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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Three decades after the annus mirabilis, Hungary has travelled a remarkable political

economic trajectory.

Well-established scholarship suggests that Hungary’s political economic developments
might be appropriately described by the term autocratisation (Lithrmann and Lindberg
2019).! While this is a global trend affecting many societies around the world (ibid.),
Hungary’s experience is uniquely pronounced and puzzling: LEVITSKY and WAY note that
“[t]he clearest case of this new pattern of competitive authoritarianism is Hungary”
((Levitsky and Way 2020, p. 60). This route has been travelled without significant

international backlash? — making the country a critical case to study.>
g ry y

Since 2006, Prime Minister (PM) ORBAN Viktor’s* Fidesz has won all elections in Hungary
to date. In 2010, the party achieved a landslide victory, securing a two-thirds supermajority
in the national legislative elections. This overwhelming mandate allowed the party to adopt
a new constitution, Hungary’s Basic Law, in 2011, along with a new electoral law later.
Their remarkable electoral successes were repeated in 2014, 2018, and 2022, accompanied
by similarly overwhelming victories in European Parliamentary and local elections. Today,
PM ORBAN is the longest-serving head of state or government in the EU and the longest-

serving PM in Hungarian history since 1848.° Fidesz has not only secured constitutional

! The authors justify the term with the following:

“Three different terms are commonly used for moves away from democracy: backsliding, breakdown
of democracy, and autocratisation. We suggest that it is preferable to conceptualise autocratisation
— the antipode of democratization — as a matter of degree that can occur both in democracies and
autocracies.” (ibid., 1098)

2 (Levitsky and Way 2020) emphasise the European People’s Party’s (EPP) role in this — although Fidesz’
exit from the EPP in 2021 further colours this observation. Moreover, both the lack of sanctions and sustained
constitutional supermajorities have not co-existed in similar contemporary political economic regimes (such
as in Israel, Russia, or Turkey).

* They emphasise the systematic capture, packing, and subversion of state (e.g. Constitutional Court, Electoral
Commission, National Judicial Office, National Bank, etc.) and strategically important private (primarily, the
media; but also public utilities, monopolies, large segments of economic sectors, and civil society) institutions
(Levitsky and Way 2020, pp. 60—61)

4 This dissertation uses the Hungarian name order, marking LAST NAMES with small caps. This is also to
highlight individual actors in line with the underlying epistemological approach of the work.

5 In Europe, his time in office has only been rivalled by former Chancellor MERKEL of Germany (whose
CDU/CSU party has not attained legislative majority in general elections). In similar dominant party systems
in Malta and Bulgaria, the largest political parties also failed to achieve supermajorities.



changes and legislative supermajorities more effectively than any other European party or

movement but has also maintained a stable, growing economy.

Within a large segment of the political science community, ORBAN and his Fidesz party are
widely regarded as populist. Populism is a central concept contributing to Hungary’s
political economic development — and it is a phenomenon that shapes global politics as
well—especially since, but also well before, the election of Donald J. TRUMP to the
presidency of the United States and the Brexit referendum in 2016. Therefore, it is not just
the curious political and economic trajectory of Hungary and the accompanying electoral
success of ORBAN’s Fidesz party that merits attention — although the unprecedented three
consecutive constitutional supermajority victories in general elections in an EU member

state would justify scrutiny on their own.

The continued resilience of an EU member state’s incumbent political leadership, ORBAN
Viktor’s prolonged hold on power, sustained electoral mass support, and efficient political
survival are all the more puzzling. This is particularly notable because established scholars,
such as TAGGART, MENY and SUREL (Albertazzi and Mueller 2013) among many others)
used to regard populism as a temporary, fleeting aspect of electoral politics. However,
Hungary’s example demonstrates that populism can prove to be remarkably stable over an
extended period. To understand Hungary’s peculiar case, this dissertation analyses the
relationship between populism, civil society, and the media. The focus on these areas has

been selected for two main reasons.

First, from a theoretical standpoint, civil society and the media play primary roles as
intermediaries in electoral politics. It is difficult to imagine long-lasting electoral success
without both civil society and media interacting with power holders in meaningful ways —

both supporting and contesting, challenging the exercise of power.

Second, there is a creative tension between populism and civil society on the one hand, and
populism and the media on the other. Civil society — through activism, mobilization,
organization, protests, and movements — is seen as both a contributor® to and a potential

counterbalance against, “antidote” 7 to populism. Similarly, whether we consider

¢ In the form of, for example, “bad” or “uncivil society”, see for example (Kopecky 2003), (Krzyzanowski
and Ledin 2017) or (Ruzza 2020), just to name a few.

7« ..various civil society groups have increasingly relied on nonviolent methods to resist populist figures.

Civil resistance scholarship embraces these efforts to defend liberal democracy from right-wing populism.”
(Sombatpoonsiri 2018, 7)



“mainstream” or “alternative” media, these have been identified as a key avenue for
popularising populism.® Consequently, addressing these phenomena could potentially

reduce populist political tendencies.

Moreover, the concept of mediatization — the process by which many aspects of politics,
the economy, culture, and our daily lives are reshaped (Vasarhelyi 1999)(Lundby 2014) —
appears to be a parallel global trend driven by rapid advancements in information and
communication technologies. As the world has become increasingly digitized over the past
decades, largely due to the global spread of the internet, populist trends have also
intensified across various regions. Within this broader context, the (re-)transformation of

Hungary’s media system (Polyak 2015) stands out as a significant development.

Ultimately, understanding the interaction between civil society and the media is crucial for
studying populism. Key questions arise: Is the isolation and separation of these two
functions beneficial for populism? Can cooperation or coordination between them reduce
populist influence? A closer examination of the relationship between civil society and the
media is essential to better comprehend the success of populism and the political-economic

system it has fostered in Hungary.

This system has been called by many — often incompatible — names.® This makes
conceptual clarity is a challenging task. As a result, understanding the drivers of Hungary’s
political economic development is difficult. Current research indicates that theories of
political economy and socio-political communication !° are the most well-suited for

illuminating these processes.

8 Through phenomena such as echo-chambers, polarisation, fostering confirmation bias, fake news — see for
example (Tornberg 2018).

® Observers term it a “flawed democracy” (The Economist Intelligence Unit 2015), “populist democracy”
(Pappas 2014), “hybrid regime” (Bozoki and Hegediis 2018), “competitive authoritarian” (Levitsky and Way
2020) system, “Orbanism” (Bruszt 2015), but even “goulash populism” (Benczes 2016), “polypore state”,
(Pet6 2017) and “mafia state” (Magyar 2016); many accept the PM’s self-styled “illiberal democracy”
(Fukuyama 2020) label, too. Likewise, the incumbent political elite has called the new order® by many names.
These include the “System of National Co-operation” (Nemzeti Egyiittmi{ikodés Rendszere, NER — as
declared by the National Assembly (Orszaggytlés 2010)), “work-based society” (Fabry 2019), and “Christian
democracy” (Andras Kovacs 2019), etc.

10 There is a rich tradition of social communicational network studies (e.g. (R. Huckfeldt 2007; R. R.
Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995) somewhat discounting the role of mass media. (Schmitt-Beck 2004) finds a
strong support for the mass media—electoral behaviour link, but an even stronger one for the personal
networks—electoral behaviour relationship. Briefly put, this dissertation argues that not only the nature of
media has changed profoundly since these analyses, but also logically, the electorate rarely has direct,
immediate personal experience with politics, policy, and polity. Therefore, mass media has not only been
demonstrated to have a strong effect on electoral support but can be reasonably assumed to have primacy
over personal communicational networks.



Uin political science,

However, because theories of electoral support and behaviour!
autocratisation ' scholarship, and social movement theories do not offer a clear-cut
explanatory framework for Hungary’s unique situation, this dissertation adopts a
relationalist, actor-centred institutionalist (Biithe 2016a; 2016b; Scharpf 1997) approach.
This lens can showcase the role civil society and mass media actors play in the populist

autocratisation of Hungary. This dissertation therefore develops the research question:

How has the party system under populism affected civil society and the
media in post-communist Hungary?

To explore this question, this dissertation builds a unique theoretical framework. It draws
upon a novel and less conventional epistemic school of thought, named relationalism here,
and it combines different theories of political economy and communications. Within this
distinctive framework, the study aims to identify interpersonal interaction networks among
the focus areas using temporal social network analysis (tSNA). This methodology is not
only the best-suited to meet the criteria established by relationalist epistemology. Also, its
properties also allow it to serve as a consistent, meticulous process-tracing tool that can be
automated through software. This helps shed light to phenomena that may remain hidden
or fall out of scope of other, more mainstream social science methodologies, such as

probabilistic statistical analysis of non-relational data.

As an experimental effort, this research is positioned as an exploratory case study. It
investigates the career trajectories and the interpersonal interaction network within a
balanced sample of editors-in-chief who served at some of the most prominent civil society
media outlets and mass media outlets in Hungary between 2010 and 2020. The interaction
network of these chief editors!? is studied due to their highly influential role in shaping
social discourse and the relative ease of identifying the impact of the party system. In

constructing the sample of chief editors, this dissertation puts the emphasis on creating a

! (Dalton and Klingemann 2007b) recounts several approaches to explaining electoral support, such as social
position (e.g. class and religious divisions explaining outcomes of party competition); the electorate’s
partisanship and party identification; economic voting; and political communication (Semetko 2007).

12« .despite a rich and diverse literature, we lack readily available theories to explain backsliding...”

(Waldner and Lust 2018, 93). They provide a six-fold categorisation: agency-based theories; theories of
political culture; the role of political institutions; political economic theories; theories of social structure and
political coalitions; and international relations-centred approaches.

13 In Hungary’s highly politicised and polarised media, institutional (and collegial) affiliations strongly
suggest linkages to parties and ideologies. Hence chief editors’ entire work histories between the post-
communist era, between 1990 and 2020 are interrelated, charted, and analysed using temporal social network
analysis.



purposeful balance — both politically and regarding the types of civil society media and
mass media represented!* — rather than creating a random representative sample. This
approach is designed to focus on some of the most influential actors, whose activities are
most relevant to exploring the research question. Their interpersonal interactions can be
seen as some of the most consequential phenomena under examination in this
dissertation. Scrutinising their interactions and behaviours can be expected to yield the
most significant insights due to their expertise and status as professional elites — rather

than, for example, relying on a sample of randomly selected journalists.

Hence this dissertation’s findings cannot definitively confirm or refute previous evidence
presented on populism in Hungary. However, its results align with a significant body of
literature. The analysis finds ample evidence of transformative impacts of the party system
on civil society and the media. It conforms to earlier findings that show Fidesz’ autocratic
trajectory aimed at building hegemony within (and beyond) civil society and the media to

maximise its power within the delicate political economy of an EU member state.

However, while the research initially sought to demonstrate the gradual right-wing
hegemonisation project within the selected sample, it unexpectedly discovered a different,
though not entirely disparate, phenomenon: the emergence of a somewhat looser left-liberal
interpersonal interaction network that quickly disintegrated as the party system under

populism started to solidify.

While not intended to be a robust confirmation, this dissertation offers important insights
for populism research in Hungary and globally. For Hungarian populism research, this
study further underscores the critical role that media and civil society play not only in the
rise of populist governance but also in its remarkable stability, due to, in part, the ineffective
opposition and resistance from these sectors alongside opposition parties. The “Hungarian
lesson” can thus serve as a cautionary tale for other societies, including established

democracies.

Moreover, this study also provides valuable contributions to global populism research. It
makes a compelling case for the strategic conception of populism. It demonstrates that this
approach is not only operationalisable in a quantifiably measurable way but also applicable

in settings beyond less institutionalised political systems (and outside of Latin America,

14 Hence this selection strategy resembles purposive sampling, a non-probability sampling method. (Daniel
2012) See more about the case study strategy and sample selection considerations in the Research design
chapter.



Africa, and Asia, where it is often assumed to be most relevant). (Moffitt 2020, p. 26) This
dissertation shows that by relating the strategic approach to populism with relationalism
and selected, compatible political economic thought, new ideas, emphases, and ultimately,

measurable and testable hypotheses can be produced — the ultimate purpose of research.

Including this introduction, the dissertation is structured into six chapters. The following
second chapter presents a literature review. Its aim is to describe the development of the
theoretical framework of the research from the fundamental ontological approach to the
more specific conceptual, methodological building blocks of this enterprise. Applying these
it also describes the specific context in which the studied processes take place: the brief
political economic history of civil society and the media in post-communist Hungary
(1990-2020). The third chapter presents the research design. This links the theoretical
framework and the study’s context in order to trace the main focus of the dissertation: the
impact of the party system under populism on civil society and the media system. In doing
so, this chapter further details the case and sample selection logic, the research question,
and explains the development of the suitable data collection and data analysis methods. The
fourth chapter puts the research design into action. It describes the analysis of the collected
data, highlighting the main, overarching trends and patterns identified as well as the key
empirical findings. In five, Interpreting the Results and their Limitations, the analytical
results are revisited within the broader framework of the scholarly literature and the
epistemological, theoretical foundations of this work. This also considers the manifold
limitations of this dissertation. The last chapter concludes, offering a summary of findings.
It also considers normative ideas related to the results of the dissertation. Also, it briefly

touches upon potential avenues for further academic research.

This research is part of a project that has received funding from the European Union’s
Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement no. 765224. The
project is a collective effort of more than a dozen researchers under the name “FATIGUE
— Delayed Transformational Fatigue in Central & Eastern Europe: Responding to the
Rise of llliberalism and Populism”. However, this dissertation is the individual work of the

author.!®

15 Within the framework of this project, the author’s dissertation will be published as a book chapter later in
a shorter, modified form.



CHAPTER II. LITERATURE REVIEW

— CHAPTER OVERVIEW —
This chapter consist of three main parts:

1. The introduction of the epistemological foundations of this dissertation that guides all the rest of the
work, including

2. the review of the scholarly literature on the main concepts used, as well as

3. the overview of the case-specific context, post-communist Hungary.

Relationalism sees social phenomena constructed from interactions between individuals. Hence this
dissertation focuses on individual interactions as the primary unit of analysis, arguing that these
interactions, not preconceived categories or collective entities, should form the basis of understanding
social phenomena. This relationalist perspective is applied to actor-centred historical institutionalism,
critiquing existing theories and advocating for a nuanced, interaction-focused approach to
understanding political coalitions and institutional change within the case study context. This is a
critical sub-chapter as it guides the research’s theoretical framework, conceptualization, methodology,
and interpretation.

Literature on the main concepts — populism, civil society, and media — provides a rich intellectual
history. The study acknowledges the complex and contested nature of populism, which has various
interpretations—ideational, discursive-performative, and strategic. Among these, the strategic
approach, focusing on how populist leaders mobilize unmediated support, is preferred. The research
seeks to investigate the relational aspects of populism, specifically how it interacts with civil society and
the media. Civil society is a contested term often defined differently depending on normative or empirical
perspectives. Based on relationalist thought, the dissertation’s concept of civil society falls closest to
seeing it as a type of social interactions and relationships whose logic differs from the state or markets.
Influenced by literature on media systems, the dissertation sees the media as a network of linkages
among media producers, media consumers, and media regulators.

The overview of the case-specific context interrelates these concepts throughout the history of post-
communist Hungary. It also develops the periodisation of the study of investigation based on the history
of party system development in Hungary.

I1.1. The epistemological foundations: relationalism

The present sub-chapter is one of the most consequential in this dissertation. This is because
choosing a theoretical perspective among the vast multitude of competing social science
theories is not only necessary, but has a profound impact on the research (its subject, all the
methodological elements of the research design, the interpretation of the analytical results,

etc.).

The epistemological foundations of this research, relational sociology, guide the selection

of building blocks of this dissertation, including:

e the theoretical framework — the political economy of communication, more
specifically: actor-centred historical institutionalism;

e conceptualisation — mainly, party system under populism, civil society, and the
media;




¢ methodological tools — most importantly, social network analysis; and

e the interpretation of the results.
Accordingly, this sub-chapter outlines these epistemological foundations, which are
referenced throughout the dissertation. Relational sociology, a relatively novel sociological
school of thought, simply referred to as relationalism in this work, not only precedes all
other theoretical, conceptual, and methodological choices but also motivates the subject of

this study.

Relationalism is understood here as an epistemic approach that posits that

“Any natural or social phenomenon is constituted though interactions
between various human and non-human interactants. The same principle
is valid for the co-production of knowledge.” (Dépelteau 2018, p. 18)

The selection of relationalism as the underlying epistemological approach for this work has
three main, interrelated consequences: one, the unit of analysis; two, reification; and three,

causality.

I1.1.a. The unit of analysis

“The development of relational sociology is a positive step forward for
sociological theory through its emphasis on the key category of the
relation and its refusal to engage in individualistic reductionism, central
conflationism, or substantialist inflationism.” (McFarlane 2013, p. 45)

Accordingly, this study also considers an interaction of human individuals (Crossley 2016;
2011, p. 1) as the primary unit of analysis — to be understood and interpreted in the same
manner as the participating individuals perceive it. This approach requires researchers to
closely engage with the human participants involved in the phenomena under study, aiming
to view events, relationships, and processes from the perspective of the participants as they
unfold in interactions. It is an effort to see the world with the eyes of the participants:
interrelating their views, considerations, actions, and motivations and not those of the
observer’s or researcher’s — whether these are identical, convergent, diverging,

competing, conflicting, or confused approaches to their interactions.

This approach is not a regression to radical methodological individualism. Individuals as
units of analysis only become meaningful within their interrelationships. They are not

considered to possess uniform, universal tenets and preferences; rather, each individual has



diverse and temporally changing self-definitions and perceptions of others. This approach
fundamentally opposes pre-defined models, such as the “homo oeconomicus”, by rejecting
the assumption of uniform human experience and instead valuing individuals’ personal
differences and complex positionalities. Researchers are thus compelled to continually seek
out the individual subjects and their cognitions behind every social phenomenon, making
relationalism a challenging endeavor that requires tirelessly identifying individuals’

interactions as the foundation of social phenomena.

“...[S]ome relational sociologists even claim that ‘there is no such a
thing as a society’ (which would exist outside the individuals)”
(Dépelteau and Powell 2013, p. XV).

This dissertation aligns with this view: asserting that the starting point must always be
human individuals’ interactions rather than other conceptual categories such as ideas,
ideologies, groups, entities, organizations, systems, societies, countries and nations, or

humanity as a whole.

I1.1.b. Reification

The focus on individual interactions is closely related to the concept of reification —more

precisely, the principle of avoiding reification.

Reification can be defined as

“[t]he treatment of something abstract as a material or concrete thing”
(‘Reification’ 2018)

although (Fenichel Pitkin 1987) identifies around twenty formal-logical meanings of the
term. Reification is often categorised as a logical fallacy where abstractly constructed,
imagined categories are treated as human-like actors. This use of language is very common
in everyday life. It most often occurs when talking about aggregates, categories, and

collectives.!®
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e.g. “the market creates negative social incentives”, “communism killed hundreds of millions”, “the United
States invaded Iraq for oil”, “Muslim migrants invaded Europe”, “populism gives voice to the people”,
“racism reduces social mobility”, etc. Too often are particular individuals’ interactions taken as universal
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social “forces” or described in other natural scientific terms such as “size”, “shape”, “weight” (e.g. the
“strength” of civil society or a political party’s “weight” in decisionmaking — when these are one-time chains
of individual interactions, sometimes aggregately showing patterns, but always necessary to be disaggregated
for accurate understanding of the sole events.) Mistaking social relations for quantified (“DuPont has a lot

of political power in Delaware” ((Lakoff and Johnson 2003, 63) — emphasis in the original)), spatial terms



Such reification can mislead not only the research process but also its outcomes. In social
sciences, reification can manifest in selecting variables — most often in quantitative,
statistical methodologies. Writing about this issue in Andrew ABBOTT’s sociological

thinking, states that

“This is not only a matter of theory. (...) The main discrepancy (...) is
that sociological theory stresses the importance of the actor and her
actions, whereas our research methods typically focus upon variables. It
is not actors who act and interact in much sociological research, (...) but
rather variables, a problem which we must redress.” (Crossley 2016, p.
167)

Creating collectives, categories without tracing back individual actors’ interactions creates

room for misattributions and establishing false cause-effect relationships.

I1.1.c. Causality

This leads to the issue of causality in line with Nick CROSSLEY’s call for a re-thinking of
social scientific methodology. For the purposes of this dissertation, it suffices to emphasise
that causes must be discovered in human individuals’ interactions — and their cognitions

from which interactions are (purposefully or accidentally) initiated.

