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Introduction
T he simultaneous rise of populism and the decay

of liberal democracy in East-Central Europe is in

striking contrast to the optimism prevalent in
previous decades about the regions future. Without ex-
ception, each country in East-Central Europe embraced a
dependent export-led growth model in the 1990s (Ban
and Adascilitei 2022; Bohle 2018; Schedelik et al. 2021).
This model leveraged the appetite of Western manufac-
turing export companies in search of opportunities to re-
duce production costs to bolster their
competitiveness. For a decade and a half,
it seemed that the dominant social blocs
managing this growth model could com-
bine rapid economic growth, industrial
upgrading, and democratization, sooth-
ing the inherent tensions of dependent
export-led growth.

By the end of the 2000s, the le-
gitimacy of this growth model had
started to crumble. Populist social
forces questioned the liberal narrative
legitimating the model and pushed for
institutional change.! Poland was the
first to produce a populist government in 2005, under
the authoritarian-populist Law and Justice party (PiS),
which was elected again in 2015.2 Hungary followed in
2010, under the leadership of Viktor Orban’s Fidesz.?
The Czech Republic also experienced waves of popu-
lism. In 2017, the populist ANO 2011 party* created
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by billionaire Andrej Babi§ swept to power, while
hardline populist Milo§ Zeman also won the presiden-
tial election in 2018.

The rise of populism in the Visegrad region has
generated veritable body of academic literature. One
strand emphasizes political-economic factors, inter-
preting populism as a countermovement to the re-
gion’s neoliberal models (Czech and Kassner 2021;
Hann and Scheiring 2021; Johnson and Barnes 2015;
Orenstein and Bugari¢ 2020; Shields 2015; Toplisek
2020). However, the emerging literature has not thor-
oughly engaged with the discussion on growth models
and their internal tensions. This is problematic for two
reasons. First, the growth model framework is on the
verge of becoming the dominant analytical lens in
comparative political economy. By neglecting this dis-
cussion, the studies on Eastern Europe risk isolating
themselves from broader theoretical movements in
the literature. Second, the growth model framework
allows for an elegant, critical synthesis of economic
and political factors, thereby bringing conceptual clar-
ity into a field burdened by a mushrooming of con-
cepts.

In this essay, I extend on my previous analyses
of the political economy of populism (Ban, Scheiring,
and Vasile 2021; Scheiring 2022; 2021; Scheiring and
Szombati 2020), rooting the argument in the growth
model perspective. I deploy the conceptual apparatus
developed by Baccaro and Pontusson (2022; 016) and
Amable and Palombarini (2009) to analyze the politics
of growth models in the Czech Republic, Hungary,
and Poland. I show how the dominant social blocs
constructed the institutional underpinnings of the
model and managed its tensions by pacifying the rela-
tive losers in the popular classes and among the ranks

Gabor Scheiring is a Marie Curie Fellow at Bocconi University, Milan. He received
his PhD from the University of Cambridge, where he also worked as a political econ-
omy research fellow. In brief, his research focuses on how economic shocks create
class, gender, and racial inequalities in health and well-being and what this
portends for the future of democracy. His book The Retreat of Liberal Democracy
(Palgrave, 2020) won the 2022 Book Award of the British Association for Eastern
European Studies. His work has been published in the Annual Review of Sociology,
Theory and Society, Socio-Economic Review, Cambridge Journal of Economics, and

The Lancet. He served as a member of the Hungarian Parliament between 2010

and 2014. gabor@gaborscheiring.com

of the national business class. I argue that the different
forms of politically managing the growth model re-
sulted in various degrees of economic and social disin-
tegration, which opened the way for varying populist
social coalitions that modified the growth model to
different degrees.
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The politics of growth models

