 

people to the government (e.g. Zakaria 1997). We might call this the legalistic or 

constitutional approach to democracy. However, sociologists, including moderate, 

non-Marxist sociologists, offer a different perspective. For example, Dahl’s 

polyarchy emphasizes social multipolarity and the decentralization of resources as 

crucial factors to understand how actual liberal democracies emerged. A plurality 

of social forces, often with conflicting interests, needs to find a way to guarantee 

mutual security. However, if there are massive inequalities in terms of economic, 

cultural, and institutional influence between the competing social forces the 

dominant group has less interest to guarantee mutual security: the practice of 

liberal democracy relies on the pre-existence of competing social groups with 

interest in ensuring mutual security. 

Sociologists have shown that the rise, organization, and institutionalization of 

the working class were essential for democratic consolidation in Europe (Berman 

2006; Korpi 1983; Przeworski and Wallerstein 1982; Rueschemeyer et al. 1992; 

Therborn 1977). Economic development does not lead automatically to 

democratization, but rather through the incorporation of distributive class 

conflicts into the channels of mass politics. Democracy only works if it rests on a 



Scheiring  The Social Requisites of Illiberalism 

10 

democratic class compromise (Tilly 2007). The democratic class compromise led to 

the emergence of a national community of solidarity and the institutionalization of 

the welfare state that guaranteed the rights of capital owners to accumulate 

further wealth in return for sharing some of it with the workers (Flora and 

Heidenheimer 1981). This democratic class compromise was crucial for democratic 

deepening in the West and contributed to democratization in semi-peripheral 

states too (Almond 1991; Bresser-Pereira 2015; Cardoso and Faletto 1979). 

Therefore, the collapse of the democratic class compromise was a crucial step 

towards the rise of illiberalism. 

 

Illiberalism in East-Central Europe 

East-Central Europe (the Visegrád Four countries) offers some of the most 

paradigmatic cases of democratic backsliding and illiberalism. The term illiberal 

democracy itself gained widespread attention when Viktor Orbán used it to 

describe the system he is building in Hungary. Therefore, the rise of illiberalism 

in East-Central Europe is well documented. The emerging political science 

consensus treats Hungary as a hybrid, competitive authoritarian regime (Bozóki 

and Hegedűs 2018). Authoritarian practices are used to bolster the legitimacy of a 

regime that increases inequalities and redistributes resources from the poor to the 

national bourgeoisie and productive transnational capital (Scheiring 2019). Poland 

is following a similar, though not identical path (Kalb 2018). Similar to Hungary, 

the Kaczyński government increased control over independent arms of the state, 

bureaucracy, and judiciary, and tightened oversight over the country’s public 

media, leading to a significant drop in democratic quality after 2015 (Freedom 

House 2018). However, Polish illiberalism is less markedly anti-social than its 

Hungarian counterpart, relies on a weaker electoral majority, and has so far gone 

less far in reshaping the institutional landscape of liberal democracy. 

The Czech Republic has also been showing signs of democratic de-consolidation 

(Pehe 2018). While experiencing profound political turbulence, the Czech Republic 

has so far escaped a wholesale crisis of democracy comparable to that of Poland 

and Hungary. Prime Minister Andrej Babiš appears to be a centrist managerial 
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populist rather than an Orbán-style authoritarian populist (Císař 2017), lacking 

the willingness and power to reshape the institutional landscape in the same way 

as its neighboring illiberal governments (Hanley and Vachudova 2018). Slovakia 

was a late-comer to reforms, experimenting with a form of authoritarian-

nationalist capitalism under Mečiar during the 1990s which led to international 

political and economic isolation (Haughton 2001). This experience curtailed the 

potential for a full-blown illiberal turn later on, despite the presence of active 

nationalist-populist parties in the Slovak parliament; and sometimes even in 

power. East-Central Europe, therefore, offers fertile ground to analyze the causes 

of a diverse variety of democratic crises (Greskovits 2015) and illiberal “turns and 

swerves” (Bustikova and Guasti 2017). 