At first glance, it might seem that relational sociology limits social sciences in general to
the study of dyads, two human individuals at a time. However, this interpretation is far
from its true intentions and ambitions. Through the myriad interactions that occur even in
short periods, individuals constitute complex, wide-ranging human environments, chains
of interactions: social networks. These networks, in turn, shape individual cognition and

subsequently influence the course of future interactions.

This perspective is not a mere linguistic re-formulation of the structure-agency problem
(indeed, still debated in relational sociology as (Burkitt 2018) demonstrates). It is a novel
approach to understanding groups, society, and the “social” through the lens of social
networks of interactions. This approach has far-ranging implications to social sciences and

its methodology implying

ERINRT3

(“high” and “low politics”, “top-down processes”, “high status” (Lakoff and Johnson 2003) etc.), groupings
(e.g. history is a “class struggle” (Fish 2013, 28)), and ordinary metaphors (the “blossoming” of the
relationship between two countries), etc.
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“...that relationalism can be entirely consistent with social network
analysis. It just suggests a certain type of networks analysis, one that is
dynamic, open to contingency, and concerned with the cultural, social,
and historical context of social structural patterns.” (Erikson 2018, pp.
271-272)

Rather than relying on pre-defined collectives and groups, social network analysis offers a
valuable tool for understanding, analyzing, and potentially predicting complex
interrelationships and interactions based on participants’ perceptions, rather than external

actors’ (such as researchers’) pre-conceived notions.

Social network analysis is compatible with both quantitative and qualitative data collection
methods (e.g. (Scott 2017, pp. 41-57)), as it focuses on the individual; and by meticulously
tracing interpersonal interactions, avoids losing analytical information in an aggregative
process. The initial challenge in such research is the identification of the individual human
actors involved in the construction of meaningful social networks. Moreover, since direct
interactions are only one aspect of all relevant interactions, attempts have been made to
relate discourse analysis to individuals, creating the method of discourse network analysis
(e.g. (Leifeld 2016)). This approach allows researchers to assess the impacts of verbal and

indirect interactions as well.

However, it is perhaps the mode of data collection that determines the appropriateness of
relational analysis methods. The argument is further sustained that individuals’ responses,
reactions, and interactions should not be reified into uniform, equivalent “data” as much as
it is possible. Instead, these relational data should often be treated in a differentiated
manner. It should take into account network positionalities of the interactions (as implied
by the individuals who constitute them). Interactions only make sense in the context of the
human individual subjects that they pertain to. Interviews, questionnaires, focus groups,
etc. continue to remain important primary methods — however, researchers must exercise
restraint to avoid inadvertently “tainting” or “manipulating” the data externally according
to their own interests. As also argued by DEPELTEAU as cited earlier (see also (Dépelteau
2018, p. 18)), analysis and evaluation are co-production. Ideally, the actors whose
interactions are studied should also have a chance to reflect upon the results to add

important context for interpreting results.
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I1.1.d. Building the theoretical framework on relational epistemological

principles

This dissertation selects a specific approach to political economy, actor-centred historical
institutionalism, as its mid-level theoretical perspective as it is the most compatible with
relationalism and the set of concepts (e.g. party systems, populism, civil society, and media)

whose interactions it seeks to investigate.

r-r-r-----------=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-===="="="]

Civil society

Party system under populism “...a type of social action... delineating

“...to a certain extent stabilised
relations among parties”
(So6s 2012, p. 15)
when
“a political strategy through which a
personalistic leader seeks or exercises
government power (...) from large
numbers of mostly unorganized
followers”

(Weyland 2001, p. 14)
concentrating on its “organisational
aspects” rather than “ideological
themes”

(following (Mouzelis 1985, p. 341))

differentiating from fight and war,

well as specificities of private life.”
(Kocka 2004, p. 32)

The media system

the linkages among media producers,
media consumers, and media regulators
(Deduced from
(Hallin and Mancini 2004, p. 21))

e ——————

The origins of actor-centred historical institutionalism can be traced back to classical
accounts of institutional economics — by Nobel Prize-winning scholars such as
Williamson, Ostrom, and North, and all the way to the seminal work of (Downs 1957).
Nevertheless, their frameworks are amended by historical perspective focusing on actors
and their constellations as perhaps most elaborately posited by (Scharpf 1997), but further
detailed by (Biithe 2016a)). Such a framework retains useful core assumptions of
institutionalism, but is geared towards explaining institutional change and focuses on actors
at the lowest necessary and possible level of analysis, in line with the underlying

relationalist principles of this research.

“Even the recent work, however, does not cover the specific type of
institutional deepening I seek to explain (...) institutional change requires
agency (...). It requires identifying the key stakeholders and their ex ante
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from other types of social actions, namely

exchange and market, rule and obeying, as
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interests, then theorizing how the actors, their interests, and the ways in
which they pursue those interests will be affected by the opportunities and
constraints of the broader institutional configuration and by institutional
feedback. (...) To minimize the risk of introducing bias through my choice
of assumptions, I assume for all actors only the conventional core
preferences that are commonly attributed to all composite actors: self-
preservation (survival, physical well-being), power (influence and/or
freedom), and plenty, that is, a preference for the possession of at least
basic resources and a general preference for more over less (...). I
submit, however, that we can, ex ante, derive more specific preferences
from the core preferences as a function of each actor’s institutional
position and how the composite actor is constituted. (...) I do not,
however, assume those preferences to be fixed, but instead assume that
feedback effects and the broader institutional context may re-shape those
interests over time in ways that again should be examined separately for
each potential change-agent.” (Biithe 2016a, pp. 46—47)

It is within this framework that the present literature review, identifies the most important
political, civil society, and media phenomena, processes, actors, their interactions, and
networks, as well as their individual strategies within these contexts as the focus of the
dissertation research. It is these actors and participants who act as citizens with political
rights who vote, participate in politics, protest, petition, boycott, organise activities, etc. in
instances that may be essential to political actors’ strategies, hold on power, political
survival. They also act as audiences, consumers of media information, generate revenue
through subscriptions, advertising value, share information obtained from media sources,
etc. thereby influencing media actors’ strategies, choices, livelihoods. They do these very

often all at the same time, many seamlessly and without much consideration.
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Party system under
populism

Civil society and
the media

Population
(as both electorate and
consumers)

The phenomenon of populism takes place within (and is often related in scholarly literature
to) the global macro-trend of democratic backsliding: it is not only Hungary or eastern
Europe (Greskovits 2015b) which has been experiencing it, but as some scholars claim,
also consolidated, established democracies such as the United Kingdom and the United
States (Fukuyama 2020) alongside with the rest of the world since the end of the cold war.
Based on a recent, highly influential'” study by Anna LUHRMANN and Staffan I. LINDBERG

democratic backsliding is termed here as autocratisation:

“As an overarching concept autocratisation covers both sudden
breakdowns of democracy a la Linz and gradual processes within and
outside of democratic regimes where democratic traits decline —
resulting in less democratic, or more autocratic, situations...”
(Lithrmann and Lindberg 2019, p. 1099)

The authors’ goal was to conceptualise and measure autocratisation — and they found a
support for an apparent ongoing “third wave of autocratisation” as a virtual mirror image

of Huntington’s “third wave of democratisation” idea from the 1990s (Huntington 1993).!%

17 At the time of the writing, the article has garnered an extraordinary number, more than 28,000 views in the
impactful journal “Democratization”. See the online reference for (Lithrmann and Lindberg 2019).

18 It is worth noting here that the “wave” as well as the “rising” physical metaphors are often used in
discussions of populism internationally.
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The masterful overview of “democratic backsliding” (Waldner and Lust 2018)

distinguishes five main approaches to autocratisation:

agency-based theories;

theories of political culture, political institutions;
theories of political economy;

theories of social structure and political coalitions;
and theories of the international environment.

Out of these, the authors suggest that the theories of social structure and political coalitions

is the best-placed to inform research investigating autocratisation:

“while we have acknowledged serious shortcomings in extant coalitional
accounts, we continue to believe that a coalitional approach is worth
taking very seriously, perhaps centrally. We believe that further
development of social-structural and coalitional arguments is the most
fruitful avenue for providing an encompassing approach (...) [and]
without a large prodemocratic coalition, efficaciously organized and
with access to political institutions, democracy remains imperilled —
with backsliding as one possible and even likely outcome — informs a
great deal of the work we have surveyed. We close this article with the
contention that this approach is the most fruitful way forward as well.”
(ibid., p. 108)

This dissertation agrees with this conclusion, drawing theoretical and methodological
inspiration from it. An important corollary of this is the utilisation of the logic put forward
by selectorate theory (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003) explicitly referenced by the

corresponding subchapter:

“A key point of intersection between socioeconomic divisions and
political processes is the formation of political coalitions. Even a ruthless
dictator needs the support and loyalty of, at minimum, members of the
security forces and key government officials. In almost all cases,
membership in this winning coalition extends beyond members of the
state apparatus to embrace citizens as well. These citizens provide a
range of valuable resources, from financial support to votes. Political
entrepreneurs form these coalitions by negotiating the exchange of
government-controlled resources in the form of public goods (general
policies) or private goods (individual payoffs) for political and economic
support.” (Waldner and Lust 2018, p. 103)

However, the present study does not entirely see the need to separate the “coalitional
approach” from the broader science of political economy — indeed, selectorate theory may

be easily classified as a political economic theory — and especially, institutional
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economics. The claim is put forward here that in building a political coalition (whether in
favour or against democratic politics), the “winning coalitions” need to efficiently include
a vast multitude of institutions, organisations, groups, etc. social, interpersonal interaction
networks who, by a massive variety of different modes and ways, maintain political systems

that can be characterised inter alia as democratic or autocratic.

Adding to the inter-organisational networks view, the dissertation also draws on findings
by (Stark and Vedres 2012) which is an admirable effort in making sense of post-
authoritarian (post-communist) political economic development in Hungary 1987-2001.
They refute the previously dominant theory of political economic transitions: the “legacy
perspective” (as proposed by EYAL, SZELENYI, TOWNSLEY, etc.) which posits that former
communist cadres converted their social capital into economic capital after the transition
thereby hampering economic reforms. Instead, through social network analysis of dyadic
party—firm networks’ distribution, they find support for the “partisan competition theory”
which “regards political polarisation of the economy as a function of economic and
electoral competition.” (Stark and Vedres 2012, p. 701). While they convincingly support
this theory and admittedly focus on “how political affiliations shape business behaviour”
instead of “how network ties in the economy shape similar political behaviour” (Stark and
Vedres 2012, p. 704), their findings still bear utmost political significance. Ultimately, as
they show the “political tagging” of firms, the question arises how this phenomenon is

related to political developments and electoral support.
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While they find that “after each election, political victors increased the number of their
affiliated firms” (ibid.), these do not explain why governments who were otherwise apt at
winning support from the largest companies could not secure electoral victories
subsequently to win second terms in office. Indeed, between 1987-2001 in Hungary, after
the collapse of state socialism in 1989, no governing party (or party alliances) did manage

to get re-elected.

In theory, STARK and VEDRES’s logical propositions could be reversed. Outcomes of
political competition may depend on the party’s interorganisational (and interpersonal)
network positions vis-a-vis their rivals. But to such an investigation, the electorate’s
behaviour needs to be taken into account, too.'® The literature on electoral behaviour — the
key component of political competition for power in electoral regimes — provides
important insights into the nature of the political economy itself. Traditional electoral
behaviour research has tried to locate the causes of electoral outcomes in different factors,
processes, and reasons. Reviews (such as (Dalton and Klingemann 2007a)) recount several

different approaches to examine electoral support, such as

e social position (e.g. class and religious divisions explaining outcomes of party
competition, social cleavages);
e ideologies, partisanship, and party identification (vs. the growing personalisation
and issue voting tendencies in today’s politics);
e cconomic voting (stemming from the idea proposed by economists that voters make
more or less rational, “financial” choices regarding their electoral decisions);
e political communication (Semetko 2007); etc.
This dissertation’s focus on the political communication aspect is also justified by the vast
scholarship on the subject (e.g. (Heath 2007)). The effect of media on the electorate’s
decisionmaking has already been theorised (e.g. (Loveless 2008), (Dumitrescu and Mughan
2010), (Miiller 2014)) and empirically confirmed in diverse temporal, socio-cultural, and
geographical settings. Studies on media consumption and electoral behaviour have resulted
in meaningful conclusions about the impact of media on electoral outcomes from the United
States (DellaVigna and Kaplan 2007), Russia (Enikolopov, Petrova, and Zhuravskaya
2011), Italy (Barone, D’ Acunto, and Narciso 2015), and the United Kingdom (Gavin 2018).

One of the most notable ones is (Schmitt-Beck 2004) with its momentous, admirable effort

to create an international comparison among four nations (the United States, the United

19 This is also based on the reading of selectorate theory put forward in (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003) about
political economic incentives of political leaders.

17



Kingdom, Spain, and Germany (also contrasting the western and eastern parts of the
Federal Republic)) in the early 1990s. This research worked out an impressive data
collection and analysis strategy which profoundly inspires this current undertaking, too,
although his conceptualisation and operationalisation goes beyond media firms. He also
includes interpersonal communicational networks in his analysis — which also rests on a
long-established tradition (see for example research by Robert HUCKFELDT, Elihu KATZ,
Paul F. LAZARSFELD, etc.). Due to the aims of this paper, however, assessing Hungarian
voters’ social communication networks falls outside of the current study. Rather,
theoretically, the “comparative media systems” research by (Hallin and Mancini 2004) is a
major point of reference. This is extended with the eastern Europe— and Hungary-specific
literature inspired by them, such as (Bajomi-Lazar 2017; Polyédk 2015; Skolkay and
Ondruchova-Hong 2012; Stetka 2012; Trappel 2008; Urban 2016), etc.

This research makes the argument that media organisations, their participants need to be
treated with extra care due to the obvious influence they wield over their consumers, the
general population and the electorate’s political decisionmaking. It argues that human
individuals rarely have direct, personal experience with matters of politics and policy —
but of course, formulate their own views (and personal perceptions however accurate or
inaccurate they are). The chances of them communicating only these is yet again lower
(few actually go about their day discussing social, let alone “high” political matters in
painstaking detail). Therefore, when analysing solely social communication and social
communication networks, chances are that the actual interactions’ actually originate from
media organisations’ communications rather than from detached, independent individuals
— even political actors (whose communications are mediated by media outlets) or from
any other person. More still, the info-communicational revolutions of the past decades have
profoundly transformed the way people create, consume, and spread information. This
study assumes that the media — ultimately, even social media — as platforms have only
gained in their importance over unmediated interpersonal social communication networks.
Therefore, media organisations (as human individuals’ social networks) and their
relationships to political actors’ social networks is expected to have far-reaching

consequences to societies at large.?’

20 This argumentation is in line with SCHMITT-BECK’s claims:

“Political information can reach its recipients through various channels. Mass media and personal
conversations with other people are among the most important of these. This blends into a general
renaissance of the idea that mass media can affect their audiences’ orientations not only by means of complex
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conceptual
framework

party system under populism

civil society and the media
Actor-centred historical
institutionalism
/ Political economy of communication \
/ Relationalist principles \

I1.2. A review of the concept-specific literature

I1.2.a. Political and party systems and populism

The study of political systems and regime types look back on a long and complex
intellectual history, extending far beyond the scope of this research. But a related concept
and sub-domain, the concept of “party system” is well-developed concept (originating from
the 1970s (Sartori and Mair 2005)) and is particularly relevant to and useful for this
dissertation research. Although there is no universally accepted, single definition of the

term, it generally refers

“...to a certain extent stabilised relations among parties.” (Soos 2012, p.
15)

This conceptualization aligns with the fundamental relationalist principles of this research.
The caveat this work makes is that one needs to go beyond relations among parties to take

into account not only political parties, but a plethora of other types of organisations: civil

cognitive processes, such as priming or framing (...), but also in a more directly persuasive way (...) the
reception of persuasive messages, carrying evaluative content, from the mass media can indeed be
consequential for individual electoral behaviour. Depending on which media they use, citizens differ
systematically with regard to the likelihood of voting for or against particular parties or candidates at
national elections. This was shown for different countries.” (Schmitt-Beck 2004, pp. 317-318)
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society volunteer, business organisations, churches, etc. The research seeks out evidence
of interpersonal interactions instead of ideological or programmatic features (such as deals,

coalitions, collaboration, acts of support or animosity, etc.).

Given that this dissertation research examines the impact of party systems under populism

on civil society and the media, it is essential to carefully define populism.

The term “populism” has been the subject of long-running, significant debate. Scholars
have applied various lenses to it, including international economic (Rodrik 2018), social
(Bustikova 2019), identity-based cultural (Inglehart and Norris 2016), international
political (Stengel, MacDonald, and Nabers 2019), psychological-attitudinal (Rico,

Guinjoan, and Anduiza 2017), etc. perspectives.

To address this theoretical debate, this research intends to bring attention to conclusions
similar to those of Nicos MOUZELIS in the first half of the 1980s — remarkably early ones,
considering that populism studies only gained prominence around the 2000s.
Unfortunately, his warnings have been largely overlooked by the populism research

community:

“Any failure to take into serious account the organisational aspects of
populism not only results in the populist phenomenon appearing as a set
of disembodied ideological themes, it also tends to dilute the specificity
of a concept that could otherwise be very useful for the analysis of social
movements.” (Mouzelis 1985, p. 341)

Mougzelis’s approach is, naturally, represents only one of the many approaches to populism.
This long-running definitional debate is often portrayed as a struggle for “good” or “bad”
by scholars, policy professionals, journalists ((McConnell 2019), for instance), politicians,
ordinary citizens alike. As a result, even works intended only to summarise the state of
research and overview the manifold meanings of the term are numerous — further
inundating the already saturated field of populism scholarship.?! This dissertation aims to

provide an alternative approach to assessing, analyzing, and explaining populism. In doing

2! Numerous perspectives exist on the definition of populism. Naturally, this dissertation seeks to move
beyond the simple banal observations that “populism is popular” (Mény and Surel 2002, p. 2) or
EICHENGREEN (2018) colorfully introduction of his book by invoking the Stewart test (“7 know it when I see
it”). Others, such as New York Times columnist Roger COHEN, suggest abandoning the term altogether (R.
Cohen 2018), arguing that it has become too vague to be meaningful. The term has been described as a
“contested concept” (Chryssogelos 2018, p. 6) and a “particularly confusing concept” (Weyland 2001, p. 1).
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so, it adopts the classification proposed by Benjamin MOFITT (Moftitt 2020) which groups
populism studies into three major conceptual strands:

e ideational definitions,

e discursive-performative and political stylistic definitions, and

e strategic definitions.
This categorisation echoes an earlier, slightly less developed classification by (Gidron and
Bonikowski 2013, p. 32) which provides additional insights into the three main schools of

thought on populism. The overview table on the next page synthesizes these perspectives.

Naturally, other categorisations are possible, too — although several other works follow
similar logic. MOFFITT himself acknowledges a growing political communications
approach, such as that described by (Aalberg et al. 2017b), which is related to, but distinct
from the discursive-performative and political stylistic group of populism definitions.
Sometimes, a “socio-cultural approach” (e.g. (Ostiguy 2017)) is also differentiated.
HAWKINS’, however, deploys a different categorisation of populism approaches that seems
to have been less influential. He divides conceptualisations into four major streams:
“structural, economic, political-institutional, and discursive” ones (Hawkins 2009, 1042).
Discipline— or subject area-focused definitions might suffer from this neat categorisation
above, (see for example the institutional economics approach by (Addm 2018), media
theoretical ones by (Mazzoleni, Stewart, and Horsfield 2003) or (Aalberg et al. 2017a), or
even international relations-inspired ones). However, the semantically saturated field of
political science concepts related to populism, such as illiberalism, right-wing radicalism,

neo-traditionalism, and patronage state, demands clear conceptual choices.

Exploring the commonalities and differences of the three-fold categorization above brings
us closer to understanding populism. Notably, “most specialists are of the view that
populism revolves around a central division between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’.” (Moffitt
2020, p. 10) However, how to exactly understand this divide remains debated: “What
academics do disagree on is the type of phenomenon that populism is.” (ibid., p. 11) As
this dissertation makes strong epistemological choices, it will clearly favour one school
over the other — naturally, as “the kind of phenomenon one thinks populism to be tends to

reflect very different ontological, epistemological, and methodological approaches to the

subject”. (ibid.)
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The most dominant approach is the ideational one promulgated by MUDDE. In his thinking,

the definition of the concept is that populism is

“a thin-centred ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated
into two homogenous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus
‘the corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an expression
of the volonté générale (general will) of the people.” (Mudde 2004, p.
543)

Populism is called a thin-centred ideology because, as GIDRON and BONIKOWSKI put it, it

does

“...not provide answers to all the major socio-political questions, and
could therefore be compatible with other, more extensively developed
political belief systems, such as socialism or liberalism.” (Gidron and
Bonikowski 2013, p. 6)

Thus, populism can take multiple forms, leading to classifications like right-wing versus
left-wing populism (e.g. Bernie SANDERS and SYRIZA in Greece on the left; Nigel FARAGE
and PiS in Poland on the political right), which are common in both journalism and

academia.