The growth model perspective (GMP) emerged in re-
sponse to the limitations of the varieties of capitalism
(VoC) approach, the dominant analytical apparatus in
comparative political economy until recently. The
novelty of the GMP is threefold. First, it brings macro-
economy back into comparative political economy.
This shift also entails a correction to the neoclassical
bias of the VoC approach, infusing heterodox eco-
nomics (post-Keynesianism and the Regulation
School) into the analysis. The VoC approach focuses
on firms and competitiveness, and how this translates
into different institutional configurations. The ques-
tions of demand and distribution are neglected. By
bringing back the macroeconomy, the GMP fore-
grounds the role of demand and its main components.
Second, inequality and distributive struggles take cen-
ter stage in the GMP. Fundamentally, wages or profits
can carry different weights in a growth model, and
these aggregate components are mutually exclusive. A
given amount of added value can only be either the
source of profits or wages. The wage and profit share of
the economy make up the total income generated.
These aggregate components of demand are not en-
tirely defined by supply-side factors, such as competi-
tiveness, technology, or comparative advantage - in-
stitutions and politics play a central role.

This leads us to the third novelty of the GMP: it
puts the “political” back into comparative political
economy. Unlike institutional structures in the VoC
framework, growth models are not automatically re-
produced; they rely on social coalitions and politics
for long-run stability. Each growth model is institu-
tionalized by a dominant social bloc, with a particular
set of institutions/policies that satisfy the members of
the dominant bloc. In the case of democracies, these
dominant blocs also must ensure their electoral ma-
jority. Thus, they also entail a set of political strategies,
narratives, and policies to legitimize the model and
secure enough votes. The dominant social blocs typi-
cally comprise various factions of the business class,
with lower classes playing a secondary role. Thus, the
members of a social bloc form a hierarchy, they are not
equal, and there is always a degree of distributive con-
flict among them. The solution to stabilize the bloc is
always temporary. This way, the GMP brings change
back into comparative political economy, offering a
powerful analytical toolkit to analyze the evolution or
rupture of institutions. It is this third novelty that I
rely on in this essay.

Growth models can run into crises, be destabi-
lized by external shocks, or gradually become exhaust-
ed under the weight of their own internal contradic-
tions. Such punctuated or gradual crises act as histor-
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ical contingencies that throw the class compromise
between the segments of the dominant social bloc into
question. “Capitalists organize politically in response
to economic crises and attempt to redefine the politi-
cal-legal arrangements in ways that facilitate capital
accumulation” (Prechel 2007, 6). In these situations,
the constituent members of a growth coalition need to
reach a new consensus and reconstitute the dominant
social bloc (Amable and Palombarini 2009). The bal-
ance of power determines whether the response to
these crises leads to a new growth model or the modi-
fication of peripheral aspects of the prevailing model.

Identifying the critical factions of the business
class that constitute the dominant social bloc is central
in analyses based on the GMP. In the dependent ex-
port-led growth models of East-Central Europe, the
business class is polarized based on access to interna-
tional markets and technology. Compared to transna-
tional capitalists, national capitalists have less access
to the most successful sectors of the global economy.
Therefore, the national bourgeoisie of these states is
structurally prone to relying directly on its informal
political connections to compete with transnational
companies (Bandelj 2016). However, transnational
capital must also compromise with domestic political
and economic elites to secure the conditions of accu-
mulation (Gates 2008; Schrank 2008). Depending on
their structural power and direct connections, nation-
al capitalists carried different weights in the dominant
social blocs in the Visegrad region. Still, they were al-
ways secondary to foreign-owned manufacturing ex-
port corporations.

Technocrats — policymakers with high cultural
and social capital in decision-making positions who
also occupy critical roles in the business sector - pro-
vide interpretative schemes elaborating the narrative
structure of the compromise cementing the social
bloc. They also play an essential role in aligning the
interests of businesses, politicians, and the broader
electorate, thereby legitimizing and normalizing the
institutional setup of the growth model. In the absence
of a capitalist class in the early 1990s, technocrats
played a crucial role in the first phase of the market
transition in East-Central Europe as conduits of the
interests of the future business class (Eyal, Szelényi,
and Townsley 1998). The political systems of these
countries were liberal democracies; thus, the domi-
nant social bloc also had to pay attention to the elec-
torate’s needs. These popular classes had varying de-
grees of influence over policymaking.

In the rest of this essay, I rely on this conceptual
apparatus to analyze the politics of the region’s growth
model. First, I focus on the rise of export-led growth
models. I show the variegated surge of populism in the
period following the 2008 global financial crisis, also
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highlighting that the choices of managing the model’s
tensions in the preceding period influenced how much
populists in power tried to change the model after the
crisis.