Research on the social requisites of illiberalism in East-Central Europe mirrors 

the broader academic debates on populism and democratic backsliding. Most 

researchers have recognized that institutions are not enough to safeguard 

democracy. A characteristic trope of the literature highlights the role of anti-liberal 

politicians in breaking with the norms of liberal democracy and institutionalizing 

illiberal regimes (Ekiert 2012; Fukuyama 2012; Herman 2016). Researchers have 

provided detailed analyses of how Fidesz extended its social embeddedness 

through the civic circles movement, a centrally-managed grassroots movement 

(Greskovits 2020; Halmai 2011), and how conservative think tanks contributed to 

the rise of illiberal hegemony (Bluhm and Varga 2019; Buzogány and Varga 2018). 

Others showed how Fidesz used state power to extend the network of loyal 

capitalists (Csillag and Szelényi 2015; Scheiring 2018), resonating with an earlier 

wave of research focusing on post-Soviet states further to the East that pointed to 

the role of economic elites in illiberalism (Hellman et al. 2003). Illiberals also 

exploit dependence on state resources, most notably public works programs, to 

strategically manipulate elections (Mares and Young 2019), as well as entrenched 

moral narratives about solidarity to incorporate parts of the disenfranchised 

working class into the illiberal project (Ost 2006; Scheiring and Szombati 2020). 

Researchers have also linked excessive polarization to the growing rift between 

representative and responsible governance (Mair 2009), which has in turn 

undermined the stability of liberal institutions (Bohle and Greskovits 2012). 
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Others highlighted the role of informality and networks of corruption in democratic 

deconsolidation (Magyar 2016; Rupnik 2012). 

Some pointed out that in East-Central Europe the institutions of liberal 

democracy proved to be weaker than thought because they were created from the 

top in a technocratic way without meaningful public participation or embedding in 

political and constitutional culture (Antal 2017; Blokker 2013). Researchers have 

also analyzed why the EU can do little to prevent democratic backsliding (Pech 

and Scheppele 2017; Sedelmeier 2014), in particular, the strong ties of Fidesz to 

other mainstream right-wing parties in Europe within the European Peoples’ 

Party (Kelemen 2017). Walker and Ludwig (2017) highlighted that authoritarian 

powers such as Russia successfully promote the diffusion of autocracy; however, 

Buzogány (2017) questioned the role of authoritarian diffusion and highlighted the 

role of domestic crises. 

Another characteristic direction of research has highlighted the role of anti-

liberal cultural legacies inherited from state-socialist times and previous non-

democratic regimes (Dawson and Hanley 2016; Enyedi 2016; Pop-Eleches and 

Tucker 2011), as well as the inheritance of interwar politics (Fekete 2016) as 

precursors to the current wave of democratic backsliding. However, empirical 

evidence suggests that the overwhelming majority of voters lacked an appetite for 

authoritarianism and supported democracy in both Hungary and Poland just a few 

years before the recent illiberal breakthrough (Ekiert 2012; Tworzecki 2019). This 

is in line with the recent comparative empirical results of Kaltwasser and Van 

Hauwaert (2020) which show that populist citizens are not per se authoritarians 

but “unhappy” or “critical” democrats. A recent survey in Hungary found that after 

2015, i.e., under Orbán’s illiberal rule, support for authoritarianism has increased 

considerably among upper- and upper-middle-class citizens, and it remained 

unchanged among lower-middle-class and working-class citizens, while support for 

democracy has increased among the latter two groups (Szabó and Magócsi 2019). 