The discoursive-performative, stylistic approach to populism views the concept chiefly as
a “discourse that pits ‘the people’ against ‘the elite™ (Moffitt 2020, p. 21), even if views
on what a discourse consists of and how to study it divides this approach into two diverging
schools: the Essex School of discourse analysis (spearheaded by PANIZZA, STAVRAKAKIS,
KATSAMBEKIS, etc.) and a critical discourse analysis one (with WODAK and FAIRCLOUGH

among its key figures).

Given its relationalist framework, this dissertation dismisses these two approaches as
overly focused on ideology and discourse, which are secondary to the study of human
interactions and networked interpersonal relationships. Thus, the third school of populism

thought, the strategic approach is clearly favoured here.

Noam GIDRON and Bart BONIKOWSKI put scholars such as Kamer Daron ACEMOGLU, Kurt
WEYLAND, Paul TAGGART, Takis PAPPAS, Kenneth M. ROBERTS, Steven LEVITSKY (also a
theorist of competitive authoritarianism, a concept that can be seen as related to populism),
etc. to belong to this direction of research. JANSEN posits that populism is “a mode of

political practice” (Jansen 2011, p. 75). It is nevertheless Kurt WEYLAND’s definition that
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substantiates this — also internally diverse — approach, substantiating the meaning of
political practice (or strategy, mode of organisation, and type of political mobilisation as

also termed in this strand of literature (Moffitt 2020, p. 17)):

“...populism is best defined as a political strategy through which a
personalistic leader seeks or exercises government power based on
direct, unmediated, uninstitutionalised support from large numbers of
mostly unorganized followers.” (Weyland 2001, p. 14) — also re-cast
more recently in: (Weyland 2017))

Unlike ideologies or discourses, this approach focuses on how populist strategies enable

actors to “pursue and sustain power” (ibid., p. 50), specifically

“...the principal ways and means by which a political actor captures the
government and makes and enforces authoritative decisions”. (ibid., p.
55)

This research entertains WEYLANDS’ definition because of its compatibility with

relationalism;

“[w]hat matters here then is not the content of policies or the style of
discourse employed by political actors, but rather the relationship of
those actors toward their constituents.” (Weyland 2001, p. 11)

The effort to trace relationships among political actors and constituents is further usefully
substantiated by the article “Between Support and Confrontation. Civic Society, Media
Reform, and Populism in Latin America” by George Washington University scholar Silvio

WAISBORD (WAISBORD 2011). Nevertheless, a number of caveats need to be made.

First, as it is made clear in the title, WAISBORD’s focus is on the Latin American region —
not only in this work of his, but also more generally also shown by the fact of the number
of his Spanish-language publications. This, however, is not necessarily a downside in the
context of this research undertaking, as this gives a chance for this research to expand the
cultural and geographical boundaries of strategic populism research. Second, more
importantly, perhaps the biggest reservation is that the issue focus of the article is “...media
policies promoted by populist administrations and the reactions of civic groups in
contemporary Latin America” (Waisbord 2011, p. 98) which is very closely related to the
line of thinking presented above. However, media is much more an object rather than a

subject for WAISBORD; he observes direct polity—“civic society” relations which is only a
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subset of all interactions in the focus of the current inquiry. Moreover, his end goal is not
to assess the interrelationships between the three (in his analysis, much rather two) “kinds”

of actors, it is much more

“...to draw attention to the need to study specific ‘images and visions’ of
civil society underlying proposals for media reform. The heated debates
about populism’s media politics reflects its peculiar understanding about
civil society, as well as the absence of unifying models of civil society.”
((Waisbord 2011, p. 98) — also quoting a later edition of (Keane 1998))

And in this sense, the article has achieved its goals as it has deeply inspired the present

project — as WAISBORD’s conclusive observation is that

“«“

ust to view civil society as a communicative space of opposition to the
state and the market is insufficient. (...) Civil society encompasses
heterogeneous and contradictory interests about desirable media
systems, policy priorities, and paths to reform. This heterogeneity should
make us more cautious about making categorical generalizations about
‘civic society’ or ‘civic engagement with the state.” Who are we talking
about? What are their priorities? How are civic actors positioned vis-a-
vis competing state interests? What alliances are formed between civic
and state interests? What views of civil society inform policy debates and
proposals? Asking these questions is necessary to understand ideological
and political divides in civil society as well as the articulation between
civic groups and political elites.” (Waisbord 2011, p. 112)

This serves as a major impetus for re-conceptualisations and re-focusing proposed in this
work. Third, related to this, naturally, “Between Support and Confrontation”, as an article,
does not ambition creating a framework, while this current dissertation can afford that
ambition and attempt: it is intended to be an early empirical application of relational
sociology’s core theoretical insights in populism studies. Lastly, while WAISBORD clearly
puts populist media policies in the centre of his investigation, he fails to deeply engage with
the concept of populism itself or its contextual interrelationships such as “populism and the

media” or “populism and civil society”.

In sum, this study has the view that among the various competing definitions of populism,
the political strategic conceptualisation is the most suitable for understanding the issue at
hand: the interrelationship among a party system under populism, civil society, and the
media. It intends to combine (Mouzelis 1985) approach with (Weyland 2001) political

strategy of a personalistic leader relying on “unmediated, unorganised” (ibid., p. 14) mass
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support. However, the notion of completely unmediated mass support is nearly impossible
to achieve and untenable — especially in contemporary mass societies where
communication between a leader and large groups of constituents inevitably involves some
form of mediation, typically by the media or info-communicational technologies provided

by private companies, just as a certain level of organization and institutionalization.

Indeed, this study explores how these two perspectives converge in understanding the
interpersonal relationships between populist actors, the party system, and the ways in which

they influence civil society and the media.

I1.2.b. Civil society

The concept of civil society certainly does not suffer from inattention or under-theorisation.
Quite the contrary: an immense body of scholarship reaching back as far as ancient Greece
(Ehrenberg 1999, p. 3) is filled with a vast multitude of different meanings, definitions,
conceptualisations, contextualisations of both theoretical and empirical kinds; related terms
such as “civic society”, “uncivil society”, “civil sphere”, “public sphere”, “civic
engagement” or “participation”, and even “social capital” have been introduced further
enriching — but also complicating the term. For the sake of this short review, this study
intends to briefly review the recent scholarly history of the concept and showcase some of

the most widely used approaches to the term.

Even summarising overviews of civil society-related works are numerous — ((Hall 1996)
(Ehrenberg 1999) (J. L. Cohen and Arato 1999) (Keane 1998) (Edwards 2014) just to name
a few). The definition of the term often elide clarity or wide acceptance as the study of civil
society is a domain contested (see for example (Roginsky and Shortall 2009)) by large
number of academics across time, space, cultures, ideological stripes, etc. — let alone
public intellectuals or politicians utilising the concept for their own purposes. As EBERLY
writes: “The shape and definition of civil society is often affected by the purposes to which
a given group directs it.” (Eberly 2000, p. 5) Nevertheless, there seems to be an overarching
consensus that civil society as both a political and academic term re-emerged from the
oblivion following Enlightenment and 19" century political philosophers’ works thanks to
the eastern European social experiences with one-party communist states. (Hall 1996) (J.
L. Cohen and Arato 1999) (Kocka 2004) (Baker 2002) KOPECKY points out political
dissidents’ role in the reassertion of the term — and that “the conception of civil society in

most dissident writings was unclear and amorphous, conflating civil society with
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opposition per se” (Kopecky 2008, p. 4), which may be one of the factors contributing to
the unclarity of the term. The normative intentions behind formulating and using it — not
only in the context of eastern European struggles against political oppression, but also, for
example neo-conservative thought employing the idea against perceived regulatory
transgressions of “the state” (Eberly 2000) or “government” — may also be one of the
reasons for the manifold “loadedness” of the term. Normative approaches can often be
found in democratisation scholarship (such as (Baker 2002)); nevertheless, empirical
accounts aiding analysis are naturally numerous as well. Studying this normative—empirical

divide, Heinrich observes that

“Normative—theoretical and empirical-analytical conceptions of civil
society differ substantially on the issue of defining civil society’s
boundaries. A review of the literature finds that, as a general rule, the
more normative-oriented the study, the narrower the definition of civil
society. (...) whereas empirical accounts of civil society tend to use rather
inclusive concepts of civil society, normative—theoretical work, which
aims to advance what civil society should look like, often sets the bar high
for an actor or activity to belong to civil society by demanding certain
criteria to be met...” ((Heinrich 2010, p. 24) — emphasis added)

According to this point of view, for example the popular voluntary association-centred
approach of Michael WALZER should be regarded as an “empirical-analytical” one —

6«

defining civil society in terms of “ ‘the space of uncoerced human association’ and the ‘set
of networks — formed for the sake of family, faith, interest, and ideology — that fill this
space’” ((Eberly 2000, p. 7) cites (Walzer 1997)). Moreover, according to (Kopecky 2008,
p- 9) often quoted (Pérez-Diaz 1998) also argues similarly in a broader, “empirical—
analytical” fashion. In the meantime, Jan KUBIK’s rigorous four-step approach to analysing
civil society — “legal transparent civil society” (Kubik 2005) — would qualify as a narrow,
normative-theoretical conceptualisation. However, arguably, KUBIK’s framework lends
itself easier to analysis due to its analytically clearer, reductionist approach. This is not to
criticise HEINRICH’s work which puts a lot of effort into creating conceptual categories in
the literature (namely, functional civil society concepts, as opposed to empirical-analytical
ones) and coming up with a clear working definition (“the arena, between the family,
market and state, in which people associate to advance their interests” (Heinrich 2010, p.
29)). Rather, it is to show how difficult it is to assess the concept of civil society in

overarching, general, yet simple statements.
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The German historian Jiirgen KOCKA seems to have produced a more coherent and

conceptually helpful classification of civil society definitions. He distinguishes three major

types:

“..firstly as a type of social action; secondly as the area between
economy, state, and the private sphere; thirdly as the core of a plan or
project with ever-utopian features.” ((Kocka 2004, p. 32) — the author’s
own translation from the original German)

I argue that the second and third kinds of definitions are truly ubiquitous. It is perhaps not
an overstatement with regards to the second class which defines civil society as an area that
spatial metaphors such as “space”, “domain”, or “sphere”, etc. dominate the literature. As
for the third class, also normative theoretical approaches, visions, and agendas are abound.
However, the first type conceived as a form of action identified by the German historian is
more difficult to come by. It is rarer to find scholars who think in terms of interactions and
relations rather than substances and definite conceptual “groupings” — and according to

KockA’s study, it could be the case because of the challenge of

“delineating from other types of social actions, namely differentiating
from fight and war, exchange and market, rule and obeying, as well as
specificities of private life.” (Kocka 2004, p. 32)

Nevertheless, this is the approach closest to the present undertaking, and I find it worthy of
pursuing it in order to expand this strand of scholarship. Throughout this brief review,
identifying another compatible conception has proven troublesome — except for Chris
BEEM’s argument that the term is “an inherently lax and expansive concept, incorporating
every phenomenon that is not the state” and that “one’s understanding of civil society has
been narrowed analytically by one’s normative objectives; in a phrase, civil society is what
you want it to do.” ((Beem and Elshtain 1999) is quoted by (Eberly 2000, p. 6)) Because
logically following from such a nihilistic view, the appropriate course of action would be
the wholesale rejection and abandonment of a long-standing scholarship that has conceived
important ideas and impacts to our social lives. This research, instead, understands the
concept of civil society as a type of social interaction and relation whose logic differs from

that of the state or markets.
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I1.2.c. Media

“The Media and Neo-Populism” (Mazzoleni, Stewart, and Horsfield 2003) provides
profoundly important basis for the present work, too. This endeavour re-assesses and adopts
many of the insights made throughout the book “The Media and Neo-Populism”
(Mazzoleni, Stewart, and Horsfield 2003). Chiefly, the observation that “depending on the
degree of integration of the media systems with the dominant political elites of a country,
the established news media reflect the values and views of the elites to which they
themselves belong” (Mazzoleni 2003, p. 16). This is an explicit reason to incorporate media
actors into the framework of scrutiny; and the relational leadership-focused inclusion of

political actors due to

“...the systematic attempts by government officials and policy elites, as
well as by pressure and single-cause groups, to gain access to and
manage the media for the purpose of enhancing respective interests or to
damage antagonists (...), neo-populist leaders and parties would engage
in different forms of ‘communication strategies’ (...). ‘For their different
reasons, the media and the movement needed each other. The media
needed stories, preferring the dramatic, the movement needed publicity
for recruitment, for support, and for political effect. Each could be useful
to each other: each had effects, intended and unintended, on the other.’”
(Mazzoleni 2003, p. 17) — quoting (Gitlin 2003, p. 24))

To remain consistent with this associated line of scholarship, this work also takes into
account the concept of the media system. There are two additional reasons for this. One,
the concept of media systems is a well-studied concept with an engaging scholarship (e.g.
(Bajomi-Lazar 2015; Zielonka 2015; Hallin and Mancini 2012)). Two, it is able to aptly
convey the sum of the intersubjective (direct or indirect) interpersonal interactions that this
relationalist investigation pursues. The concept was initially created by Daniel C. HALLIN
and Paolo MANCINI in their seminal work “Comparing Media Systems” and originally

entailed four major components, “dimensions”:

“...(1) the development of media markets, with particular emphasis on
the strong or weak development of a mass circulation press; (2) political
parallelism; that is, the degree and nature of the links between the media
and political parties or, more broadly, the extent to which the media
system reflects the major political divisions in society; (3) the
development of journalistic professionalism; and (4) the degree and

nature of state intervention in the media system.” (Hallin and Mancini
2004, p. 21)
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While, obviously, this conceptualisation does not follow relationalist principles, elements
thereof give way to the re-conceptualisation this study offers. Instead of macro-level
aggregates (such as “media markets”, “divisions in society”, “state”), the current attempt
aims to re-focus the investigation on individuals, their interactions, and their (direct or
indirect) interpersonal interaction networks. To this end, it transforms the concept of the

media system to be
the linkages among media producers, media consumers, and media regulators.

It needs to be noted that media producers and media regulators in a given country may,
most likely, be known by their personal names (e.g. journalists, editors, head of the media
authority, lawmakers with strong focus on media affairs, etc.), media consumers are usually
more difficult to identify. Nevertheless, even then, their specific individual characteristics
(numbers, age, social status, presumed interests, location, etc.) may be known — which is
not the most amenable to relationalist analyses, but may fulfil the goals set by individual

research efforts.

Political communication research with similar aims and theoretical grounds??> document the
proliferation of informational autocracy and analyse their behavioural and incentive

structures:

“The totalitarian tyrants of the past employed mass violence, ideological
indoctrination, and closed borders to monopolize power. Most
authoritarian rulers also used brutal repression to spread fear. However,
in recent decades, a growing number of nondemocratic leaders have
chosen a different approach. Their goal — concentrating power —
remains the same. But their strategy is new. Rather than intimidating the
public, they manipulate information — buying the elite’s silence,
censoring private media, and broadcasting propaganda — in order to
boost their popularity and eliminate threats.” (Guriev and Treisman
2019, p. 123)

Their formalised theory (developed earlier in (Guriev and Treisman 2015)) focuses on the
relationship between a dictators’ political survival in office and the dictator’s ability to
confer his political competence to the public (while also co-opting and/or repressing better

informed elites and dissenters). Hence this theoretical approach is essential to understand

22 Amongst others, GURIEV and TREISMAN refer to BUENO DE MESQUITA and his colleagues’ work (see
(Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003)
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how leaders instrumentalise communication and (“communicational”) institutions. This
approach adds a great deal to the reasons why media system informs this study in addition
to the concept of civil society. The mediatisation of political actors, leaders, their parties or
social movements does theoretically and practically enrich our understanding of populism
as this dissertation aims to show. These processes of mediatisation have also been described
as part of an overarching, ongoing global trend by many affecting right about everything in
multiple, diverse ways from arts and culture, sports, public health, education — to, of
course, political economy as pioneering accounts such as (Esser and Strombéack 2014) and
(Kriesi et al. 2013) hold. Mediatisation, too, has been conceptualised, modified?? and
defined in several distinct ways. But this dissertation joins the aforementioned scholarly
community consisting of authors such as KITSCHELT, DE VREESE, KRIESI, ESSER,
STROMBACK, MAZZOLENI, and many others because their works specifically lie at the
crossroads of not only political economy and social communication studies, but also at
concepts which this dissertation relies on: populism, civil society, and the media. As KRIESI
explains, a key element of the process of global mediatisation is technological change, and

it has really been going for longer than nation states have started to form:

“As the public sphere extended beyond the local realm, it became much
harder for the two [citizens and their representatives] to meet in
assemblies; the communication between citizens and their
representatives became essentially media-based. (...) Moreover, they
[the media] have a particular importance for those non-established
political actors, like social movement organizations, who do not get
access to the media (...). But, for all practical purposes, in the modern
representative democracy the communication between politicians and
the citizens at large is media-centred. This means that the process of
political communication depends on the media infrastructure and is
subject to change as the media are changing. The challenge of
mediatization refers to the consequences of the changing conditions of
the media infrastructure for democracy, and can be defined as the
growing intrusion of the media logic as an institutional rule into fields —
such as political communication — where other rules of defining
appropriate behaviour prevailed...” (Kriesi 2013, pp. 9-10)

23 See for example (Hepp 2020) which develops the concept of “deep mediatisation”.

31



I1.3. Interrelating the concepts in the case study context

I1.3.a. The party system context

To align with the theoretical and empirical agenda of this study, the scholarship on the
Hungarian party system is considered here (e.g. (Kordsényi 2015), (Boda and Korosényi
2012)). This focus is justified by the observation that

"...the main players in public life are still the parties, not the trade
unions, business interest groups, or social movements and organizations
independent of the parties. One source of their effectiveness is the
extensive party organization and centralized operation. In addition, the
parties are able to acquire the material resources that they can efficiently
convert into political capacities. Parties in Hungary are powerful
machines that, outweighing potential alternatives, operate as the main
actors in public life."* (Korosényi 2015, p. 278)

This observation also informs the civil society context discussed in the following section.

Although there are multiple ways to describe and divide three decades of Hungarian party
system development (c.f. (Csizmadia 2021, p. 204)), this dissertation uses a compelling,
parsimonious three-fold division developed by (Sods 2012) and (Horvath and Sods 2015)
that fits the theoretical framework of this dissertation research. This division outlines a
system that has become increasingly polarized and concentrated — a trend also noted early
on by (C. Toéth 2001) — who also observed that initially, Hungarian parties were built
around core networks of intellectuals and functionaries of one-party communist regime,
often only weakly and normatively connected (ibid., p. 21). The multiple factors and effects
recounted lead to the following stages of party system development:
e [ripartite party system,

e two-block party system, and
e dominant party system.

These distinct stages are described in detail in their relationship to the media below.

2 A kézélet nagy jatékosai mégis a partok, nem a szakszervezetek, iizleti érdekképviseletek vagy pdrtoktol
fliggetlen tarsadalmi mozgalmak, szervezetek. A hatékonysaguk egyik forrasa a legtobb a kiterjedt
partszervezet és a centralizalt miikodés. Emellett a partok képesek megszerezni azokat az anyagi
erdforrasokat, amelyeket hatékonyan képesek politikai kapacitasokka valtoztatni. A partok Magyarorszagon
eroteljes gépezetek, amelyek a potencidlis alternativakat hattéerbe szoritva a kozélet legfobb aktoraiként
mitkodnek.” (Korosényi 2015, p. 278) — translation from the original Hungarian by the author)
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Here, it is necessary to clarify the term “party system under populism” (used
interchangeably with “populist party system”). This is particularly in the context of Fidesz’
political strategy and manoeuvring that has consolidated and centralised the right-wing. A
correlation can be seen between this gradual polarization and concentration on one hand
and Fidesz’s populist strategy aiming to dominate the Hungarian political right on the other.
For the first two stages, from 1990 to 2010, the party system can be described as being
under “populist stress.” This strategy, which focused on intensifying the left-right divide
and establishing a dominant right-wing pole — the “central force field”? within the
political spectrum —, ultimately “spilled over” to the creation of the dominant party system
after 2010. Given that this appears to be a long-term, purposeful attempt, this dissertation
basically equates the terms “dominant party system” and “party system under populism” in
the Hungarian context — while acknowledging that, technically, they do not denote the
same phenomenon. In Hungary’s exceptional case, populism has been fully

instrumentalized as a tool of autocratisation, resulting in a dominant party system.