The rise of the dependent
export-led growth model

In the dependent export economies of East-Central
Europe, transnational corporations (TNCs), techno-
crats, and liberal-minded politicians comprised the
key constituents of the dominant social blocs in most
of the 1990s and 2000s. Foreign capitalists were at the
top of the hierarchy, followed by technocrats and poli-
ticians. This growth coalition institutionalized an in-
dustrial policy based on economic openness and a
strict preference for transnational capital.

The model also incorporated redistributionist
strategies to partially offset the pain caused by declin-
ing/stagnating real wages and the falling share of labor
income in GDP. These compensation strategies led to
a combination of austerity to maintain fiscal balance
and recurring deficits and cycles of indebtedness. Na-
tional capitalists played a secondary role and had var-
ied influence over policymaking. They had the most
significant impact on institutions and policies that did
not conflict with the interests/expectations of transna-
tional capitalists, such as public procurement, retail,
or agriculture. National capitalists grew more potent
by the second half of the 2000s.

Economic liberalization and global economic
integration from the end of the 1980s unleashed a
wave of contemporaneous economic shocks: the col-
lapse of the former socialist market (Comecon), rapid
import liberalization, declining internal demand, and
deep-seated institutional reforms. In the long run,
many companies that might have had a chance failed
to survive these shocks (Amsden, Kochanowicz, and
Taylor 1994).

The degree of deindustrialization varied accord-
ing to the strategy adopted. Hungary was the first to
open its markets and fully embrace the dependent ex-
port-led growth model at the end of the 1980s/ early
1990s. At the same time, Poland and the Czech Repub-
lic invested more time and money to build their do-
mestic economies. The number of bankruptcies com-
pleted was highest in Hungary throughout the first
part of the 1990s, even though Hungary’s population
is four times smaller than Poland’s (Scheiring 2021).
The Czech Republic also attempted to avoid mass
plant closures until 1996. In Hungary, a considerable
share of state-owned enterprises with extensive busi-
ness and technological cooperation systems was de-
stroyed, contributing to the loss of economic linkages.
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In contrast, a higher number of former socialist enter-
prises survived the transition in Poland and the Czech
Republic, some of which ended up in domestic owner-
ship, thus reducing the disintegration of their econo-
mies compared to Hungary.

International economic integration also opened
the opportunity for dependent reindustrialization
through foreign direct investment (FDI) (Bandelj 2008;
Bohle and Greskovits 2012). Again, Hungary spear-
headed the competition for foreign capital in the 1990s
and 2000s. The Czech Republic turned from construct-
ing national capitalism to the FDI-led model in the sec-
ond half of the 1990s, followed reluctantly by Poland.

The export economies emerging in the region
were dominated by foreign - predominantly, German
- industrial companies. Over time, they engendered
significant industrial upgrading; thus, the region’s
economies became exporters of complex, technolo-
gy-intensive manufacturing products. Remarkably,
the share of technologically complex exports is usually
significantly lower in advanced countries (such as
Germany or Austria) than in the region’s dependent
export economies. Therefore, complex exports cannot
be taken as an absolute measure of economic develop-
ment: the technological component of a country’s to-
tal exports does not reflect the production processes
in which an economy specializes within global com-
modity chains.

TNCs did not have a substantial spillover effect
on the domestic economy (Iwasaki and Tokunaga
2013; Jensen 2006) but, again, Hungary’s severely for-
eign investment-dependent development model per-
formed the worst. The ratio of domestic value added of
Hungary’s total exports compared to the foreign value
added is also low, between 25% and 30%. Domestic
value added is highest in Poland, reaching around 80%
of the foreign value added, followed by the Czech Re-
public (43%) (OECD 2020). The national capitalist
class was much more sidelined by the dominant social
bloc in Hungary than in the region’s other countries.
This has significant consequences for populism and
institutional change in the 2010 period.