A central point of the debate revolves around the role of economic and structural 

factors in democratic backsliding. A previous body of research identified the 

region’s economies as dependent market economies (King 2007; Nölke and 

Vliegenthart 2009). Questioning an earlier body of world-system scholarship on 
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the postsocialist transition (Burawoy 1996), most comparatists emphasized that 

foreign investment in the productive sectors acted as a catalyst of economic 

upgrading (Bohle and Greskovits 2012; Negoita 2006) and a stabilizer in times of 

crises (Bohle 2018b). Most comparatists, even those critical of neoliberal policies, 

hypothesized that this dependent development model combined with welfare 

policies would stabilize democracy (Bohle and Greskovits 2012; Bruszt 2006) and 

lead to a “convergence with the political systems of the advanced capitalist core” 

(King 2001, 522). In their seminal book, Bohle and Greskovits (2012) highlighted 

how imminent tensions in the region’s dependent economic model could lead to 

democratic backsliding; however, in their more recent piece, they seem to be more 

cautious in linking the structures of dependency to illiberalism (Bohle and 

Greskovits 2019). Others are more explicit in rejecting economic explanations, 

often highlighting the purported economic success of Poland, a country that “lacks 

any of the major risk factors” associated with democratic backsliding (Tworzecki 

2019), which is supposed to preclude the possibility of polarization from the bottom 

up (Fomina and Kucharczyk 2016; Tworzecki 2019). 

In some cases, the relationship between businesses and right-wing populists is 

conflictual (Kinderman 2019). However, Hungary’s case shows that understanding 

illiberal populism also requires researchers to analyze the role of intra-class 

conflicts within the business class and growing fusion between economic and 

political power that might bring illiberal populists and businesses closer together 

(Scheiring 2020b). Although foreign investment contributed to modernization, 

deep international economic integration has been insufficient to lock-in 

economically and politically sustainable development. By the 2000s, domestic 

capitalists were increasingly alienated by the left-liberal governments that favored 

foreign investors in their economic policies without adequate industrial policies 

targeted at the domestic sector (Scheiring 2018). Therefore, a segment of domestic 

capitalists allied themselves with Fidesz well before the 2010 election hoping that 

a new Fidesz government would better facilitate the capital accumulation of 

national capitalists. Fidesz used this rupture in the business class to engineer a 

new class compromise between the political class, national bourgeoisie, and 

transnational corporations. This led to a regime elsewhere conceptualized as an 
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authoritarian capitalist accumulative state (Sallai and Schnyder 2020; Scheiring 

2019). 

Orbán’s economic strategy offers a political solution to the internal 

contradictions of Hungary’s liberal dependent capitalism by accelerating capital 

accumulation and promoting the embourgeoisement of the upper-middle class. 

Transnational corporations in the technological export sectors are among the most 

critical beneficiaries of these policies. The repression of labor rights, increased 

value of financial subsidies, record-low 9% corporate tax rate (extended with 

further tax breaks), new strategic partnership agreements, and conservative fiscal 

policy with low deficits and declining state debt are essential tools the Orbán 

regime uses to appease international businesses. National capitalists in labor 

intensive sectors are also principal beneficiaries of the regime. In addition to the 

previously mentioned policy incentives, they are invited to take part in government 

structures through special commissioner positions. They also benefit from 

significantly increased public investment, can access cheap loans as a result of the 

central bank’s expansionary policies, and enjoy the domestic supply of cheap, low-

skill, precarious labor. In sectors such as retail, banking, and agriculture, Orbán 

actively promotes the interests of national capitalists against foreign investors. All 

in all, Orbán’s illiberal state has a lot to offer the business class. It is thus no 

surprise that so far neither national nor international capitalists have risen up to 

challenge his illiberal attacks on liberal institutions. 

 

(Inter)Disciplinary Challenges 

The example of East-Central Europe highlights that political-economic approaches 

to populism have much to offer extending cultural or overly agent-centric 

approaches that have a proclivity to downplay the role of economic-structural 

tensions. Culture and agency are important, but the socio-economic requisites of 

illiberalism cannot be equated solely with cultural legacies. This is not merely a 

theoretical limitation, but a disciplinary limitation rooted in the foundations of the 

transition paradigm. Most analysts of democratic consolidation borrowed their 

understanding of economic modernization from economists uncritical of the post-



Scheiring  The Social Requisites of Illiberalism 

15 

socialist dependent transformation. As argued previously, the transition paradigm 

has been dominated by institutionalism. Contextual-processual approaches 

(Goodin and Tilly 2006) have been less dominant. 