I1.3.b. The civil society context

A significant portion of the literature on post-communist eastern European civil society —
including the Hungarian case — suggests that this “sphere” has often been disappointing
in terms of democratization. Early accounts from the 1990s have already started — almost
literally — burying the term with titles such as “The strange death of ‘civil society’ in post-
communist Hungary” (Lomax 1997). Later evaluations, too, remained unfavourable.
Hungarian political scientist and civil society researcher SZABO Mété — author of several
civil society-related books and studies, but also served six years as parliamentary
ombudsman for basic rights (later titled citizens’ rights) — gave a rather negative

assessment at the end of 2008:

“Is this civil society strong or weak? (...) If we were held accountable for
the European success story, then unfortunately, we could not serve with
one. Nevertheless, we can find the break from the traditions of
dictatorships and successful breakout points in Hungary and elsewhere,

25 Even though the “central forcefield” phrase was coined by ORBAN himself in 2009 to describe the future
mode of party—society organization after winning the upcoming elections in 2010 (for which polls put Fidesz
in a very favourable position already then). However, the “central forcefield” concept can be seen as an
outcome of this centralizing tendency. Prior to that, the political slogan “one camp, one flag” (in Hungarian:
,,egy a tabor, egy a zaszl6”) was already in use in the early 2000s to denote Fidesz’ attempts to “unify” —
and, at the same time, incorporate — right-wing political organisations and groups. (c.f. (Magyar Nemzet
2002)
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too — twenty years after the change of system. (...) But does the civil
perspective, the networks of civil organisations have a base in the wider
social activity, in various initiatives of citizens? (...) The picture is
nonetheless not the rosiest, and even if we can find the most optimistic
authors and researchers, even their opinions are built primarily on the
activism of the minority, groups of non-profit—civil counter-elite which is
not rooted in wide social activism. In this regard, Hungary is often
ranked rather badly in the results of international comparative research.
It does not seem like we were on the verge of the great ‘participatory
revolution’ today, actually, one can even experience a certain
backsliding which has not been propped up by the EU accession visibly.”
(M. Szabd 2008, pp. 8-9)%¢

SzABO’s work is definitely an interesting read with the hindsight of Hungary’s descent into
competitive authoritarianism just a few years later. This weakness is underlined by political
scientists stating that “political parties are the only serious players in Hungarian public

life” (Boda and Korosényi 2012, p. 22).27

Indeed, this is the basic experience which informs this research, too: civil society is a
concept too broad and bears very little currency in itself as an analytical category in post-
communist Eastern Europe and Hungary. Moreover, his verdict that one could “...even
experience a certain backsliding...” in civil society engagement in 2008 could prove to be
an important analytical observation. Perhaps the decline of civil, social engagement may
have precipitated the autocratisation after 2010. This is an issue that this dissertation will
certainly undertake in its analysis. The sorts of civic engagement and activism that indeed
(Ger6 and Susanszky 2014) took place — as the work of GRESKOVITS Béla also attests —
can be captured by the notion of social movement understanding of civil society, a specific
mode of organisation within civil society. The Hungarian context further suggests this

important distinction because the politically relevant social activities that may contribute

26 Erds vagy gyenge ez a civil tarsadalom? (...) Ha az eurdpai sikersztorit kérik rajtunk szamon, akkor azzal
sajnos itt sem tudunk szolgalni. Azonban a diktaturak hagyomanyaival valo szakitast és a sikeres kitorési
pontokat megtalalhatjuk Magyarorszagon és mdasutt is — husz évvel a rendszervaltas utan. (...) De van-e
bazisa a civil szemléletmodnak, a civil szervezetek halozatainak a szélesebb tarsadalmi aktivitisban, a
polgarok kiilonféle kezdeményezéseiben? (...) Az 6sszkép azonban nem a legrozsasabb, és ha meg is talaljuk
a legoptimistabb szerzoket, kutatokat még az & veleményiik is elsésorban a kisebbség aktivizmusara, a
nonprofit-civil ellen-elit csoportjaira épiil, amely nem gydkerezik széles tarsadalmi aktivizmusban.
Magyarorszag e vonatkozdasban a nemzetkozi osszehasonlito kutatas eredményeiben gyakran eléggé rossz
besorolasokra tesz szert. Nem ugy tiinik, mintha ma itthon a nagy »részvételi forradalom« elott dallnank, sot
ma meg bizonyos visszaesés is tapasztalhato, amelyen az EU-csatlakozas sem lenditett latvanyosan.” (M.
Szabo 2008, pp. 8-9) — the author’s own translation from the original Hungarian)

27 The author’s translation from the original Hungarian:

.»A politikai partok az egyediil komolyan veheté jatékosok a magyarorszagi kozéletben.” ((Boda and
Korosényi 2012, p. 22) refers to (Enyedi and Toka 2007).)

34



to the understanding of autocratisation has often been initiated, organised, and maintained
by elite political actors — even if their goal was to encourage the participation of civil
society actors, unorganised individuals and communities. Without the concept of social
movements, these actors would escape the analysis because they cannot be confidently
included into the category of civil society as they were not bottom-up, grassroots civic
initiatives, rather than organised mass movements run by hierarchical, centralized elites in
a top-down manner. Hence they could not be included into an effort like this one that aims
to understand the social “coalitional” structure of autocratisation from an actor-centric
historical institutionalist point of view — thereby missing an important point in the analysis

of the socio-political process aiding autocratisation.

This would be a mistake: (Greskovits 2020) argues that even if the Civic Circles
conservative national movement initiated by Fidesz in the mid-2000s turned out to be
electorally insignificant at the time, it did contribute to the party’s work to secure further
resources (e.g. human capital) in the long run. This argument has been strengthened
substantially in comparison to his previous non-peer reviewed research (Greskovits 2017a;
Wittenberg and Greskovits 2016) which showed an even smaller role for Civic Circles in
Fidesz’s organisational strategy, but nevertheless it does fully correspond to SZABO’s point
and the empirical reality on the ground formulated by conservative-leaning political

scientist Edith OLTAY after 2010:

“Although interest groups, single-issue movements, civil organisations
and local councils also articulate interests, in Hungary the parties shape
the political discourse. The opinion of the parties is reflected in the
media. The parties articulate and aggregate interests by offering their
voters clear choices as they explain to them their alternative visions of
tradition and nationhood.” (Oltay 2012, p. 65)

I1.3.c. The media context

Drawing on this argument about the primacy of political parties in the public sphere
overshadowing that of the civil society and organisations as well as forming the political
discourses relayed by the media, this chapter seeks to identify parallel developments in the

media system and the party system.

There are a number of works which inform this exercise. For example, relatively recent
accounts of “Media in Third-Wave Democracies” (Bajomi-Lazar 2017) and “Media and

Politics in New Democracies” (Zielonka 2015) deserve special attention. Out of the
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contributions of a more universalistic, model-minded nature, (Stetka 2015) and (Bajomi-
Lazar 2017) inform this research. The latter, BAJOMI-LAZAR Péter, as indicated above, is
an established and prolific media researcher — even though his personality may not be
uncontroversial (Munk 2017) —. His works (most notably, (Bajomi-L4zar 2013) advancing
the concept of “party colonisation of the media”) also inform this study. Beyond his
personal research, his fellow colleagues at the think-tank Médiakutaté (“Media
Researcher”) are also of vast importance (e.g. (Polyak 2012). Somewhat more loosely
connected to these authors, but closely related to the topic, (G. Szabo and Bene 2016) as
well as (G. Szabo 2018) are important to mention here due to their network-oriented
approach to Hungarian politics and media. Moreover, (Bayer 2017), (Urban, Polyék, and
Szasz 2017) also from this epistemic community provide useful Hungary—specific insight
into this subject area. As already mentioned, GRESKOVITS Béla’s scholarship is closely
related as well, e.g. (Greskovits 2015a). Nevertheless, this current undertaking takes a
conscious effort to go beyond the circles of this epistemic community and bring in the

approaches of scholars of different ideological backgrounds as well (such as (Oltay 2012)).

Two other major sets of additions merit specific mention: the edited volume “Uj képlet: A
2010-es valasztdsok Magyarorszagon” (“New Formula: the 2010 Election in Hungary”)
(Enyedi, Szabo, and Tardos 2011), BODA Zsolt, BOZOKI Andras, and KOROSENYI Andras’s
scholarship (Boda and Kordsényi 2012; Bozoki and Hegediis 2018). The former is an
excellent source for studying the populist “turn” in Hungary — how PM ORBAN
democratically won his first two-thirds Fidesz majority in 2010 which he used to re-write
the constitution and re-make the political economy of the country in his image. The reasons
for 2010, in their account of political media analysis (Beck, Biré Nagy, and Rona 2011)
provide basically the reverse side of the fundamental argument in this dissertation by
assessing the collapse of the popular support of Fidesz’s predecessor, the Hungarian
Socialist Party (MSZP) between 2006 and 2010 from the theoretical point of view of

“«

agenda-setting. They find that the “...sustained negative news feed — and the general
stream of opinion formed through it — virtually nailed down the disappointed voters among
undecided voters or within the camps of other parties.” ((Beck, Bir6 Nagy, and Roéna 2011,
p. 212) — translation of the original Hungarian by the author) as well as the personality —
an overwhelmingly negative public opinion — of the former socialist PM GYURCSANY

Ferenc, and that
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“...the agenda — in line with the theory of priming — re-tuned the
competition in a way that made the election all about the issues
unfavourable to MSZP. Followingly, only a few voters were concerned
about how consensus-seeking Fidesz was or what kind of consequences
a two-thirds parliamentary majority would have.” ((Beck, Bir6 Nagy,
and Rona 2011, 213) — translation of the original Hungarian by the
author)?®

The current historical overview, in addition, relies on the theoretical framework developed

in the previous chapter, aiming to identify the linkages among

o Media organisations — the supply that produces media content;

e Media consumers — the demand; and

o The media—party system interactions — political actors, media regulators that
entail the larger party system developments themselves as shaped by electoral
outcomes.

Thus coupling the history of the media system with the political system in post-communist
Hungary, three periods of the political economy of communication arises roughly
corresponding to the three decades of post-communist history. First, the era of fragmented
competition characterised by the initial pluralism of the party system and the monopolistic
structure of the media system (1990-1998); second, the duopoly in both the party system
and the media system with a clear, almost uncontroversial?® “left-wing dominance” is
detectable which comes to an end in 2010; when, third, the current period of oligopolistic
dominance with Orban’s Fidesz re-shaping both politics and media. By the power of its
legislative supermajorities, Fidesz has turned the party system into a dominant one, and re-
formed the media system through legal and regulatory actions as well as through linked
actors, businesses, and institutions, changed the incentive structures of production,

consumption, and regulation — even the media market itself.

28 The original Hungarian text reads as the following:

., Tehat nem a Fidesz lett ymérsékeltebb« a szavazok szemében, hanem a napirend — a priming-
elméletnek megfeleloen — hangolta at ugy a versenyt, hogy a valasztas léenyegében az MSZP szamara
kedvezotlen iigyekrol szolt. Ebbol kévetkezoen csak nagyon kevés szavazot érdekelt 2010 aprilisaban,
hogy a Fidesz mennyire konszenzuskeresé vagy milyen kovetkezményei lehetnek a kétharmados
parlamenti tobbségnek.” (ibid.)

29 The pre-2010 left-wing dominance is generally acknowledged even by critical scholars and opposition
journalists. (Bajomi-Lazar 2015)
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11.3.c: I. Under the tripartite party system (1990-1997)

Media organisations: the supply

Under one-party state socialism the freedom of the press did not exist, almost all media were
under strict communist party control. During the negotiated transition to multi-party
democracy and market economy, no resolution regarding media regulation was born out of
the gridlock between representatives of the communist regime and the divided democratic
opposition. Therefore, the participants agreed to a “frequency moratorium”
[frekvenciamoratdrium] regarding electronic media which effectively froze the media
governance and market structures inherited from state communism. (Paal 2013) Thus only
a few, very limited private radio stations were launched — the public television (Hungarian
Television [Magyar Televizio, MTV]) and (Hungarian Radio [Magyar Radid, MR]) enjoyed
a virtual monopoly. The frequency moratorium remained in effect until 1997 (Gélik 2004a),
only then could private commercial television stations start broadcasting. Regarding print

030

media, many of the newspapers went through “spontaneous privatisation usually a

highly opaque process managed by the communist successor party MSZP. (Paal 2013)

Thus the leading media organisations of the time were the public broadcasters MTV and
MR — which also introduced multiple channels at times (such as M1, M2, and Duna TV).
The public broadcasters were large media organisations with considerable internal
pluralism regarding their programming and staff. Contemporary sources and scholarship
confirm that different public affairs contents (news, talk shows, etc.) on the same channels
had observable differences in their political leanings. Moreover, one of the very few studies
about journalists showed a clear political preference for liberal and left parties towards the

end of the period. (Vasarhelyi 1999b)

Media consumers: the demand

Data from this time period is especially scarce and of low quality, but some sources suggest

that thanks to the virtual monopoly of the public television and radio broadcasters, they

30 Influential newspapers often ended up in foreign owners’ portfolios who were either party allies or
indifferent towards intervening in Hungarian domestic politics. (Sipos 2010) also recounts right-wing MDF
attempts at gaining control over privatised newspapers, but their attempts failed either politically or
financially. The largest daily Hungarian newspaper (1990 until 2016), Népszabadsag [People’s Freedom],
had direct MSZP party foundation ownership stakes in its ownership structure. (Galik 2004b) For more on
foreign ownership in Hungarian media, see also (Galambos 2008).
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enjoyed the attention of exceptionally large audiences — reaching up to five million

viewers and listeners! for certain programmes.

As to print media, their circulation was already falling due to the competition between them
and electronic media. According to the (MATESZ 1993) database, socialist-affiliated*?
Népszabadsag was by far the most-widely read daily newspaper (with approx. 800,000
readers at its peak), for a long time without a solid conservative, right-wing alternative.
Magyar Nemzet [Hungarian Nation] took up this role and solidified its readership only by
the late 2000s.%3 Moreover, the introduction of tabloid newspapers also represented a
challenge for political dailies and the political elites alike. Nevertheless, the consumers
could access a pluralistic and diverse supply of information — although with a noticeable
left-wing tilt throughout this period — thanks to these outlets, a plethora of local and county

newspapers, and a large selection of thematic periodicals.

The media—party system interactions — political actors, media regulators

The “media war”>*

— political disagreements about media regulation — had immediately
begun after 1990 across the political spectrum. The stakes were high: ending the
frequencies moratorium, regulating the Hungarian media system, controlling key media

outlets.

Introducing a media law would have legally required a qualified two-thirds supermajority,
but the governing right-wing led by MDF and its junior coalition partners had not secured
the sufficient number of seats in the legislative. In order to resolve legal issues outstanding
from the transition which required constitutional supermajority approval, MDF struck a
well-known deal with the largest opposition party, the liberal SZDSZ (named “MDF-
SZDSZ” or “ANTALL-TOLGYESSY pact”). One of the most important provisions of the deal

entailed — aside from MDF approving the liberal opposition SZDSZ candidate for

3! The evening news of the public service programme may have reached as many as four million people in
the 1990s. (Kollega Tarsoly 2000)

32 See footnote 12.

33 Already the first freely elected National Assembly’s right-wing parties had tried to establish and acquire
their own media outlets (e.g. Napi Magyarorszag [Hungary Daily], Magyar Nemzet, etc.); nevertheless, it
was late in the 2000s when right-wing media truly managed to become a “force” to reckon with. (Bajomi-
Lazar 2001; Paal 2013)

34 The sequence of these political events were publicly named as such and termed identically by academia,
too. See for example (Barany 1998), (Bajomi-Lazar 2001), (Rovo 2019). Relatedly, the concepts of “media
balance” or “media imbalance” (médiacgyensuly, médiaegyensulytalansdg) and “media dominance”
(médiafolény) had also been introduced in Hungarian public life. (Sipos 2010)
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President, GONCZ Arpad — was to nominate a liberal intellectual, HANKISS Elemér for
president of public broadcasting. Thus, while the governance of public media remained
fractured and contested throughout the period, conservatives were unsuccessful in gaining
positions in this strategically essential organisation. An exception to this was the brief
tenure (1993-1994) of NAHLIK Gabor as vice-president of the public media organisations
supported by conservatives. During his short term as the leader of the public media, the
organisation was switched into pro-government “propaganda mode” whose sharp break
from previous norms hurt the conservative MDF-led coalition more than helped it in the

1994 election which it lost by a vast margin. (Téka and Popescu 2002)

After the defeat of the conservative MDF and the massive electoral victory of the
communist successor party MSZP, SZDSZ and MSZP formed a coalition government to
command a supermajority in parliament. This enabled them to settle remaining
constitutional questions — and finally come up with a legislative framework for the media.
The uneasy left-liberal coalition’s infighting constituted the second phase of the “media
war” which ultimately resulted in a compromise Media Law of 1996 (effective from 1997)
(Cseh and Siiksd 2001). Some observers® point out that the very reason why MSZP and
SZDSZ entered into coalition was to secure their domination over the media system by

regulating it. (Padl 2013)

Are these political developments reflected in electoral outcomes? To the extent that data is
available, this period shows a good deal of causality. Prior to MDF’s victory, a conservative
president led the vastly influential, monopolistic public broadcasting organisations.
Throughout most of MDF’s time in government, however, liberal-leaning president
HANKISS was in charge thanks to a political agreement between MDF and SZDSZ.
Nevertheless, SZDSZ performed worse in the 1994 elections than four years prior, but still
remained the second-largest party — while socialist MSZP won an astounding victory.
MSZP coming out of the anti-communist “quarantine”, its close relationship to trade unions
(Angelusz and Tardos 2005b, p. 96) played a part in MSZP’s mobilisation — and public
media employees, journalists who earned their experience during communist times may
have aided this process. Remarkably, then-liberal FIDESZ earned many supporters before

1994, at certain moments leading in polls — when the party was still getting a favourable

35 Outgoing right-wing MDF PM BOROSS is quoted to have said: “I am convinced that (...) free democrats
[SZDSZ] joined the coalition primarily (...) to grab the media world. I believe that it is obvious in the
television and radio, too, how they are executing mid-level personnel changes.” (Paal 2013)
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media coverage. However, a real estate corruption scandal related to FIDESZ party
headquarters widely covered in the media tarnished their image, and the party barely made
it into parliament in 1994. These events marked the beginning of FIDESZ’s fraught
relationship with the media and its strategy of shifting to the right of the political spectrum.
(Oltay 2012)

With legislating the new media law in 1996 and thereby also gaining influence over newly
launched mass media outlets such as commercial televisions TV2 and RTL Klub, the
MSZP-SZDSZ coalition government would have been expected to survive. Nevertheless,
the governing parties became affected by large-scale corruption scandals (such as the
“TocsIK scandal”, see for example (G. Juhasz 1999; Paal 2013)) widely covered by even
supposedly “loyal” media,*® too. MSZP even manage to slightly increase its mandates in
parliament becoming the strongest party second time in a row in 1998, but SZDSZ’s
support collapse. This gave a chance to right-wing parties — now with Fidesz leading them
— to form a multiparty coalition between 1998 and 2002. With the formation of left-liberal
MSZP-SZDSZ and a right-wing Fidesz-MDF-FKgP party blocs and a new media system

regulation and market competition, a new period emerged in the 2000s.

Altogether, for all these reasons, a rather strong causal relationship is observable between
media system and party system developments. These, taken together with other
explanations (e.g. the economic pains of the market transition; the role of trade unions,
churches, and civil society organisations in politics; etc.) account rather well for trends in

electoral behaviour.
11.3.c: I1. Under the two-block party system (1998-2010)

Media organisations: the supply

After the 1996 Media Law entered into force, social communications in Hungary changed
considerably. The role of public broadcasting had diminished drastically — with the
formerly “all-powerful” MTV and MR plunging to single-digit audience shares. >’

36 The notion of “loyal journalism” appeared soon after the democratic transition. (Bajomi-Lazar 2001, pp.
149-151)
37 The public service TV channels that once enjoyed a monopoly, suffered a huge loss of audiences:

“Between 1999 and 2002, i.e. under the first Fidesz government, there were no opposition delegates on the
boards. The repeated failure over several months to elect presidents to lead the broadcast providers typifies
the operational disorders that plagued the system. Viewer ratings for public-television channels began to
drop immediately after the launch of commercial channels, a trend that continued in the years that followed.
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Meanwhile commercial television channels TV2 and RTL Klub soon reached sometimes

multiple millions of viewers respectively.