In addition to generating tensions within the
business class, the dependent export-led growth mod-
el also caused tension within the popular classes. The
export-led model was not particularly successful in
job creation. Again, Hungary’s dominant social bloc
adopted the most extreme policies; thus, the collapse
of employment in Hungary exceeded that of the other
countries. The more cautious, more gradual approach
to company restructuring in the Czech Republic and
Poland slowed the loss of employment. In the 2000s,
Hungary had the lowest employment level in the Eu-
ropean Union (Eurostat 2020a), contributing to work-
ers’ anger. Poland has also experienced several spells
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of jobless growth, from 1998 to 2004 (2005 saw the
first PiS government) and from 2008 to 2014 (2015:
second PiS government). By 2017, the Polish and
Hungarian employment rates had increased to new
heights, with the populist rule in Poland and Hungary
corresponding with creating jobs.

Furthermore, a large share of the new jobs created
during the transition were precarious. Poland boasts the
highest percentage of temporary employment among
all 34 OECD countries, by far surpassing other coun-
tries in the Visegrad region (OECD 2019). The share of
temporary jobs had been rapidly increasing before the
first electoral breakthrough of the populist PiS party,
reaching 28.2% by 2007 and 28.4% by 2014, declining
slightly to 24.4% by 2018 under the second PiS govern-
ment. The Czech Republic managed to avoid mass plant
closures and unemployment and to protect the quality
of jobs and the security of labor relations (Sil 2017).

The expansion of the market in the 1990s in-
creased psychosocial stress. However, because of its
more radical approach to economic restructuring,
Hungary was the only country in the region that also
experienced a mortality crisis in the early 1990s, with
male death rates rising to levels last experienced in the
1930s (Scheiring, Irdam, and King 2018). Deindustri-
alization was a significant factor behind the excess
male deaths during the postsocialist mortality crisis.
The economic benefits of hosting transnational corpo-
rations did not translate into better population health
and might have contributed to health inequalities
(Scheiring et al. 2021). This demographic crisis cap-
tures the impact of the postsocialist transformation
better than abstract economic indicators: a significant
part of the population experienced the market transi-
tion as a social shock, which contributed to the later
loss of legitimacy of the growth model.

The economic success of the export-led model
depends on repressing wage growth to boost the cost
competitiveness of export companies. Throughout the
region, real wages declined in a large part of the 1990s,
growing slowly in the 2000s. On top of low employ-
ment, the psychosocial shock of the transition and
wage repression also fueled workers’ disillusionment,
especially in Poland and Hungary. One year before
Viktor Orban came to power in 2010, real income per
capita was only 11% higher than in 1978 (HCSO 2020).
The Czech Republic was the first country in the Viseg-
rad region to see its real wage level climb back to the
1989 level in 1996 (UNICEF 2001). Polish wages were
below the Czech level until 2015. The growth of Polish
wages was low between 2000 and 2005 (before the
election of the first PiS government), while the pace of
Polish wage growth started to overtake that of the oth-
er countries around 2015 and continued to do so un-
der the second PiS government.
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Trends in average wages masked increasing in-
come disparities. The rise in the Gini coefficient in
Eastern Europe was almost three times as fast as that
recorded in the Western countries where inequality
rose most rapidly in the 1980s: the United Kingdom,
the Netherlands, and United States (Milanovic 1998).

Strategic social policies, such as early retire-
ment, in the 1990s and debt-fueled consumption in
the 2000s contributed to the temporary legitimation of
the growth model. In this respect, the region’s econo-
mies diverged from the classic export-led economy of
Germany. They behaved like hybrid models, charac-
terized by Southern European-type consumption
growth fueled by household debt. However, many of
these consumer loans were financed by foreign cur-
rency lending, and this scheme exploded with the
global financial crisis. The proportion of households
unable to cover unexpected expenses in Hungary in-
creased from 57% to 75% in the 2005-2009 period
(Eurostat 2020b). Poland also saw a large share of peo-
ple unable to cover unexpected expenses in 2005, the
highest in the region at that time, which corresponds
to the first electoral breakthrough of PiS.