The focus on agency and ideology was compatible with the neoclassical 

approach that dominated economics. At the same time, structuralist-heterodox 

economic approaches have been marginal, and even critical structuralists – such 

as the varieties of the capitalism school – tended to emphasize the positives of the 

region’s economic model. In influential transition reports by international 

institutions, successful democratic consolidation was equated with institution-

building and successful economic transition with growing GDP and balanced 

budgets. Both were to be achieved by implementing a set of liberalizing policy 

reforms that came to be known as the Washington Consensus. Neoclassical 

economics and concomitant liberal policies dominated the transition paradigm 

(O'Donnell 1995). 

Some of the shortcomings of the literature, such as its failure to foresee 

democratic backsliding in the region, and the subsequent difficulties in explaining 

the stability of illiberalism in Hungary and Poland are related in part to these 

disciplinary limitations. I agree with Cianetti et al. (2018) that we need to “pull 

away from understanding (de-)democratization in terms of a political science-based 

agenda of institutional design and institutional (de-)consolidation,” and we 

similarly have to be critical of the growth delusion (Pilling 2018) characterizing 

most economic analyses. 

There is a growing body of literature that avoids these limitations. Empirical 

research has pointed out that historical structures of dependency make economic 

upgrading difficult (Böröcz 2012; Gerőcs and Pinkasz 2018; Scheiring 2019). The 

company-level gains made through dependent industrialization do not trickle 

down or spill over to other sectors of the economy (Curwin and Mahutga 2014; 

Hamm et al. 2012). Instead, they increase income inequalities (Bandelj and 

Mahutga 2010) and regional health inequalities (Scheiring et al. 2018), both of 

which could undermine democratic consolidation. Anthropologists and 

constructivist political scientists have shown that working-class illiberalism 

emerged as a Polanyian countermovement against the vicissitudes generated by 
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marketization (Bartha 2011; Gökarıksel 2017; Hann 2018; Kalb 2018, 2019; Ost 

2018; Scheiring 2020a; Szombati 2018). 

New modernization theorists have highlighted the failure of liberalism to 

deliver on its promises and the neoliberal turn of the left as significant causes 

behind the backlash both in Hungary (Ágh 2016; Innes 2015; Krastev 2016) and 

Poland (Żuk 2017). Research has also highlighted the role of economic 

internationalization in the rise of illiberal politics (Bohle 2018a; Johnson and 

Barnes 2015; Scheiring forthcoming; Toplišek 2019), while neo-Gramscian 

international political economists have provided detailed case studies on the 

association between global waves of capital accumulation and illiberalism (Antal 

2019; Fabry 2019; Gagyi 2016; Shields 2015; Stubbs and Lendvai-Bainton 2019).  

East-Central Europe is again functioning as a laboratory, this time not for 

introducing capitalism but for testing illiberal recipes. At the intersection of global 

processes and local path dependencies, local instances of the illiberal, neo-

nationalist, and populist countermovements take various forms. However, 

Western and Eastern European neo-nationalist populisms share similar roots 

related to the lived and culturally filtered experience of class in the context of 

globalization. As most Eastern European states went further in adapting avant-

garde neoliberalism (Appel and Orenstein 2018), they are now the avant-garde of 

the illiberal countermovement, though the roots are similar. The region’s 

experience resonates quite well with the qualitative work on Trump and Brexit 

supporters, which has also shown that working-class populism in the US and UK 

is connected to rising social and regional polarization and a sense of being left 

behind as new regional economic centers emerged. 