Technical changes have also re-shaped the media supply. With the advent of broadband
internet, online media reached growing audiences towards the end of the 2000s.*® Hungary
is in the rather unique position that its media market had developed online news portals that
were independent of other print or electronic media providers. Elsewhere press, television,
and radio companies’ websites gained prominence in the 1990s and 2000s — while in
Hungary Origo.hu and Index.hu who did not belong to any other media outlet’s portfolio
became the largest news portals. Also, fringe news and opinion websites, communities, and
in the final years of the decade, social media became influential.>® These processes started
to “even out” the left-wing media dominance somewhat — divided between left-liberal and
right-wing political party blocs. This played a role in right-wing opposition media and

communication networks’ influence and popularity.

External economic shocks were another factor in the changes of information supply, even
if indirectly. In 2008, foreign mass media investors decreased their portfolios all across
eastern Europe’s tight markets — making it easier for domestic actors to acquire media
outlets. (Batorfy 2017a) These processes played out at a time when traditional mass media
outlets suffered from the double crisis of falling advertising revenues and the increased

competition with new, online media.*°

In 2008 the largest public channel was watched by 11% of Hungarian viewers; by 2012 the percentage had
dropped to 9.2%.” (Polyak 2015, p. 282)

Even today, the transformed public service media are not major players on the market.

38 In 2000, Origo.hu became the most widely read online news outlet according to the company’s website.
(New Wave Media Group, n.d.) Its readership has soon reached 1 million, and by 2018, it grew above 2.7
million monthly. (Batorfy and Urban 2020)

39 With regards to one of the major party system changes, the emergence of the right extremist Jobbik party,
(Rona 2016) emphasises the role of Facebook as well as its partisan online media outlets (e.g. Kurucinfo,
Barikad (later renamed Alfahir)) building on a vivid nationalist subculture which goes back to the 1990s.

40 As POLYAK puts this:

“Advertising revenue has been shrinking in almost all segments of the market. In the Hungarian television
market it dropped by 42% between 2008 and 2013, print media saw a 48% decline. Though digital media
(internet and mobile) registered a 95% surge in advertising revenue during this period, most of this growth
benefited global intermediaries (primarily Google) rather than Hungarian content providers. In the small
Hungarian media market, the recent policies that I have been discussing have destabilized the economic
situation of the entire media market, thereby making the media substantially more susceptible to outside
influence.” (Polyak 2015, p. 308)
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Media consumers: the demand

According to contemporary surveys (e.g. (Urban 2004)), average time spent watching
television was in Hungary during the 2000s was among the highest in the world, reached
up to 4.5 hours a day. (Z. Antal and Scherer 2005; Nemzeti Média— és Hirkozlési Hatosag
(NMHH) 2023a) This extraordinarily high proportion proves enduring. In 2023, according
to (Nemzeti Média— és Hirkozlési Hatosag (NMHH) 2023b), an average Hungarian over
the age of four watches 289 minutes, almost five hours daily — even though TV audiences’
age is increasing and younger populations increasingly choose online media at a very early
age. This effectively means that over the entire post-socialist period, TV audiences have
decreased significantly (Nemzeti Média— és Hirkozlési Hatésag (NMHH) 2023b), TV

viewers still spend a massive amount of time in front of their screens.

The two leading commercial television broadcasters, TV2 and RTL Klub, reaped most of
the benefits: their combined audience share between 1998 and 2004 was constantly above
75% in the key audience segment, people between ages of 18 and 49. (Z. Antal and Scherer
2005)
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Figure 5: Joint audience share of TV2 and RTL Klub among people between 18 and 49. Source: (Z. Antal and Scherer
2005, p. 149) based on data by the media authority between 1996 and 2010, the National Body for Radio and
Television (Orszagos Radio és Televizio Testiilet, ORTT)

This, also meant that public service television and radio broadcasters suffered a plunge in
their audience reach, even dropping below the 10% threshold compared to their leading

position reaching even the majority of Hungarian population in the 1990s. (See also (Polyak
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2015, p. 282).) A good indicator of this trend is that the Hungarian public broadcaster's ad
revenues decreased by almost 90% by the early 2000s compared to its peak in 1997 (Z.
Antal and Scherer 2005), when commercial radio and television were launched in the
country. As a result, instead of relying on the market, the public broadcaster had to be
financed by the state. Another consequence of the increased competition and the public
broadcasters’ incapability to shift strategy was that many of their most experienced staff
members, journalists, media personalities left to work for the new commercial, private
media companies as also attested by VASARHELYI in (Vasarhelyi 1999b). The rise in
popularity of commercial television brought about a shift in the genre and tone of
programming, too. A plethora of new content — typically lower-quality film series
(especially soap operas produced in Latin America), films, infotainment, and tabloid-like

shows — emerged and quickly gained popularity.

Hence, in contrast to the primacy of television in Hungary, effectively all other forms of
media can only play a less important role — with the only dynamic exception being online
media. According to the Hungarian Central Statistical Office (Kozponti Statisztikai Hivatal
(KSH) 2023), the proportion of internet users (between the age of 16 and 74) surpassed the
50% threashold in 2007. In January 2005, the two leading online news sites, Origo.hu and
Index.hu were visited by more than 600,000 and 300,000 people, respectively. (Z. Antal
and Scherer 2005) Thus, by the fledging online media industry started to become an
influential source of political information by the end of this period and especially in the

2010s.

The history of the radio market in post-socialist Hungary is a fraught and complex subject.
It is clearly a form of media that has a mass reach. In the early 2000s, the leading stations,
Slager Radio [Hit Radio] and Danubius Radio each reported weekly reach between two and
three million listeners (Z. Antal and Scherer 2005); and the number of people who listen to
radio at least once a week is at a whopping 7.5 million in 2023 (Nemzeti Média— és
Hirkozlési Hatosag (NMHH) 2023b) — this 68% ratio within the population puts Hungary
in the fourth place in European comparison (ibid.). At the same time, its role in political
communication decreased in favour of entertainment, overshadowed by television and
online media. Among younger audiences, it is clarly falling out of favour, with constantly
decreasing time spent consuming this form of media over the full period of this

investigation. (ibid.)
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Simultaneously, the circulation of the printed press declined to a level from which it has
not rebounded considerably. By 2000, the absolute leader on the daily and political
periodicals’ market, left-wing Népszabadsag, lost three quarters of its readers compared to
its peak and continued to slide well below 200,000 papers sold. (MATESZ 1993; Z. Antal
and Scherer 2005) On the right-wing side of the market, adding insult to injury, this decline
occurred just as their printed media outlets, most importantly, Magyar Nemzet [Hungarian
Nation] were stabilised regarding their institutional, financial, and editorial background —
but in an environment of eroding public interest for newspapers. Furthermore, with the
increasing accessibility of overwhelming free online media, paid print media suffered

further losses in readership.

The media—party system interactions — political actors, media regulators

The tremendous changes with the introduction of commercial competition in the thus far
monopolistic media system and the new legal frameworks and oversight institutions,*! also
happened under dubious circumstances. The two major national commercial TV channels’,
TV2 and RTL Klub frequency applications tenders were not selected and implemented
transparently under the ruling MSZP-SZDSZ coalition before 1998. Incomplete offers
were illegally approved (as ruled by a Hungarian court); and an entirely viable and a legal

application was rejected.*? (Galik 2004a)

With PM Orban’s Fidesz and its junior coalition partners in charge (1998-2002), however,
the third phase of the “media war” ensued. The previously multi-party decisionmaking
boards of public media organisations as well as the national media oversight institutions
became less diverse — to the point of Fidesz unilaterally controlling them.** The MSZP—
SZDSZ coalition reclaimed their positions in media and information authorities in 2002
and sustained a coalition government until 2010. The “media war” lost its saliency as an

immediate political issue due to the legal and technical transformations of the media supply.

41 Of course, the Media Law of 1996 also established a novel regulatory framework — with rules convenient
to the governing parties.

42 While the author describes the two major national commercial TV channels as mostly neutral towards
politics (Galik 2004b; 2004a)(see also (Batorfy and Urban 2020, p. 49)), other commentators have also
pointed to certain biases in their coverage: TV2 was more or less linked to socialist MSZP, while RTL Klub
to liberal SZDSZ. Altogether, Galik’s observation that infotainment rather than focused political coverage
became more and more dominant with the advent of commercial television in Hungary is apparent.
(anonymous Member of Parliament 2002))

43 Commonly called as the “maimed curatoria” [csonka kuratériumok] named after the media oversight and
governance bodies’ and boards’ “missing” opposition members. (Paal 2013; Political Capital 2003)
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But attempts to gain control and exert influence by other means,** establishing commercial
mass media outlets with political affiliations remained in practice. (Sipos 2010) Hungary’s
EU accession in 2004 did not change this situation. Indeed, the EU does not have a strong,
independent media policy, the regulatory and governance powers are mostly left at the

member state governments’ discretion. (European Parliament 2018)

The attempts of the right-wing to earn valuable positions in mass media or to create their
own friendly media “ecosystem” largely failed in the 1990s, and only became moderately
successful towards the end of the 2000s. The Fidesz-led conservative coalition government
(1998-2002) holding institutional sway ** over the fast-decreasing public service
broadcasters (Vasarhelyi 1999a; Urban 2004) was hardly a serious challenge to the
booming commercial media — although, finally, the right-wing could establish smaller

media outlets*® promoting messages favourable to them. (Sipos 2010)

Over the course of the “media war”, it remained constant that governing parties heavily
controlled the “money taps”.*’ (Batorfy and Urban 2020) However, this started to prove
insufficient as well as increasingly unsustainable after the 2006 political and the 2008
financial crisis for the left-liberal parties in the more and more competitive media system.
During the eight years of the left-liberal MSZP-SZDSZ coalition in power, these massive
changes — also exogenous to political and media networks — upended relations on the
media markets and in their political ties. Under these conditions, even left-liberal leaning
media outlets turned out to be less “loyal” and more critical to the government (Batorfy

2017a)*® — covering their corruption and political scandals (such as the infamous “Oszod

4 For example, civil society organisation had been another way of mobilising mass support — but, ultimately,
(Greskovits 2017b; 2020; Wittenberg and Greskovits 2016) find that despite their important role in
consolidating Fidesz mass support, they were unable to become the “winning solution” against the left-liberal
camp.

45 See footnote 43.

46 Public affairs televisions Hir TV [News TV] and Echo TV were founded in 2003 and 2005, respectively.
Even if their audiences never exceeded single digits, the channels became important fora of the right-wing
public sphere.

47 (Batorfy and Urbéan 2020, p. 49) evaluate the pre-2010 era’s government media spending as “relatively
balanced”. That is, in comparison to the post-2010 trends; governments and administrations of both sides
effectively boosted “friendly” media outlets’ revenues by direct government or state-owned enterprise
advertising or by directing party-connected businesses advertising to them.

48 (Paal 2013) also mentions the tendency of liberal news outlets to criticise even their “own side”; while
regarding the campaign leading up to the 2010 general elections which granted Fidesz its first legislative
supermajority, analysts point to an overwhelming negative news agenda which “...Fidesz did not become
‘more balanced’ in the eyes of the voters, but the agenda — in line with priming theory — re-tuned the
competition to be about issues unfavourable to MSZP.” (Beck, Bir6 Nagy, and Réna 2011, p. 213)
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Speech” in 2006) which resulted in not only the erosion of public support, but also

demonstrations and riots — high-profile media events.

With Fidesz (and also the right-wing extremist Jobbik (Rona 2016)) building up an
increasingly potent and digital media and communication network also thanks to broadband
internet, the 2010 elections brought about a drastic change in the party system and

competition therein.

As the most important segment of mass media — despite the increasing diversity of the
media system — was unquestionably about the competition between the two national
commercial television channels TV2 and RTL Klub, so did the party system become a
“two-bloc party system” (Fricz 1999; Horvath and Sods 2015) featuring competition
between the left-liberal parties and the right.

As noted, in 1998, Fidesz managed to form a right-wing majority coalition — after
transforming itself from the junior liberal, anti-communist party to a right-wing catch-all
party and despite finishing only second to the ruling left-wing MSZP hit hard by corruption
scandals. (Paal 2013; G. Juhéasz 1999) With MSZP and SZDSZ retaining their positions in
mass media, the 2002 elections brought about a slight, but consequential defeat for PM
ORBAN’s Fidesz.*’ Unable to break the left-liberal hold on mass media and building only a
moderately potent media portfolio themselves, the left-liberal MSZP—SZDSZ coalition was
re-elected in 2006, too, by a narrow margin. It was only their serious political mistakes, the
global financial crisis — as well as Fidesz’s strong efforts to establish closer, deeper ties
with civil society organisations (Wittenberg and Greskovits 2016; Greskovits 2017a;
2020)), churches, dwindling trade unions, etc. — that propelled Fidesz into power in 2010,
but this time with a two-thirds legislative supermajority. Fidesz did not miss this political
opportunity to completely re-form the entire political economy of the country — in which

the media system played a vastly important role.

Therefore, in sum, this section also concludes that developments in the media system were

strongly related to changes in electoral behaviour, the party system in this period.

4 Fidesz achieved this on a party list joined with MDF. This may be interpreted as an increase in its vote
share, but other smaller right-wing parties were annihilated (neither FKgP or KDNP could enter parliament
on its own right anymore). It is widely believed that “... Fidesz and Viktor Orban concluded that they had not
been radical enough, and they attributed their electoral defeat to the presumed persistence of the ‘left-liberal
media dominance’ and their anti-government coverage.” (Batorfy and Urban 2020, p. 49)
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I1.3.c: I11. Under the dominant party system (2011-2020, the end of the period of

investigation)

Media organisations: the supply

Perhaps the biggest trend of the decade is the growth of digital media. While TV2 and RTL
Klub has preserved their market-leading positions in close competition despite more
channels becoming available to viewers for free thanks to the digital transition of television

broadcast,>”

online and increasingly, social media has attracted users. Origo.hu, Index.hu,
and 24.hu — all originally unrelated to other types of media companies — have gained
audiences comparable to that of the most popular television stations. Therefore, their
control has become of strategic importance — and Fidesz-linked business actors have made
successful attempts to acquire them and re-make their content in favour of the party. In
2013-2015, Origo.hu met this fate, while Index.hu seems to be in this process of
transformation since June 2020.%! Therefore, the previously “third-ranked” 24.hu remains
as the largest media outlet with the closest links to the very fractured opposition. Besides

the largest online media organisations, several smaller-scale operations and initiatives were

launched to establish a strong pro-Fidesz presence in the online media, too.

A couple of months after the 2018 elections, in an unprecedented move, several media
owners had “donated” their media portfolios (worth billions of Hungarian Forints) to a
single, centralised foundation named the Central European Press and Media Foundation
[K6zép-Eurdpai Sajto— és Médiaalapitvany, KESMA]. KESMA was exempted from
competition authority scrutiny by the PM’s order (Magyar Ko6zlony 2018) days after that.
KESMA now effectively controls the vast majority of the public affairs media in Hungary
— some studies estimate as much as 78% of it. (Mérték Médiaelemzé Mihely 2019a;

2019b)

Media — consumers: the demand side

By the end of the decade, the largest online news portal (despite their sometimes radical
shifts in their ownership structures and editorial approaches) reached multiple millions of
real users quarterly, with both Origo.hu and Index.hu above 4 million each (Nemzeti

Meédia— és Hirkozlési Hatosag (NMHH) 2021) — and, as a latecomer in the second half of

50 The digital transition of television broadcasting began in 2008 in Hungary.

5! (Index 2020) announced the resignation of the entire editorial staff who went on to launch the rival news
portal Telex.hu.
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the 2010s, 24.hu actually overtaking them with 4.6 million real users obtained in the fourth
quarter of 2020.

Commercial television channels, in contrast, have been declining, but still holding their
edge — often thanks to older viewers. An additional challenge for broadcast television
besides the proliferation of social media platforms is the spread of “smart TV” towards the
end of the 2010s (often called connected televisions) with streaming platforms such as
Netflix, Disney+, or HBO’s Max, for example. These platforms, however, does not hold
significant changes for political communications yet, they only strengthen entertainment
trends vis-a-vis information on public life and politics. At the same time, social media has
taken up a key role in political life across the globe — and Hungary is no exception. This
subject goes beyond the limits of the present dissertation, but is obviously a key challenge
for contemporary and future society, as well as researchers — on Hungarian social media,
some related key contributions have already made by SZABO and BENE, see for example
(G. Szabo and Bene 2016; G. Szabo 2018; Marton Bene 2018; Marton Bene and Somodi
2018; Matuszewski and Szabd 2019; Marton Bene and Szabd 2021; Matuszewski and
Szabd 2023).

In such an environment, print media continues to have unsurmountable issues with
competitiveness. Only 44.2% of Hungarians over the age of 15 reads periodicals regularly
(Nemzeti Média— és Hirkozlési Hatésag (NMHH) 2023b) — the downward trend had been
continuing essentially throughout the entire period of investigation, with the demographic
trends looking bleak for this industry: younger generations read less and less. This trend is
very similar on the radio market. In both cases, the supply has been radically transformed
during the period of as noted above in the case of print media as well as by (K. Nagy 2016)
in the case of the radio market. These changes may have contributed to the decline of

consumption or perceived trustworthiness.

The media—party system interactions — political actors, media regulators

Many observers agree that since 2010, the Hungarian party system is a “dominant party
system” under the unquestionable dominance of Fidesz securing three supermajority
electoral victories in a row in 2010, 2014, and 2018. In this decade, Fidesz re-wrote the

constitution and key legislation, extended the party’s reach in business and society. This —
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admitted®> — regime change, according to many authors, does not correspond to the
democratic model anymore. Official state terminology — featured in the Foundational Law
of Hungary — designates it as the “System of National Co-operation”, PM ORBAN openly
called it an “illiberal democracy”; many labels it a “hybrid regime”, “competitive

autocracy”, or even a “plebiscitary leader democracy”.

Most of Hungarian media scholars agree that with the first single-party® populist Fidesz
two-thirds supermajority in the National Assembly obtained in 2010, the media system
went under a systematic capture. (See for example (Bajomi-Lazar 2013)) As PM Orban’s
party re-constituted the state, the media system also had to conform to new legal and
political realities. The toolkit of the populist transformation of the Hungarian media system
was not so much exceptional, rather than rapid. Fidesz utilised legal, institutional, and
business (network) tools to transform the media system into a monopolistic one serving

their political interests as much as possible in an EU member state.

The adoption of the Media Law of 2011 transformed the industry’s regulation and oversight
bodies (Bayer 2011) — filling their staff and decisionmakers with Fidesz political actors
and loyalists. The public media (M1 and four more TV channels in addition to the radio
broadcasts) also went through a similar, drastic Fidesz-led reform. This meant astonishing
additional budget resources which affected its content, too (Fiiggetlen Médiakozpont 2020)
— most of the observers, and to a large extent the general population® characterise it as a
government mouthpiece ever since. Perhaps a more novel development was the

introduction of discriminative taxes which disproportionately affected companies®® and

52 For example, an official political proclamation of the National Assembly on 2 May 2020 decreed that “This
epoch — which could be designated as post-communist — reminded us multiple times about the impending
threats of a renewed decay and external dependence of the country — has come to an end with the Basic Law
entering into force on 1 January 2012.” (Magyar K6zlony 2020) — my own translation from the original
Hungarian.)

53 Officially, Fidesz stands in elections in an electoral alliance with the Christian Democratic People’s Party
[Kereszténydemokrata Néppart, KDNP]. However, due to the option of double membership, few independent
political initiatives and the low direct support for KDNP, most scholars do not consider KDNP a truly separate
party.