In sum, the countries of East-Central Europe all
embraced dependent export-led growth. This contrib-
uted to significant industrial upgrading in the export
economies. Still, the technological gains did not spill
over to the domestic economy, especially in Hungary,
where domestic capitalists were sidelined more than
in other countries. At the same time, export-led
growth required the repression of wage growth. Em-
ployment growth also remained sluggish. Debt-fi-
nanced consumption emerged as a temporary fix to
stagnating consumption, especially in Poland and
Hungary. Industrial and social policies used to cali-
brate the growth model and pacify the victims di-
verged across the region’s countries. Industrial and
social policies failed in Hungary. Poland was stronger
in industrial policy but weaker in social policy. The
Czech Republic was most successful on the two fronts,
thus allowing for a solid domestic bourgeoisie and a
pacified working middle class. The divergent econom-
ic and social disintegration trends opened up varied
opportunity structures for populist social coalitions.

Populist fixes of the growth model

In socially and economically disintegrated Hungary,
precarious workers and the indebted middle class
grew disillusioned with the growth model in the 2000s
(Pew Research Centre 2009). Research has demon-
strated that the collapse of neoliberalized left-wing
parties is strongly related to their economic policy
agenda: voters severely punish left-wing parties at the
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ballot box for moving to the right on economic policy
(Bodea, Bagashka, and Han 2019). Working-class sup-
port for the Hungarian Socialist Party®> dropped sig-
nificantly during the 2000s. In comparison, Fidesz and
Jobbik® had gained support among workers by the end
of the 2000s (Enyedi, Fabian, and Tardos 2014, 553).
After the financial crisis, support for Fidesz and Jobbik
was also higher among indebted families with foreign
currency loans (Enyedi, Fabidn, and Tardos 2014).

However, this working-class revolt is not the
real driver of Fidesz’s political-economic strategy. The
high level of economic disintegration contributed to
the rising popularity of economic nationalism among
Hungarian national capitalists, which helped Fidesz’s
electoral success in 2010 and has contributed to the
regime’s stability ever since. Hungary’s populist coun-
termovement is particularly strong because domestic
capitalists have also embraced it. Domestic capitalists
were increasingly alienated by the left-liberal govern-
ments and had a keen interest in helping to power a
new government to facilitate their capital accumula-
tion better.

Orban allied with transnational capitalists in the
productive sector, but his signature achievement is the
emancipation of domestic capitalists. National capital-
ists are integrated into the dominant social bloc as sec-
ondary actors and receive benefits in non-tradeable,
non-technological sectors over which the state has
considerable influence, such as retail, public procure-
ment, or banking. However, these sectors are outside
the core of the growth model. The dynamic center of
the economy continues to be dominated by foreign ex-
port capital. The Fidesz government intensified the
key tenets of the dependent export-led growth model.

Integrating national capitalists into the domi-
nant social bloc comes at a price; it precludes catering
to the needs of workers, who had high hopes that Fi-
desz would change their fate. The accelerated capital
accumulation of national capitalists and the embour-
geoisement of the upper-middle class required several
measures that reduced the bargaining power of labor
and contributed to continued wage repression. The Fi-
desz government changed the existing structure of so-
cial rights, dismantled trade unions and all primary
institutional forms of the interest representation of the
socially vulnerable, and abolished social policy re-
gimes to redistribute money upwards.

To make this highly conflictual growth model
politically sustainable, Fidesz’s nationalist-populist
strategies use identity politics to appease the losers of
export-led growth - the discursive software of author-
itarianism in Hungary. In addition, Orbén also cur-
tailed democracy - the institutional hardware of au-
thoritarianism. No elections in Hungary since 2010
have been free and fair, and the country has degraded
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into a competitive authoritarian, hybrid regime. Or-
bans illiberal project is, in essence, an elite-based proj-
ect exploiting popular sentiments against liberal elites
to execute a nationalist half-turn in economic policy-
making to integrate national capitalists in the growth
coalition.

Despite a strong record of economic growth,
Poland also experienced severe social disintegration
in the form of jobless growth, high income and re-
gional inequality, labor market precarity, and indebt-
edness. As inequalities grew, people became dissatis-
fied with their country’s economic situation in the
mid-2000s (Grosfeld and Senik 2010). Although over-
all disillusionment with capitalism was lower in Po-
land than in Hungary, it was still very significant
among low-income earners: 50% of the bottom 40% of
income earners in Poland thought that the establish-
ment of the market economy in Poland was not bene-
ficial (Paczynska 2005). The working-class counter-
movement kicked off by neoliberal market-making
policies was thus crucial for the rise of populism in
Poland.