 

Conclusion 

Illiberalism is a complex political phenomenon. Therefore, its explanations cannot 

be reduced to mono-causal theories. Political agency, perceptions, culture, 

changing social coalitions, and socio-economic structures all play a role. This calls 

for complex, interdisciplinary approaches to illiberalism. Politics is a relatively 

autonomous social sphere. Its laws are not dictated by the economy, but they are 

influenced by it. The most fertile approaches to analyzing illiberalism refuse to pit 
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culture, the economy, and politics against each other as separate variables. These 

factors act in concert through people’s everyday perceptions of economic change 

and political entrepreneurs’ maneuvers to maintain and forge class coalitions and 

shape institutions. Quantitative analyses have their place in highlighting the 

association between well-defined variables, but historical case studies, qualitative 

analyses, and comparative approaches are better equipped to capture the complex 

nature of real-world illiberalism. The literature on the social requisites of 

illiberalism offers a rich source of examples for these diverse approaches. The 

challenge of illiberalism requires us to go beyond our disciplinary confines. 

Notes

1 There is an interesting academic debate going on about the state of American democracy and the potential of illiberal 

backsliding in the US (Lieberman et al. 2019; Mickey et al. 2017). It is also obvious that the emergence of illiberalism 

in the US helps the consolidation of illiberal hegemonies elsewhere (Posen 2018). Similarly, the Brexit shock dispelled 

any illusions that populism can only have a significant impact on political institutions outside the West (Ashcroft and 

Bevir 2016). Although democracy in the “West” seems to be just as vulnerable as in the “Rest,” clear objective 

differences exist in the severity of democratic crises. 
2 A divergence from this ideal type is not equal to a diametric opposition to liberalism. Singapore, a prime example of 

illiberal regimes (Mutalib 2000), combines a high degree of economic liberalism with rational planning, economic 

nationalism, and a repressed democracy, and is one of the most important hubs of the global liberal world order in 

Southeast Asia. Singaporean illiberalism is clearly not diametrically opposed to liberalism. It is also important to note 

that an ideal type is not equal to the political practices of Western democracies, as critiques of Dahl rightly pointed out.  
3 The literature on the loss of trust, decreasing political participation, increased bureaucratization, commercialization, 

and oligarchization of Western political systems predates the contemporary literature on populism, offering some 

important insights into the social-structural roots of democratic deconsolidation in core countries (Crouch 2004; Mair 

2006). However, it is beyond the scope of this chapter to review these works. 
4 This stream of literature, exemplified by the seminal work of O’Donnel, Schmitter, and Whitehead (1986), puts much 

emphasis on different segments within the elites, reformers, hardliners, their “skill and will” as well as the pacts between 

them, constitution-making, and elections. In an influential critique, Carothers (2002) pointed out some of the 

shortcomings of this research tradition. Strategic elite agreements played an important role in the third wave of 

democratization, reinforcing the focus on elites in the transitions literature. 
5 Just think of the emergence of democracy in the US, at that time a predominantly rural, not urbanized, agricultural 

society. 
6 Cultural legacy-oriented explanations are better at explaining why things are the way they are. However, they face a 

difficulty explaining change: How did democracy collapse in strongly Christian Italy or Germany during the interwar 

years? The same problem holds true for other types of legacy-oriented explanations, also in the context of contemporary 

illiberalism. Another difficulty that cultural legacy-oriented explanations run into is the built-in ethnocentrism, 

orientalism, and failure to situate challenges to democratization in asymmetric global economic relations. 
7 Import substitution industrialization (ISI) is a trade and economic policy strategy that advocates replacing foreign 

imports with domestic production. ISI was the dominant economic policy approach in most dependent economies as 

well as the socialist region until the 1970s. The model ran into difficulties due to growing international debts, which led 

to the fall of the ISI paradigm and the rise of export-oriented growth strategies. 
8 The theory of “shock therapy” is a soft version of bureaucratic authoritarianism. A large number of post-socialist 

transition policy experts, especially economists, agreed that democracy initially needs to be repressed and economic 

policies insulated from mass politics. Otherwise, the victims of neoliberal reforms would block the transition from 

socialism to democratic capitalism (O'Donnell 1995). Ironically, history has shown that democratization was most 

successful in those post-socialist countries that did exactly the opposite. Instead of insulating economic policymaking 

they embedded neoliberalism in welfare policies in response to the needs of the victims of the transition, helping 

consolidate the transition process (Bruszt 2006; Greskovits 1998). 
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