54 Indeed, in his revised 2019 article, ADAM makes a similar observation regarding Fidesz strategy for
transforming the political economy of Hungary: “When Orban took over with a two-thirds majority in 2010,
he did not have to invent a political system based on centrally controlled, hierarchical power structures and
vertical political exchange. All he had to do was further centralise the control over political and economic
resources.” (Adam 2019)

55 According to a recent poll, 70% does not agree with the statement that ,, The public media conveys events
in public life in a balanced, unbiased manner.” (Unyatyinszki 2021)

56 See for example the investigative piece by (Erdélyi, Magyari, and Plank6 2014) (Erdélyi, Magyari, and
Plankd 2014).
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media outlets (Polyak 2015, pp. 298-301) strategically important for the Fidesz party. RTL
Klub which retained its foreign owners and could not be acquired by Hungarian investors
(with ties to Fidesz) was heavily affected by even the prospect of the “advertisement tax”
in 2013-2015. As it had been usual for previous governments in Hungary, Fidesz has re-
routed the government advertisement expenditures in an even more strategic manner — on

a larger scale than ever before. (Batorfy and Urban 2020)

After a relatively unsuccessful 2014 election in which Fidesz secured its second legislative
supermajority — but obtained fewer votes than in 2006 when it lost the elections to PM
GYURCSANY’s MSZP —, a more aggressive political economic media strategy was
implemented. A public fallout between one of the wealthiest an oligarch at the time,
SIMICSKA Lajos®” and PM ORBAN rippled through the entire media. SIMICSKA had to give
up its far-reaching stakes in media and communications in a few years from mass media
outlets to advertising companies. (Polyak 2015) To offset SIMICSKA’s interests and usually
acquire them — as it happened, for example, with the shutdown of Magyar Nemzet in 2018
which was later revived as a pro-government daily under the same title —, Fidesz-linked
media investments soared. This time even the largest players in several types of media,
such as the leading online news outlet, Origo.hu or the second largest national commercial
television stations, TV2 — had been acquired by Fidesz-linked actors. (ibid.) Moreover,
the long-time leading daily newspaper, the MSZP-linked Népszabadsag was closed after a
successful Fidesz-linked attempt to acquire the outlet. (see for example (Muranyi 2017))
Further companies related to media infrastructure (e.g. audience measurement services, PR
and communication agencies, publishing houses), too, got purchased by the Fidesz network

actors. (Polyak 2015)

“As of 2017, the Fidesz media juggernaut included all of Hungary'’s
regional newspapers; its second-largest commercial television company
and second most popular news website; its sole national commercial
radio network; its only sports daily, its only news agency; and a large
number of papers that purvey what can only be called yellow
journalism.” (Krek6 and Enyedi 2018, p. 46)

571t is widely known that the former college roommate of PM ORBAN, “...SIMICSKA Lajos, the owner of
companies that operate numerous media outlets, is one of Fidesz’s founders. He served as the party’s
financial director between 1993 and 1998 and as the president of the tax authority in 1998 and 1999 (Polyék
2015, p. 54) went on to become an influential businessman winning large government procurements until his
fallout with the PM.
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With that, the populist Fidesz-led centralisation and concentration of the Hungarian media
system was not complete. KESMA was formed in 2018, further centralising control over
social information in Hungary — with dire consequences to plurality and the quality of
democracy in Hungary.*® Since the onslaught of the global COVID-19 pandemic, massive
developments have further distorted the media system: the largest online news website,
Index.hu’s entire editorial staff resigned (Index 2020) due to Fidesz-linked ownership
changes and went on to establish a new online portal, Telex. Additionally, the small
independent Budapest community radio, Klubradié which is critical to the government, has
failed to obtain the renewal of its frequency licence and its appeal was rejected in court.
Klubradi6 — which used to air its programmes in multiple regions in the country in the

2000s — stopped broadcasting on its last remaining frequency 14 February 2021.

These massive changes — the increasing concentration and centralisation of the media

system linked to the governing Fidesz party — can be reasonably tied to electoral outcomes.

Prior to the 2014 elections, the Fidesz-led government mostly focused on media legislation
and establishing new institutions controlled by party loyalists. In effect, therefore, although
some observers pointed out that the legal frameworks had become more restrictive and
difficult to conform to by independent and opposition media, the mass media supply only
slightly changed. Interestingly, even though in 2014, Fidesz won its second two-thirds
national legislative supermajority, this was due to the new Electoral Code (2011)
implemented by them — tailored to Fidesz’s electoral needs (Addm 2019). In fact, Fidesz
vote count was lower than in 2006 when PM GYURCSANY’s MSZP had defeated them,>®

but still translated into two-thirds of the seats in the parliament.

Therefore after 2014, Fidesz-linked actors focused heavily in gaining control in media
companies, re-making their content output, amassing an overwhelming portfolio. After
such tendencies, in the general elections of 2018, Fidesz achieved its third supermajority

electoral landslide in the National Assembly with its highest vote count ever.

8 The level of media pluralism is one of the lowest in the EU (Bognar et al. 2019), and according to
evaluations from the Freedom House, Hungary’s quality of democracy ranks the lowest being the only “partly
free” country in the block. (Freedom House 2019)

59 This is at fairly similar turnout levels (2006: 67,83%; 2014: 61.84%).
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— CHAPTER SUMMARY —

After reviewing the main concepts through the lens of relationalism, the dissertation shifts its focus to
the interrelationship between the party system and the media in post-communist Hungary. This is due
to the limited development and influence of civil society in the country. The dissertation examines the
post-communist period from 1990 to 2020, dividing it into three main phases based on the stages of
party development:

1. the tripartite system (1990-1998),
2. the two-bloc system (1998-2010), and
3. the dominant party system (after 2010).

The chapter discovers that each period was governed by different media laws. The first media law came
into effect in 1997, and the second in 2011. (Immediately after the transition to democracy, the country
lacked comprehensive media legislation.) As a result, the periods of investigation will be adjusted to
these critical junctures later on.

The literature review on the political economy of media in Hungary identifies a clear line of scholarship
that attests to a clear trend: increasing political and business pressures on media outlets to influence
their output thereby maximising political power and influence. Simply put, during the first two periods,
there was a growing left-liberal dominance within a pluralistic media landscape. However, the right-
wing Fidesz party, which continuously worked to expand its media network, not only surpassed this
dominance but, after achieving a two-thirds constitutional supermajority in legislative elections in 2010,
began pressuring and dismantling opposition and independent networks by various, concerted means,
even within civil society.
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CHAPTER III. RESEARCH DESIGN

— CHAPTER OVERVIEW —

This chapter precises and operationalises the concepts introduced in the previous chapter. It consists of
three main parts.

1. the case selection,
2. the research question, and
3. the analytical methods.

This dissertation is a single-country case study that focuses on Hungary, selected as a strategic case
due to its key role in populism studies. It studies purposively selected sample of civil society
organisations and media outlets despite limitations in data availability and generalizability. The aim is
to select organisations that are influential, represent multiple segments of the political spectrum, and
are diverse in their modes of operation. This purposive selection strategy is designed to identify multiple
potential ways of the impact of the party system.

This dissertation aims to provide a relationalist political economic analysis of populism’s impact in
post-communist Hungary. It investigates how populism affects civil society and the media from 1990 to
2020, focusing particularly on the period from 2010 to 2020. The research question explores the
influence of the party system on civil society and media — expecting to reveal trends such as populist
capture of or pressure on civil society organisations as well as media outlets.

The dissertation utilises temporal social network analysis (tSNA) to reconstruct civil society media and
mass media chief editors’ professional connections based on their career histories. This analysis is
supplemented by qualitative insights and cross-checked data to address the influence of populism on
media structures and practices.

II1.1. Case selection

III.1.a. Why post-communist Hungary?

While the research problem, the relationship between populism on the one hand, and civil
society and the media system on the other is universal, this dissertation elects to provide an
intensive single-case study. Hungary serves as the case study context not only to correspond

to STARK and VEDRES’s investigation — even though they also justify their choice:

“Looking to comparisons beyond post-socialist cases, when and where
do political ties lead to polarisation of the economy (...) the Hungarian
and Chilean cases, for example are likely to be instructive. There
democracies emerged after communist and authoritarian rule,
respectively, political cleavages are clearly structured, and party politics
is a kind of national sport in each country. But despite sharp political
differences, the Chilean economy, in contrast to the Hungarian economy,
shows signs of immunity to political polarization.” (Stark and Vedres
2012, pp. 719-720)
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The effects of post-authoritarianism are also briefly considered by SCHMITT-BECK:

“...the post-authoritarian societies of East Germany and Spain are
characterized by a state of ‘pre-alignment.’ With democratization having
taken place only in the recent past, parties in these countries did not have
sufficient time to take root in society — arguably something that in some
of the new democracies actually may never happen, as they ‘leapfrogged’
(...) from their authoritarian past directly into the age of ‘postmodern’
politics, bypassing the stage of mass politics with its strong mutual
linkages between party organizations and social groups (...). As it seems
the importance of political communication for electoral behaviour
increases as the grip of political predispositions on electoral behaviour
gets weaker, leading to more electoral mobility.” (Schmitt-Beck 2004, p.
316)

— thus, arguably, it is a widespread, global phenomenon; perhaps to be explained with
global changes in information technology and media. But sticking to the central eastern
European context, in his grand endeavour to investigate political economic networks
among political and business elites, the US American scholar Roger SCHOENMAN reminds

the readers of the unique significance of the region:

“The post-socialist countries offer an opportunity to examine the parallel
development of a whole region in perhaps the closest approximation of a
social science laboratory. All the post-socialist countries were affected
by insider attempts to preserve the status quo of the early 1990s in the
context of states undermined by the collapse of state socialism. Yet, after
more than two decades, sharp differences in institutional development
are apparent even in neighbouring countries.” (Schoenman 2014, p. 29)

Hungarian politics in itself is a case worth studying due to the remarkable evolution of its
party system. Writing in 2006, political scientist ENYEDI Zsolt made the conclusion that
Hungary “exhibited a consolidated and concentrated party system.” (Enyedi 2006, p. 14)
Indeed, according to (Korosényi, Toth, and Torok 2007) as well as (Horvath and Soos
2015) in the 90s, Hungary went through four stages of party system development. However,
even though party politics in 2000s were about virtually two-bloc dynamics (between left-
wing MSZP and liberal SZDSZ in one bloc, and conservative Fidesz and MDF as the major
and junior parties, respectively, in the other bloc) — until this bipolar system broke down
in 2010. Many social scientists evaluate this as a regime change or democratic backsliding
(Greskovits 2015b) — contradicting expectations of international relations, democratic

theory, and “transitology”.
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In 2010, PM ORBAN’s Fidesz party has achieved a landslide two-thirds supermajority in
the national legislative elections — a feat they have managed to replicate three times in
2014, 2018, and 2022 as well while also showing remarkable electoral victories in
European parliamentary elections and local elections®® as well. Already in 2010, Fidesz re-
wrote Hungary’s constitution, changed basic laws (e.g. concerning the electoral system,
judiciary, media), and virtually re-shaped the country’s political economy. PM ORBAN and
his Fidesz party is virtually consensually seen as a populist; and based on the selectorate
theory (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003) — stressing political leaders’ most important
instinct, the extension of remaining in power for as long as possible — , it can be seen as
the most successful contemporary European case of it. Indeed, it is a less ubiquitous case
of not only populism in power, but populist hold on power for more than a decade —
without any major contestation to speak of. PM ORBAN is, at the moment of writing, the
longest-serving head of state or government in Hungarian history (since 1848) and in the
European Union currently. European leaders rivalling PM ORBAN’s time in office
(formerly, Chancellor MERKEL, or Presidents ERDOGAN and PUTIN) are either not labelled

I and international backlashes,

as populists or have had to face significant domestic¢
sanctions, economic downturns, and even war as Russia’s illegal invasion of Ukraine (since

2022) attests.

The Fidesz party virtually alone®? has been securing constitutional changes®® and electoral
supermajorities unlike any other European party or political movement while maintaining
a stable, growing economy. On the level of the political system, the influential scholars
who had coined the term competitive authoritarianism (Levitsky and Way 2010)
(describing hybrid regimes combining elements of democracy and autocracy) before PM
ORBAN’s populist took form named ten years later Hungary the clearest example thereof.

(Levitsky and Way 2020)

60 Only the latest October 2019 local elections saw Fidesz waver by losing the capital Budapest’s mayoral
seat to a joint opposition candidate, KARACSONY Gergely Szilveszter as well as a few other bigger towns in
the countryside. Overall, on the national level, Fidesz still secured landslide electoral victories.

6l e.g. popular protests in Moscow and Istanbul — although there have been a few peaceful protests in
Hungary, their scale and impact have been nowhere near as significant as those in Russia and Turkey.

62 Officially, in coalition with the Christian Democratic People’s Party (KDNP). However, KDNP barely
fields candidates on their own, its existence as a parliamentary working group can be regarded as a technique
to boost Fidesz in parliamentary work. See footnote 53.

%3 There have been constitutional changes (nowhere near the full reform of the constitution as it happened in
Hungary in 2011) in Turkey by means of a popular referendum where a simple majority of the votes sufficed.
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Therefore, the Hungarian party system merits close attention, and may hold important
lessons for international political economy, democratisation theory, and populism studies.
However, as a single-case study, the universal limits of generalisability apply. The

uniqueness of Hungarian politics must be considered as a constraint as well.

Single-case studies are powerful tools for some purposes like explorative research — as in
the case of the present dissertation —, they fall short in attaining other goals, naturally.
This dissertation argues that Hungary, with its unique position as a key case of populism,
offers valuable insights that can be universally applicable. Hungary’s ability to sustain
populist power over an extended period makes it an ideal subject for studying the strategic
approach to populism, as well as for exploring the broader theoretical framework of
political economy—an often underutilized perspective in populism studies. So, what this

single-country case study of Hungary hope to achieve?

The Hungarian case provides a practical testing ground for examining the changes in civil
society and media operating conditions. As these conditions evolve—whether deteriorating
or improving—elsewhere, understanding their trajectory in Hungary under populism can
offer critical insights. It allows researchers to ask, “Is this populism at work?” or to
speculate on the potential impacts of rising populism on media and civil society in other

contexts, leading to practical insights and solutions.

II1.1.b. The case study method: explorative single-country case study

Hungary’s experience can reinforce or challenge core ideas about populism, particularly
concerning intermediation, mediating players, and their roles in constraining or resisting
powerholders. This case contributes to the ongoing debate on the conceptualization of
populism: is it merely rhetoric, or does it also encompass policy decisions and institution-
building beyond ideological considerations? Additionally, it addresses the “travelling
problem” critique, which suggests that strategic populism is only applicable in under-
institutionalized environments outside Europe (Moffitt 2020, p. 21). Hungary’s case may
reveal how even more institutionalized political systems can turn populist, possibly due to

populism’s impact on civil society and media.

Beyond these issues, this single-case study demonstrates the potential to construct new
theoretical foundations for the well-established discipline of populism studies. This
dissertation aims to interrelate populism studies with relational sociology — a novel

approach that could yield new insights for both theory and practice. Furthermore,
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Hungary’s case offers a similar opportunity to explore the intersection of selectorate theory,
the concept of autocratisation, and relationalism. This exploratory attempt seeks to integrate
these theoretical streams in a real-world setting using social network analysis methods, with
the hope of producing fruitful results. The next section will lay the methodological

groundwork to support this endeavour.

II1.2. The research question

To provide a relationalist political economic account of the impact of populism in post-

communist Hungary, it poses the following research question:

How has the party system under populism affected civil society and the
media in post-communist Hungary?

As preceding chapters precise the terms utilised in this research question, there remains
only one terminological precision needed to be made: the meaning of the qualifier “post-
communist”. Naturally, there are a number of different understandings of this term in
political sciences. However, it is used throughout this research only to denote the larger
timeframe of the enquiry, the years 1990-2020,%* and its closer focus on actors and
relationships between 2010 and 2020. It is meant to be a neutral adjective to denote this
context. Adding to this, on 2 May 2020, the day of the 30" anniversary of convening the
first freely elected Hungarian Parliament after the Soviet occupation and one-party state
communism, the National Assembly adopted a political resolution “officially” naming the
period between 1990 and 2012 “post-communism”. (Magyar K6zlony 2020) The resolution
was adopted solely by the votes of the governing supermajority of populist Fidesz. 2012
was selected as the end point of “post-communism” because on the 1 January that year,
Hungary’s Basic Law entered into force (ibid.) — written and adopted by Fidesz’
governing supermajority. Disregarding this politically motivated terminology, this
dissertation calls the entire three-decades-long era as post-communist and makes it its

period of investigation.

Besides terminology, the research question also problematises the line of the inquiry.

Asking a reverse question is also reasonable: it is perfectly logical and legitimate to assume

% Throughout the entire dissertation, the period of investigation between 1990 and 2020 means all the full
years from 1 January 1990 to 31 December 2020. Only “decades” are used in a looser sense, usually denoting
the distinct periods (1990-1997, 1998-2010, 2011-2020). However, these looser periods are meant to also
denote the first year from 1 January until the end year, finishing on 31 December unless otherwise noted.
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that civil society and the media have an impact on populism and the party system. Actually,
strictly adhering to relationalist principles would not permit constructing such overarching
categories of actors such as “civil society”, “media”, and “populists” to begin with; but for
the sake of practical, empirical data collection and analysis, the sample selection (discussed
later in this dissertation) addresses this issue. For investigating the reverse relationship, the
effect of civil society and the media would be even more difficult to operationalise for two
reasons. One, assuming a direct relationship, one needed to find direct participation of civil
society and media actors in political organisations which qualify as populist in line with the
understanding of this research. While this is not necessarily impossible even in Hungary,
instances of such direct participation are certainly the exception rather than the norm. Two,
investigating the indirect relationship would require the assessment of how civil society
and media influence the electorate (either as participants in civil society organisations or
consumers of media — who then act in their capacity of citizens voting for populist
candidates and parties, abstaining, or voting for other candidates). Even if electoral data is
sufficiently rich in Hungary since the 1990s; the same cannot be said about civil society
and media either on the “input” side (detailed, transparent lists of membership and
employment, activities, transactions, and financial reports), or the “output” side (civil
society events databases, charity reports, media consumption statistics). The last example,

the lack of media consumption data

is even more problematic as some media
organisations look back to decades of operation, and they provide their content to vast

multitudes.

Naturally, data availability is not the main reason behind the line of questioning. This
dissertation relies on a theoretical and an empirical justification for it. Theoretically,

relationalist principles prescribe a focus on human individuals as research subjects and

%5 This has been confirmed in personal communication with Hungarian media scholars and experts. A major
reason for this is the financial value and importance of audience measurements to private media enterprises
and their advertisers. Data about media consumption and media organisations’ audience reach influence the
advertising revenues of commercial television broadcasters, the largest media enterprises in Hungary.
Therefore, this private business data is not openly, readily available. Whenever TV channels publish such
statistics, they usually prefer to do so using different indicators which (e.g. specific demographic distributions,
share of audiences at specific times during the day or other time frames, etc.) highlight their activities,
audience reach ahead of their competitors, showcasing themselves in more flattering market positions over
their competitors. Hence this data is not only difficult to compare due to different units of measurement, but
also of somewhat unreliable quality.

This dissertation finds that it is a major shortcoming of our societies — in our understanding of ourselves,
our socio-political situations — that we still do not possess richly detailed, open, transparent, easily and
readily accessible data about what not only civil society and media organisations (their internal organisational
and external financial backgrounds), but also firms and political organisations influence our daily discourses
and to what extent despite some of the best (and worst) efforts to increase transparency.
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units of observation — without, as much as possible, aggregating them into groups. Hence
even if all, detailed media consumption data from 1990 onwards would be readily available,
the research of the reverse relationship (how civil society and the media influence
populism) would lose much of its relationalist character. Empirically, however, the
relevance of the reverse relationship also comes into question as suggested in the previous
paragraph. Namely, examples of how political actors and their motives carried out changes
in the civil society and the media system have been numerous — while the reverse, even if
important, only caused few noteworthy changes. In the 2010s, even somewhat less
conscious media consumers themselves have noticed momentous changes in the Hungarian
media (Hann et al. 2020), let alone more avid media consumers, audiences. Indeed, the
large-scale changes (already reviewed in the contextual chapter of this dissertation) have

given a strong impetus for this research to take place.