However, in Poland, the disintegration of the
economy did not reach the same level as in Hungary.
Industrial policy tools implemented by various gov-
ernments helped domestic capitalists to accumulate
capital and prevented the emergence of a sharp dual-
ism between the transnational and domestic economic
sectors. Consequently, the nationalist populists of PiS
cannot claim a monopoly over representing the inter-
ests of national capitalists in Poland. Although eco-
nomic patriotism continued after the populist turn, it
is not a prerogative of PiS: the main oppositional party,
Donald Tusk’s Civic Platform (PO), has excellent con-
nections to national capitalists, who were successfully
pushing for developmental state policies already before
the populist PiS government (Naczyk 2021).

Therefore, the socioeconomic strategy of PiS
significantly differs from that of Fidesz (Rat and Szikra
2018; Toplisek 2020). There is less push to dramatical-
ly change the economy’s fundamentals to accelerate
domestic capital accumulation. This also leaves more
room to focus on the needs of the lower classes, al-
though in a markedly conservative, antiliberal way
(Grzebalska and Pet6 2018; Rat and Szikra 2018). The
social policies of PiS (such as the flagship family 500+
initiative)” are more popular than those of Fidesz, en-
tailing a lower risk of alienating the working-class
electorate. Income inequality has been declining un-
der the PiS government and increasing under Orban.
From 2015, social policy expenditures were dramati-
cally cut in Hungary and grew in Poland. Severe pov-
erty declined in Poland following the populist turn in
2015 and increased in Hungary after the populist turn
in 2010.
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Figure 1. The evolution of the wage share in East-Central Europe
Source: European Commission (2022)

Although it would be a mistake to idealize the
Czech model, it is evident that the Czech Republic has
avoided severe social and economic disintegration.
With lower levels of social and economic disintegra-
tion, there is a lower chance of a virulent populist
countermovement. Although populist parties and pol-
iticians in the Czech Republic also draw on the sup-
port of the disillusioned rural working class, this has
not been enough for a fully-fledged illiberal break-
through or a profound modification of the growth
model. Although some of PM Babi$’s moves eroded
democratic quality, his attempts at putting pressure on
courts or civil society have so far failed. His govern-
ment acted more as a technocratic populist twist on
the same growth model without any significant change
in the underlying economic structure and the compo-
sition of the dominant social bloc (Guasti 2020).

The Czech developmental state allowed a more
integrated domestic economy and a more robust na-
tional capitalist class. Czech capitalists are, therefore,
less in need of seeking the protection of nationalist
populists. As the Czech national bourgeoisie was not
pitted against the institutions of dependent capitalism,
as in the case of Hungary, there is less drive to amend
the growth model fundamentally. The Czech bour-
geoise has been an integral part of the dominant social
coalition and does not need to rely on the protection
of nationalist populists. As the founding leader of the
ANO party, Andrej Babis, one of the country’s billion-
aires, entered politics in 2012, serving as minister of
finance and deputy prime minister from 2014 to 2017,
then as prime minister from 2017. Babi§ embodies the
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integration of Czech financial interests into the post-
socialist state.

Figure 1 summarizes a vital aspect of the chang-
ing politics of growth models in the region, showing
the evolution of the wage share in the Czech Republic,
Poland, and Hungary, compared to Germany, the ar-
chetypal export-led country. The figure strongly un-
derpins the narrative presented in this essay. The wage
share had declined significantly in Poland and Hunga-
ry in the 1990s and 2000s, except for a brief so-
cial-democratic period in 2002-2004 in Hungary. In
contrast, the Czech Republic combined export-led
growth with a continuous rise in the wage share, albe-
it from a comparatively low level. However, Poland
and Hungary diverged recently. While Poland’s popu-
list government modified the growth model by paying
more attention to the needs of the rural working class,
Hungary’s populist government doubled down on the
dependent export-led model while making some con-
cessions to the national capitalists. The cost of this
partial economic nationalist turn was borne by the
workers, who have seen a dramatic decline in their
share of income under Viktor Orbdan’s government.

Concluding discussion

This essay has shown how East-Central Europe’s de-
pendent export-led growth models gave rise to differ-
ent populist social coalitions. These coalitions changed
some features of the growth model without altering
the fundamentals. However, the degree of change dif-
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fers strongly across the countries. The article has ex-
plained these differences by referring to the differenc-
es in how the dominant social blocs politically man-
aged their country’s growth model.

Hungary’s national-populist neoliberal strategy
under Viktor Orban is built on a robust social coali-
tion between nationalist-populist politicians and na-
tional capitalists, accepting the dominant role of for-
eign investors in technology-intensive export sectors.
Workers initially also supported this new growth coa-
lition, hoping the nationalist turn would improve their
fate. However, workers are not the primary beneficia-
ries of the populist turn; they pay the price for the ac-
celerated capital accumulation of the national bour-
geoisie. To make the model politically sustainable,
Orban relies on nationalist-populist legitimation
strategies and authoritarian attacks on liberal institu-
tions.

Poland’s populism is built on an alliance be-
tween nationalist-populist politicians and the working
class in deindustrialized rural areas who revolted
against the liberalism of elites. There were fewer in-
centives for a nationalist-populist turn among nation-
al capitalists. Thus, Polish populists are less embedded
in the economic elite, leaving more room for social
policies with more mass appeal and a lower risk of
alienating the working-class electorate. Thus, the wage
share started to increase in Poland under the rule of

Endnotes

1 This essay defines populism as “a form of political claims-mak-
ing—that is, a way of formulating appeals to a mass public using
a Manichean logic that opposes the virtuous people to corrupt
elites and affiliated out-groups” (Gidron and Bonikowski 2013, 24).
When populists are elected to power, this does not necessarily
lead to democratic backsliding. The more authoritarian and
anti-liberal populist parties, such as Fidesz, are more inclined to
engage in illiberal practices. This illiberalism entails a set of
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 leading to
varying degrees of regime change towards hybrid or autocratic
regimes (Levitsky and Way 2002). It is also important to point out
that liberal democracy is not the same as neoliberalism. Neoliber-
alism is not a fixed ideology but a constantly evolving and
hybridized political project that emerged in reaction to embed-
ded forms of capitalism with the aim of strengthening the
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the populist PiS, in stark contrast to Hungary. Inequal-
ity has also been declining, again in contrast to Hun-
gary. While PiS continues to support national champi-
ons, this is neither new nor a radical break from the
patriotic industrial policies of the preceding periods.

The Czech version of dependent export-led
growth achieved something remarkable, managing
the export-led growth in a way that allowed for a con-
tinuous rise in the wage share. Robust social policies
ensured that fewer people lost out than in Hungary or
Poland. At the same time, industrial policies allowed
for a strong national bourgeoisie. In this respect, the
Czech Republic resembles Poland: populists cannot
claim a monopoly over representing the interests of
national capitalists. Thus, the growth model in the
Czech Republic required only minor fixes. The room
for a populist big bang was smaller.

Applying the “politics of growth models” frame-
work to analyzing populism has significant benefits.
Though the empirical material covers East-Central
Europe, the causal mechanism identified here is rele-
vant to other semi-peripheral countries that followed
a dependent export-led growth model. Local class
configurations vary according to geographically di-
verse histories; however, the tendency of dependent
export-led growth to generate social disintegration is
likely to play into the democratic malaise elsewhere,
too.

profitability and power of the business class (Mudge 2008).
Consequently, some liberal democracies are less neoliberal than
others. Also, while some illiberal governments openly break with
liberal democracy, they might remain within the framework of
neoliberalism.

2 Prawo i Sprawiedliwos¢ (PiS)

3 Fidesz-Magyar Polgari Szovetség (Fidesz—Hungarian Civic
Alliance)

4 Akce Nespokojenych Obcant (Action of Dissatisfied Citizens)

5 MSZP — Magyar Szocialista Part (Hungarian Socialist Party)

6 Jobbik Magyarorszagért Mozgalom (Movement for a Better
Hungary)

7 The Family 500+ is a benefit scheme that aims to improve birth
rates and provide financial support to families. All Polish families
with children under 18 receive a tax-free benefit of PLN 500 (~100
euros) a month.
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