Corresponding to the novel, somewhat experimental (with regards to its epistemic
foundations) as well as exploratory character of this dissertation, this research does not
establish testable hypotheses. “In some kinds of research, it is impossible or unnecessary
to set out with hypotheses” as (Lewis-Beck, Bryman, and Futing Liao 2004b) puts it — and
this is expected to be the case in this dissertation. Complex, abstract concepts are at play
that are traced to a unique set of individuals — who, in turn, are not selected for their
representativeness, but rather for their roles a professional elite to create a balanced sample.
While studying and analysing the interpersonal interaction network within this sample is
can be used to test a theoretical understanding of strategic populism that would seek to
reconfigure civil society and the media to connect with large number of followers (based
on WEYLAND’s definition), strict, exactly measurable hypotheses are difficult to posit.
Forming precise hypotheses would also be difficult based on the argument that in
Hungary’s case, populism could flourish due to the “weakness” or “lack of alternatives”
offered by civil society and media. Finding accurate, quantifiable measures appropriate to
this research subject is also difficult because of the lack of similar studies in this field. This
exploration should not suffer from a common issue of hypothesis testing that “in many
situations, the decision as to whether one should declare a hypothesis confirmed or falsified
may be just a matter of a few percentage points' difference between attitudes or behaviours

in survey findings.” (Lewis-Beck, Bryman, and Futing Liao 2004a)

The novelty of this work — and the formulation of the research question that propels it —

should be seen as a virtue. This is because it is an attempt to put into practice relationalism
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that has been suffering from the lack of'its practical uses. Similarly, being a minority stream
within populism studies, empirical studies using the strategic approach are relatively few
and far in between. The specific case of Hungary — while an instructive one —, is also
less often studied one. Even though detailed analyses do exist,® out of this relative
multitude, few use the strategic populism conceptualisation, and, expectedly, even fewer
apply methods that are amenable to relationalism like social network analysis (an important
counter-example being a cross-country case study by (Schnyder et al. 2024)). The novelty

of this research might bring about new possibilities.

The motivation of this research has been to uncover previously unconsidered or unseen
relationships and phenomena. Using new perspectives and tools even on “old” problems
has this potential — and once this happens, even theoretical considerations can spawn very
practical interventions and solutions. By using a minority school of thought on populism
and marrying it with other theories of political economy on a novel epistemological basis,
the present dissertation’s aim is not to create a strange mixture of ideas, but to chart a way
to new insights that can inspire other researchers as well as practitioners to find better ways
of working — increasing efficiencies and reducing redundancies whether in society,
industry, their own workplaces and social settings, or private lives. On a grand scale, this
can also be formulated as a sort of “populist” argument: using new ideas and tools can
improve our societies by identifying and spotlighting “elite misbehaviour” — when the
elected or selected do not represent their constituents, when they pursue their limited self-
interest even against that of their constituents’, let alone the common good. A seemingly
rising, rather novel®’ challenge like populism calls for new perspectives on problems, new

tools for solutions.

With all these considerations in mind, however, the research question and its context give
rise to a set of assumptions and expectations regarding the results of the research. It expects
to uncover two main phenomena or trends. One, showing also visually, thanks to the
applied analytical methods — a populist capture and take-over of the Hungarian civil
society and media within the network sample. This expectation is derived from both

Hungarian and international academic literature. This assumption is supported by major

% See for example (Adém 2018; 2019; A. Antal 2017; Csehi 2021; Paris 2022; T. Téth 2020), or a highly
intriguing political economic account (currently forthcoming): (Rogers 2024) — only to name a few.

67 Although it may be noted that populist phenomena (depending on the definition of the term) have been
traced back to diverse historical settings from the early 20" century all the way back to ancient Rome and
Greece. See for example (Kenny 2023)
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strands of Hungarian media studies (see authors like BAJOMI-LAZAR, BATORFY, URBAN,
etc.) and civil society studies (Kover 2015; Ger6 et al. 2022).% Two, within international
populism research, the claims that populism attempts institutional capture (Chesterley and
Roberti 2018) that affect media and civil society. As to the former, the claim that media
policy failures (Freedman 2018) create conditions that are amenable to ownership
concentration (Schnyder et al. 2024)% in favour of populism creates a strong logical basis
for this dissertation’s assumption. Hence in this research, under the influence of the populist
party system, there is an expectation of seeing a new network form that features individuals
joining the sample at a later time, and being connected to fellow professionals who are
related to populist actors or organisations. As to civil society, it is not only the theoretical
aversion of populism (Osborne 2021) to independent actors intermediating between politics
and private life, but also empirical evidence of attempts by populist power holders even in
established democracies like Austria (Schnyder et al. 2024) that justifies the expectation.
This dissertation might be able to capture the rise of an “uncivil society” (Ruzza 2009)
(Ates 2021; Ruzza 2020) under the influence of the populist party system. On the reverse

of this argument, to counter-act this trend, the analysis may also show bursts of organisation

by long-standing actors “resisting” populist take-over by collaborating.

These expectations are rather broadly cast — testable hypotheses would be difficult to

establish based on them. The exact trends that this dissertation may see arise are also subject

8 One might consider the eternal issue of normative bias, supposing that researchers belonging to these
strands of literature all have left-wing attitudes. The present research, without further considering this issue
in detail refuses this argument for three main reasons.

First, epistemically, the possibility of value-free research is severely limited. As long as value choices do not
remain hidden in order to manipulate readers, this is considered natural here.

Second, and also related to the first argument is that according to researchers who, for example, show or
assume a pro-Fidesz media dominance are also ready to acknowledge that prior to the 2010s, a left-wing
media dominance existed. (See for example (Bajomi-Lazar 2015)) Scientific efforts to disprove the 2010s’
pro-Fidesz media dominance have not been convincing (c.f. (Batorfy 2018)). What is more, there are right-
wing-affiliated public personalities who are willing to concede this (Kreft-Horvath 2022) — even a high-
ranking official, Balazs ORBAN who also serves as PM ORBAN’s political director [no family relationship
between the two ORBANs] openly articulated the underlying strategy: “Whoever controls the media of a
country controls the mindset of that country” (Barnoczki 2020). Hence the issue of right-wing, pro-Fidesz
media dominance should not be considered controversial; even many Fidesz supporters see their side as
dominant in media ownership and control according to multiple studies, as reported by (Unyatyinszki 2020)
— although PM Orbén seems to remain fond on this idea, see (Orban 2021).

Third, this research sees long-established lines of consecutive scholarship behind the referred schools of
thought, increasing the reliability and credibility of these works. I am not aware of a consistent, well-founded
stream of a right-leaning counter-school.

% This recent publication deserves a special mention for using social network analysis methods on the case
study of Hungary between 2000 and 2020 that makes it one of the most similar studies to this present one.
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to the sample itself. Hence the study turns to the case selection method and sample selection

criteria to further precise the construction of the analysis.
II1.3. Operationalisation

II1.3.a. Sample selection

II1.3.a: I. The organisational level: the most influential Hungarian civil society

organisations and media outlets

To put the most important principles of this research effort into empirical action, a great
number of limitations need to be put in place. The key concepts and the interrelationships
to be studied among them — especially with the high standards required by the relationalist
epistemic principles underlying this research — necessitate a vast amount of information

and data.

Much of this data is, however, unfortunately impossible to gather for many reasons. The
most acute problem is the lack of survival of reliable historical data: simply, too much time
has passed to reconstruct many details of actors, events, and processes decades ago in the
Hungarian civil society and the media. Archiving (even online archiving like that of the
Wayback Machine) or otherwise preserving historical information — especially in a single,
standardised, transparent manner that would also contain relational data — has not been

part of civil society and media practices, or any organisation for that matter.

Moreover, while Hungary is a relatively small country, the possible range of information
is massive due to a fairly large media sector (looking back decades of activity) and a great
multitude of civil society organisations. Even if most of these groups and organisations in
the two spheres were small, passive or only slightly active, a massive amount of data could

be generated.

Hence this dissertation must limit its focus to only the influential parts of civil society and
media — select a small, manageable sample whose members can be reasonably well
observed. The aim is not to make the findings generalisable. Rather, it is to study the most
significant, highly influential interrelationships — and analyse whether the impact of

populism can be identified therein.

This necessitates the creation of a balanced sample rather than a representative one. This is

not simply a practical consequence of data availability. Representativeness comes with its
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own set of challenges and trade-offs even in the case of non-relational research (Kertzer
and Renshon 2022); one of which is, of course, related to the sample size — a particular
challenge for the present study due to data availability issues.”® Representativeness is also
of lesser importance for a piece of exploratory elite research applying social network
analysis than for a descriptive or deductive multivariate large-N statistical analysis.
Assembling a balanced sample, then, comes with its own set of criteria — with its particular
challenges and due critique as well. Naturally, this comes with the “usual” sample selection
bias problem. The effects of the party system under populism may be more understated or
overstated in the sample population of this study than in other populations. However, it can
be assumed that if populism impacts interrelationships among the most influential civil
society groups and media organisations, due to its nature as a political strategy, the less
relevant parts of the public sphere have been affected, too — although to determine the
precise avenues and volume of effects on unstudied parts of the civil society and media
required a separate research effort. Indeed, if this research detects impact, future research
could determine whether it is limited to the “elite” of civil society and media, or, perhaps,

it is even more pronounced among smaller, less significant organisations.

With these caveats in mind, the research aims to determine the range of the most influential,
significant actors in the civil society and the media. The dissertation aims to put political
relevance on the top of the agenda. Uncovering relations between actors who otherwise do
not find interest in each other would be pointless — even though all things can become
politicised, it is important to filter out media and civil society that do not deal with political
subjects and are specialised in non-political affairs, for example, amateur sports

associations, art journals, chess clubs, or sports broadcasters.

In the case of civil society, determining relevance and influence is relatively more difficult.
Reducing this complex sphere of activities, functions, goals and purposes to certain aspects
of organisations (NGOs) necessarily takes away important features of civil society, but for
pragmatic reasons, it is necessary. To select the most influential organisations from all
NGOs in Hungary, this research relies on the metric of the amount of financial support
received from the population in the time period of the focused investigation, 2010-2020.
While an imperfect metric, I argue that it is not only a convenient, but also pertinent, useful

category of data. This is only partially due to the absence of structured datasets about

"0 In practical terms, each added research subject requires the (sometimes manual) re-calculation or re-
assessment of the network on an N—1 scale, over the entire period of investigation, more than 30 full years.
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membership or activities. There is a lack of consistent monitoring of the population’s
awareness of NGOs from academia, the state, or civil society. Three key surveys on this
subject were conducted only after the 2010s (Political Capital 2020; 2021b; 2023). These
hint at an improving tendency: even though only less than a third of Hungarians could name
an NGO in 2020 active on the national level, and even fewer could name one that is active
locally (Political Capital 2020) — this went up to almost 49% by 2022 (Political Capital
2023)). Nevertheless, these limited surveys cannot confirm a solid trend — and suggest
that before 2020, NGOs’ popular recognition were very low. Also, they show a contested
view of civil society — with views divided especially on political civil society. In 2021, a
third of Hungarians thought that NGOs should not concern themselves with politics
(Political Capital 2021b, p. 10); and some of the most well-known “political” NGOs’! were
not regarded as “civil society” by about a half of respondents. In addition, across the three
main surveys, it is not only the fact that charities and environmental organisations feature
as the most well-known NGOs Hungary, but also the volatility of the recognition and
awareness of political NGOs that discourage selecting them for this dissertation’s analytical
sample. As the subject of civil society organisations have become more politicised (see for
example (Kékai and Bejma 2022)) in the period of investigation chiefly by Fidesz and the
observation that “...Hungarians support the integrative, charity role rather than the
political function of civil society organisations” (Mikecz 2020, p. 12), the amount of
financial support received from the population has been chosen as the proxy for social
influence. There is further basic logical support for this, too: as a rule of thumb, it is to be
expected that “unpopular” or less active, less influential organisations are unlikely to gather
high amounts donations. While those that are active, in touch with the general public, and
influence more people can logically receive more donations. Hungary’s relatively easy and

well-known system of income tax donations further supports this logic.

In 1996, a law was adopted in Hungary according to which taxpayers can donate 1% of the
personal income taxes to a civil society organisation and 1% to an established church,

religious organisation.”? The practice went through only a few minor changes, and now

" These are usually human rights organisations like the Hungarian Civil Liberties Union (Tarsasag a
Szabadsagjogokért — TASZ), the Hungarian Helsinki Committee (Magyar Helsinki Bizottsdg) — but even
the Civil Union Forum Movement (Civil Osszefogas Forum — COF) can fall into this category. The latter
qualifies as a government-organised non-governmental organisation (GONGO). (See for example (Kakai and
Bejma 2022)) Establishing and maintaining GONGOs can be reasonably seen as a populist strategy.

72 The practice is known as “the one percent of personal income tax” [“Személyi jovedelemado 1%”] or even
after its abbreviation, the “donation of the one percent of the personal income tax” [“SZJA 1% felajanlasa”].
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looks back to two and half decades of history. It has become a rather well-known “social
institution” in the Hungarian tax code; at the time when annual personal income tax
declarations are to be made in Hungary (usually in late spring), many NGOs organise — at
times, even elaborate — campaigns and drives to solicit tax donations. It is relatively easy
to donate, too — virtually “free” money which is either way deducted as personal income
tax. Taxpayers need to fill out a form, less than a page long (for both the “civil” 1% and
the “church” 1%), in which they need to declare the name of the sponsored organisation
and its official short ID number. In recent years, these income tax 1% donations can be
declared online, too, on the Hungarian National Tax Bureau’s user-friendly website. For
all these reasons, I argue that donating the 1% of someone’s personal income tax to a civil
society organisation is virtually the easiest way of participating in civil society — but,
naturally, it is not synonymous with it or in itself, can hardly count as activism. But since
many NGOs take this financial option seriously, too, the amount of financial support
received from the population is a relatively good indicator of how organised, well-

established and —managed, —supported, and how well-known an NGO is.

While the Hungarian tax authorities usually publish data online (Nemzeti Ado— és
Véamhivatal (National Tax and Duties Office), 2003) about the annual amounts of tax
donations, these databases are much less user-fruendly: in the period of the current
investigation, there are whole years missing, and in some cases, the data is almost either
unreadable or patchy. Yet, it is possible to construct a reliable image of trends in how much
financial support NGOs obtain yearly. Generally, even though it is simple and rather well-
known way to participate in the civil society, only a fraction of taxpayers donate 1% of
their income tax which is usually distributed among hundreds of NGOs. Organisations with
charitable causes feature on the top of the list of donations received. In the 2010s, well-
known children hospital foundations, organisations to support people with serious illnesses,
ambulance services, animal shelters rank the highest. The dissertation argues that these
organisations cannot really be related to the main concept of this research, populism and
the party system. Even though anything could be politicised, these organisations serve
limited, non-political purposes which have fallen far away from politics at least in the time
period investigated; even if some of the NGOs (or even state institutions referred here) are
aimed at correcting state and public policy failures, like providing better healthcare, social
and environmental protection, or education for specific social groups (e.g. school

associations), health demographics (e.g. cancer patients).
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Referring back to the selection criterion of political relevance, while it is not a precisely
defined notion, it is a sufficiently applicable standard: after ranking NGOs on the basis of
their annual amounts of tax donations received, the research looks for cues of significant,
outspokenly national or local political activity, participation, or open dissemination of
clearly political information. Within the many hundreds of overwhelmingly charitable,
apolitical foundations, groups, and NGOs, a few organisations stand out. Beyond only three
human rights, and religious-cultural foundations,” throughout the 2010s, it is consistently

four civil society media organisations that feature prominently on the list:

e Free Lane! Foundation [Szabad Savot Alapitvany]
which supports the otherwise commercial Budapest radio station “Club Radio”
[Klubradio],

e Radio Maria Public Benefit Association [Maria Radio Kozhasznu Egyesiilet]
which operates nationally the volunteer religious media outlet “Radio Maria”
[Maria Radio],

e Forbidden Cultural Foundation [Tilos Kulturalis Alapitvany]
operating the Budapest local civil society radio station “Forbidden Radio” /Tilos
Radio];

o TransparentNet Foundation [Atlatszénet Alapitviny]
which supports “Transparent” [Atldtsz6], a civil investigative journalism team and
online news website which also co-operates with Asimov Foundation /4simov

Alapitvany],” an NGO which has received sizeable 1% tax donations especially in
the first half of the 2010s.

The dissertation opts to focus on these organisations because taken together, they represent
relatively well-known, noteworthy sample composed out of organisations working for

different goals and with different ideological leanings and technologies.

Yet, they are compatible with and complement the other focus area, the media. Taken
together, they provide a suitable baseline to which commercial mass media can be
compared to — especially regarding the effect of the party system under populism. Even if
they are well-known (but not exactly household names in Hungary), their reach is usually
very limited — so they are expected to be less important for political and politically

affiliated actors to interfere with their employment and content output decisions. At the

3 “Hungarian Civil Liberties Union” (T4rsasag a Szabadsagjogokért, TASZ), “Faith and Morals Foundation”
(Hit és Erkolcs Alapitvany), “Christian UCB Media” (Keresztény UCB Média). Interestingly, Amnesty
International or other, internationally well-known human rights organisations do not make the top of the lists.

4 The Asimov Foundation also ranks among the top recipients of tax donations. The foundation says they are
working to support “...the free and efficient flow of information, community-based knowledge-building and
knowledge-sharing” in the Hungarian society. (Asimov Alapitvany (Asimov Foundation) 2021) In these
efforts, they openly refer to Atlatszo.
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same time, collaboration between mass media and civil society media may be expected to
be more likely than other types of NGOs and mass media — hence a sample constructed
this way may provide a better test of the hypothetical “resistance” against the impact of

populism.

The idea of constructing a balanced sample also needs to take into account the diversity of
forms of media (chiefly, whether its broadcast television, radio, online, etc.) and achieve a
reasonable mix within the sample. Along these lines, to meaningfully compare civil society
media and mass media regarding the impact of populism, the dissertation selects the most
influential, relevant mass media outlets based on their audience sizes. While as already
argued, such databases and statistics are not necessarily reliable, it is rather
commonsensical to select the four most widely consumed mass media outlets — they are
essentially household names in Hungary as some of the already cited primary and
secondary sources suggest (c.f. (Vasarhelyi 1999a; Z. Antal and Scherer 2005; Nemzeti
Média— és Hirkozlési Hatésag (NMHH) 2023b), etc.) While the sizes of their audiences
have changed over the last decade, it is remarkable that there are also four mass media
outlets which consistently reached the largest audiences (each approximately between one
and two million people), the two first free access, nationally broadcasted commercial
television stations and the two largest online news portals — all outlets launched at the end
of the 1990s:
e RTL Klub

commercial TV channel launched in 1997. Because of its diverse programming,

the study focuses on the organisation of its main prime time news programme,

“Newscast” [Hirado].

o TV2
commercial TV channel launched in 1997. Because of its diverse programming,

the study focuses on the organisation of its main prime time news programme,
“Facts” [Tenyek].

o Origo.hu
online news portal started in 1998;
o [ndex.hu

online news portal started in 1999.

They all add different elements to the sample regarding their organisational and ideological

backgrounds, types of media and technologies, and eventful histories in the past decades.”

75 The sample, of course, can be criticised for being non-exhaustive, and important, influential mass media
outlets across the political spectrum were not included in it, for example, 24.hu, HVG, 444, national public
service media (TV and radio), HirTV, ATV. They were discarded in favour of mass media outlets that more
consistently featured among the most widely consumed media in the country. For example, 24.hu, launched
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Thus, taken together with the selected civil society media organisations, they provide a

balanced, diverse elite study.

K L U B

Media outlet’s name Organisation type | Media type
2 private TV
RTL Klub private TV
Origo.hu private online
Index.hu private online
Tilos Radio civil society radio
Maria Radio civil society radio
mixed
Klubridio (civil society- radio
supported private
organisation)
Atldtsz6 civil society online

in 2010, had a lot smaller reach before its re-branding from Hir24 (News24) in the middle of the decade. Or,
while HVG or the public broadcasters were active throughout the entire period of investigation, they, too, had
been essentially dwarfed by the twin commercial TV broadcasters, TV2 and RTL Klub consistently. The
same is essentially true for HirTV (News TV) or ATV, even though they play a special role in informing
important (partisan) segments of the politically interested public (right— and left-wing, respectively, even
though the latter’s affiliation comes into question due to its owner’s close proximity with a church whose
ideology and organisation is often tightly linked with Fidesz, see for example the journalistic analysis of
(Rényi 2018a). Even though some of the expectations reported by RENYI did not stand the test of time, the
reported relationships therein remain accurate).
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111.3.a: I1. The individual level: chief editors’ professional connections and interaction

network

But the focusing and specification of the study cannot end here as the underlying
epistemological framework demands a specific focus on human individuals and their
interpersonal interactions. Ranging from the smallest volunteer organisation to the largest
national TV broadcaster, multiple hundreds of people have participated and worked at the
selected media outlets in the thirty years of post-communist period, and even in the period
of the scrutiny, the 2010s. Hence, further limitations are applied in line with the above
requirements: prominence and comparability. Here, several roles or functions could be
argued to deserve the attention of the research. Founders, directors and CEOs, producers,
volunteers, media managers, and journalists could all play an important role in comparison.
This research pinpoints the specific role of the editor-in-chief or chief editor as the most
significant, directly comparable, and relatively transparent unit of observation. Editors-in-
chief are the most prominent journalists who are responsible for their outlets’ contents as a
whole — and are, most of the time, answerable to founders, owners, or CEOs — and
business interests — who aim to make their media outlets profitable or at least financially
sustainable. They are directly comparable because unlike a founder (often the most
prominent member at NGOs), a leader, or a director, CEO (in business organisations), every
media outlet in the sample had at least one person who can be identified as such or had a
very similar role. (Special cases, circumstances, and exceptions are naturally, reported in
the analysis section.) I argue that the roles are relatively transparent because for the most
part it is straightforward to determine and trace who is the natural person, human individual
who holds the position of chief editor of major media organisations (whether civil society
or mass media) in Hungary — although over the course of this research, there were obvious
pain points in this regard. For the selected news outlets, it is possible to determine with
almost full certainty (with up to months precision) who the editors-in-chief of a media
organisation or its main news programme was in the 2010s. The same could not be said
about such important members of the organisations as owners, directors, producers — or

individual journalists whose selection would definitely result in a large, numerous sample.

70



Name of the

editor-in-chief

Time in position

(between 2010-2020)

Selected due

to position at

BODOKY Tamas since 2011 Atlatszo
DUDAS Gergely 2013-2017
DUuULL Szabolcs 2019-2020
MESZAROS Zso6fia 20112013
Index
SZOMBATHY Pal 2020
TOTH-SZENESI Attila 2017-2019
UJ Péter 20002011
PATAKI Gabor since 2014
Klubradio
VICSEK Ferenc 20102014
PRONTVAI Vera since 2016 Maria Radio
GABOR Laszl6 since 2017 and 2015, respectively Origo and
GYORGY Bence 2016-2017 and 20102015, respectively TV2
GAZDA Albert 20112013
PALMAI L. Akos 2014-2017 ,
Origo
SALING Gerg6 2013-2014
WEYER Balazs 20002011
KoTrOCZO Rébert since 2001 RTL Klub
DAVID Ferenc since 2002 Tilos Radi6
AZURAK Csaba 2015-2016
KOHEGYI Anna 20162017 TV2
TOTH Tamas Antal 20172019

To sum up the description of the sample selection and the units of observation: this

dissertation analyses

e the interpersonal interactions and their networks

o between 1 January 1990 and 31 December 2020 among
e the editors-in-chief

o who held their positions between 1 January 2010 and 31 December 2020
e of eight Hungarian media organisations
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o out of which is four civil society media outlets selected on the basis of most
financial support received from the population (personal income tax
donations):

" Atlatszo,
= Maria Radio,
= Klubradio, and
= Tilos Radi6; and
o four largest mass media outlets based on their audience sizes:

= Origo

= Index

= TV2

= RTL Klub.

These interpersonal interaction network structures are studied and investigated for the
effects of the party system under populism. But the question remains how to operationalise

these interpersonal interaction networks.

Endless aspects of human life come with interpersonal interaction. Therefore, naturally,
further restrictions need to be applied in focusing the research — corresponding to the same
criteria already applied in the sample selection. It is logical to select the professional,
collegial interactions among them in line with the aims of the research, assessing the impact
of populism on civil society and the media. Observing such interactions is possible in great
many ways, ranging from some very intensive participatory methods that may be highly
subjective — to others can be more objectively reified into standardised data. This research
aims to approach data collection as neutrally as possible, therefore, it elects to interrelate
the selected editors-in-chief on the basis of shared memberships in the same professional
organisations for at least a year. That is to say, the research assumes interpersonal
interactions among two chief editors if they spent at least one year simultaneously as
employees (regardless of their professional positions) at the same workplace (usually,
media outlets) between 1990 and 2020. This methodological choice may also appear
arbitrary. Obviously, this approach does not guarantee that the same workplace at the same
time would mean real interactions; or that they would be “positive” interactions at all. On
its reverse, not having the same workplace at the same time does not mean the lack of
interactions, either. Nevertheless, it is a practical and realistic assumption amidst Hungarian
media practices. Under the circumstances of long-standing polarisation in the Hungarian
media system, working and belonging to the same outlet carries a certain degree of mutual
understanding and professional (journalistic) as well as political similarities. Therefore, it
is suitable for encapsulating professional interrelationships, dynamic behaviours and

strategies, as well as traces of political effects.
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Moreover, it is amenable to multiple sources of data collection for improved precision. As
this research primarily relies on quantitative methods, it first reconstructs the career

trajectories of each selected editor-in-chief. To do so, the research utilises information from

o the selected media outlets themselves as sources — as outlets often report on their
personnel changes —;
e other online websites — always critically evaluating the validity of the information;
e as well as online search regarding the individual chief editors;
o the identified social media profiles editors-in-chief (LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter,
etc.);
e sometimes using individual outreach to confirm information.
These sources and the evidence they provide are always interrelated, and only reliable,
cross-checked, hierarchical information is marked in the career trajectories. A professional
organisation is only entered in chief editor’s year-by-year records if there is evidence that
for the most part of the year, he or she credibly worked at the organisation in question. (And
when necessary, multiple organisations are marked in the same year under the same in an
individual chief editor’s record.)’® Ultimately, the outcome is a sheet with each selected
chief editor’s name and the organisations they worked at year by year between 1990 and

2020.

Then, professional careers, trajectories are compared. If in the same year an organisation is
featured multiple times under different editors-in-chief, those editors-in-chief are marked
as dyads: having strong chances of interpersonal interactions for that year (and usually,
longer — for as long as the same professional organisation simultaneously features under
both actors’ records). Based on the database of shared memberships, the dyads and “chains”
of dyads, a network is formed among editors-in-chief. The time factor makes this a
temporal network: the dynamic changes — establishment and dissolution of dyads, cliques

(“sub-networks”) within the network is studied using temporal social network analysis

76 It also needs to be noted here that due to the manifold re-organisations and re-structuring of the public
service media in post-communist Hungary, for practical reasons, all branches and channels (whether radio
stations or frequencies (e.g. Magyar Radio, Kossuth Radio, Bartok Radio, Pet6fi Radid), and TV channels
(like MTV, M1, M2, Duna TV, etc. — the latter examples did not actually featured in the data)) are treated
as one and the same under the title “public media” (K6zmédia) regardless of the name and title of the outlet
at the time. This may link together people who worked at rather disconnected departments and outlets,
nevertheless, due to the state-led governance of the organisations, the basic assumption of a certain “value
community” still holds to some extent.
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(tSNA). The procedures for this are introduced in the next sub-section also touching upon

how the influence of populism is treated and identified.

Furthermore, after providing this quantitative, software-based tSNA of the collegial
networks among civil society media outlets’ and mass media outlets’ 2010-2020 chief
editors over their careers in the post-communist era (1990-2020), the research re-
contextualises the findings regarding the structural changes in the constructed network. For
that re-contextualisation, beyond the scholarship already overviewed and referred to,
naturally, multiple other sources are utilised. Most importantly, I have conducted dozens
of qualitative interviews, background talks, as well as written correspondence and outreach.
However, due to non-responses of key figures, inclusion of experts outside the studied
sample network, and the difficulty of reconciliation of disparate information and
circumstances, this research technique is not explicitly utilised in this research. Rather, I
use only insights that could be confirmed from independent sources — carefully cross-
examining media reports and, importantly, official data, e.g. on media ownership changes
in the period from the company register database Opten. (Opten 2014) When insights from

interviews or correspondence are used after all, they are clearly marked in the text.”’

Lastly, a note needs to be added about potential errors in the data collection process. As in
all human enterprises, it is entirely possible that incorrect information or mistakes have
happened in the compiling the data of this research. It is all the more probable due to what
I see as structural, systematic problems in the public sphere and its constitutive civil society
and media segments: ownership, membership, volunteering and hiring practices, financial
flows are either not transparent, or whenever reported and made available, they are not at
all or badly communicated. (So these problems range from no data to too much, badly
structured data — i.e. with full of character coding issues which renders databases
illegible.) All too often such prominent professionals’ as editors’-in-chief career is not
available openly; at times, it is difficult to determine who occupy leadership positions in
mass media. Nevertheless, this dissertation research, by utilising multiple sources of
information and meticulously cross-checking them in a manner that can be almost likened,
interestingly, to investigative journalism, has been able to provide a reliable dataset. The

re-contextualisation of the analysis — in the chapter which follows it — is, once again, a

71t is an important learning point of this dissertation project’s methodology that putting relationalist ideas
into action — especially with regards to qualitative research techniques such as semi-structured interviews
— necessitates a new approach to this old technique and even more careful preparation and reflection that
this dissertation could not undertake in addition for reasons of coherence.
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safeguard which serves to “double-check” the reliability of the collected data by comparing
their analysis to other kinds of evidence on the same (or a very similar) issue: changes in

the public sphere during populist governance.

The political economic context of civil society and the
media in Hungary (1990-2020)

Sample selection
organisational level
The four largest civil society media outlets and

the four largest private mass media outlets (2010-2020)
(Tilos Radio, Maria Radio, Klubradid, Atlatszo.hu, and TV2, RTL Klub, Origo.hu, Index.hu, respectively)

tSNA

individual level
Investigating the network structures of professional connections
(interpersonal interaction network) among the editors-in-chief of the same
outlets using temporal social network analysis (1990-2020)

II1.3.b. Analytical methods

Upon collecting data about professional, collegial interrelationships of among the selected
individual editors-in-chief, software-based tSNA is utilised to treat the compiled dataset.
Three packages of the free, open-source statistical software R — and, naturally, their
manuals — are used for this purpose: the packages “sna” (Butts 2020), “tsna” (Bender-
deMoll, Morris, and Moody 2021), and “ndtv”’ (Bender-deMoll and Morris 2021). Multiple
methodological works have aided the selection of the appropriate methods, metrics and
indicators as well as their application such as, amongst others, (Fuhse 2016; Mckether,
Gluesing, and Riopelle 2009; Scott 2017; Tang et al. 2009; L. Vicsek, Kiraly, and Koénya
2016), but the tutorial by (Brey 2018) deserves the highest praise. They allow for,
essentially, two types of social networks to be constructed: one, static and two, a dynamic,

temporal social network.

One, the “tsna” package enables the creation of the full-scale temporal network between
1990 and 2020. It serves to analyse the development of the network essentially in “real
time”, rather than creating arbitrary periodic snapshots. This is highlighted by the ability of

the package to create an animated visual of the changes in the structure of the network
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graph. This approach is not only more “visual” that some may find helpful. It can aid
process tracing as understanding dynamic, longitudinal processes can uncover or amplify
sequences that may remain unnoticed if one studies static networks only. Thanks to this
ability of taking into account the temporal factor behind causality, one can better test
common assumptions — in the case of this dissertation, tSNA can give us more insights
into the measure and nature of civil society and media “dominance” by political actors
across different periods of time (both purported and admitted by various political actors as
well as journalists and academics as discussed in the literature review). This is because
static SNA can mask separate, individual developments or processes by “lumping together”
structural changes over a longer period of time. While this can serve its purpose (for
example, logically speaking, some interactions take longer time or can become more
meaningful in the long term rather than the short term), relationalism demands us to look
for interactions and cause-effect relationships on the individual level first and foremost,

and as much as possible.

II1.3.b: I. Temporal social network analysis measurements

The animated, dynamic visual representation of the temporal social network development
is accompanied by metrics and measurements that are different from that of static SNA.

This dissertation uses three femporal social network analysis measurements:

e nominal edge formation count;

e nominal edge dissolution count; and

e network connectedness scores annually.
Nominal edge formation and dissolution counts are very simple metrics: they are simply
the total number of how many interrelationships (edges or ties) are formed or dissolved,
respectively, within a network over a certain period of time. This analysis will chart annual

edge formation and dissolution counts.

Network connectedness is a more technical indicator. It is one of the most widely used
measures of how cohesive, well-connected a given graph is — including also how much a
network resembles archetypal hierarchy’®. This measure returns a value on a scale of zero

(lowest) and one (highest). Zero means that the network is not at all connected, all nodes

8 See (Krackhardt 1994, pp. 93-96). Although the relaxation of the hierarchy condition was proposed by the
author himself, too (see (Everett and Krackhardt 2012)), using the original metric has become a standard in
social network analysis.
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(actors) unconnected. One indicates that all nodes (actors) are linked — with one node

(actor) appearing’® “higher” in the hierarchy.

I11.3.b: 1. Static social network analysis measurements
Two, the “sna” package serves to construct and analyse simpler, static social networks.

Thanks to this, firstly, one static social network is created which encompasses the entire
time period of the investigation (1990-2020) containing all the observed interrelationships
among the selected editors-in-chief. This means that in this “overarching”, complete social
network, ties accumulate overtime: even if an interrelationship was established only for a

short period of time in the early 1990s, it will stay on and “remain” in the network.

Then, secondly, to better account for these changes — the decomposition of ties,
communities, and cliques —, the analysis splits the period of observation into three parts.
These three parts cover the three periods of the party system development of post-
communist Hungary: 1990-1997, 1998-2010, and 2011-2020 — differing just one year
compared to the stages of party system development.®® This is to adjust to changes in the
media law whose major revisions entered into force in 1997 and 2011 as noted in the
contextual part of the Literature review chapter. Thus periods include the first full years on
the latest media law in force until a new one would be voted. Also, this avoids the issue of
dividing years into non-equal parts based on the date of the election and the convocation of
the first session of the National Assembly which usually happens in springtime.’! These
periods therefore correspond to the major political economic changes regarding media legal
regulations — impacting both civil society media outlets and mass media outlets. (As the
contextual chapter suggests, these changes are not unrelated to electoral periods and

governmental terms, either, even if they do not precisely match.)

7 More properly and formally:

“...in a digraph D, for each pair of points where one (P;) can reach another (Pj), the second (P))
cannot reach the first (P;). For example, in a formal organizational chart, a high-level employee can
‘reach’ through the chain of command her subordinate’s subordinate. If the formal organization is
working properly, this lower-level employee cannot simultaneously ‘reach’ (i.e., cannot be the boss
of a boss of) the higher-level employee”. (Krackhardt 1994, p. 97)

See also Figure 14 for a visual representation on page 101.
80 The periods of the party system development are the following: 1990-1998, 1998-2010, 2010-2020

81 As noted previously, these periods begin on 1 January of the first year indicated and end on 31 December
of the last year.
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This “slicing” of the overarching social network, in practical terms, results in the
construction of three separate static social networks. This means that ties in these separate
static social networks do not accumulate throughout the entire post-communist (1990—
2020) period — rather, only ties established in the same time periods are accounted for,
separately. For example, if two chief editors only worked together in the early 1990s, their

relationship will not be represented in the social network depicting the 2011-2020 period.
All constructed static networks, including

e the complete (1990-2020) social network,

e as well as the series of three split, roughly decade-long networks:
o the 1990-1997,
o the 1998-2010, and
o 2011-2020 static periodical social networks

are analysed using the same methods and basic metrics. Descriptive indicators are applied

on two levels: on the network level and on the individual level.

First, on the network level, all the networks are depicted and visually analysed. Regarding
their overall structures and cohesion, the connectedness metric (the indicator used in tSNA)
is only used in the case of the complete (1990-2020) social network.?®* Instead of
connectedness, the measure centralisation is employed and compared across the static
social networks in time. Essentially, the graph centralisation value is calculated based on
how much a given network resembles to a maximally centralised graph (with a star or wheel
structure) (Freeman 1978, p. 237).%% The centralisation measure takes up values on a scale

from 0 (not centralised) to 1 (fully centralised).

Then, the analysis turns to scrutinise individual-level metrics: the centralities of the actors
making up the social networks to detect changes in behaviour and the evolution of the social
network. Centrality measures pertain to actors in the network (node-level measures), they
all capture their “importance” — that is, how central the individual positions of each editor-
in-chief are in their collegial social network. This analysis uses basic SNA indicators, the

measures of degrees, stress centrality, and betweenness centrality to assess and compare

82 This is in order not to confuse tSNA and static social network analytical metrics. Otherwise, connectedness
is a less interesting measure once the static social networks are visualised — that way, they can be intuitively
assessed.

8 “The centralisation of a graph G for centrality measure C(v) is defined (...) the absolute deviation from
the maximum of C on G.” (Butts 2020, p. 29) i.e. the measure relies on “...the maximum possible sum of
differences in point centrality for a graph...” (Freeman 1978, p. 228).
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actors’ changing important cross time and social network configurations. All centrality
values used in this analysis capture roughly the same phenomenon, but in slightly different

manners — they are different “sides” of the same coin.

Degrees are the most intuitive, simplest measure. They indicate the number of ties

(collegial interrelationships) of a selected node.

Stress centrality is a slightly more sophisticated method of measurement. The notion of
stress centrality takes the number of the shortest paths between two nodes of the network.
(Koschiitzki et al. 2005; Butts 2020) This index indicates the number of shortest paths each
node, chief editor, is located in the given network. Therefore, the higher the number of the
index, the more central a node’s or individual’s position — i.e. actors with higher stress
centralities connect more people. If such nodes (the “busiest” points of connection) were

removed from the network, its cohesion would decrease immensely.

The third value, betweenness centrality scores are also related to the notion of shortest paths
and capture how much a node is in-between other nodes of the network; but it is calculated
differently: the number of shortest paths on which the actor is present is moderated by the
number of all existing shortest paths in the network. (Perez and Germon 2016) Hence
“conceptually, high-betweenness vertices lie on a large number of non-redundant shortest
paths between other vertices; they can thus be thought of as ‘bridges’ or ‘boundary
spanners.’” (Butts 2020, p. 15)

This short, non-technical overview of the three centrality values used in this analysis also
suggests why betweenness centrality is used to rank the editors-in-chief centrality in the
complete static social network. The notion of non-redundant shortest paths as key
connectors within a community can highlight important structural actors — even more
important ones than a structural, clique analysis. This latter structural analysis has, in fact,
been also carried out, but is not reported in this analysis. This is because the groupings,
cliques that the software analysis produces are — unsurprisingly — by far and large
identical to the composition of the selected media outlets. (So, the software virtually
recognised the selection criteria, and mostly grouped together the actors by their media
outlets.) But betweenness centrality goes beyond this. It spotlights the individual actors

who have been involved in multiple, differently, and diversely connected communities.
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Epistemic foundation

Relationalism

Theories | Actor-centric historical institutionalism (and elements of political economy of communication, selectorate theory)
Key concepts | Populism, party system, civil society, media
Research question | How has the party system under populism affected civil society and the media in post-communist Hungary?
Case study | Explorative, single-country case study of Hungary, 1990-2020
Purposive sampling
Sampling strategy | a balanced (political affiliation, type of organisation, etc.) sample of the most influential civil society organisations
and mass media outlets
Civil society Mass media
Sample the .foqr most inﬂge.ntial,.political‘ly relevgnt CSOS the four media outlets with the largest audiepce
(coincidentally, civil society media organisations): reach that covers most of the 1990-2020 period:
Klubradié, Tilos Radio, Maria Radio, Atlatszo.hu RTL Klub, TV2, Origo.hu, Index.hu
e Reconstructed career histories of the 21 chief editors of the selected organisations 2010-2020
_:@ e Network ties (professional connections) based on employment or membership at the same organisation for at
L Operationalisation least one calendar year
3 e Impact of populism: structural trends, external evidence about individual career decisions and organisational
= histories
Analytical | Temporal social network analysis (tSNA) using R software, “sna”, “tsna”, and “ndtv” software packages
methods | of the professional connections (based on the shared memberships)
Network level — structural cohesion: Individual level — actors’ centralities:
tSNA static SNA of periodical networks static SNA of periodical networks
. e nominal edge e centralisation o degrees
Main measures formation count; e connectedness e stress centrality
e nominal edge (only used for the analysis of e betweenness centrality
dissolution count the complete network, not for
e connectedness the static periodical networks)
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These basic measurements have been selected in a manner commensurate with the
objective of the dissertation. While a plethora of adequate and useful metrics exists in social
network analysis, these basic ones are utilised here to keep the analysis parsimonious. It
would be perfectly possible to use even more sophisticated indicators and metrics; however,
the manner of data collection — focusing on binary interrelationships among editors-in-
chief —, are not amenable for using more complex measures. Simply put, since simple data
is collected, more complex analytical measurements would be superfluous; perhaps even
misleading. Richer, more complex data— which would require either the existence of more
detailed, relationally compiled databases or even more resourceful and costly data

collection efforts®* — would be necessary for the application of such measurements.

Beyond how the creations and dissolutions of interrelationships, collegial ties evolved and
how they are analysed, the investigation of causality also needs to be discussed here. This
dissertation research aims to primarily structural changes — and this is what the
quantitative data collection and analysis offers. “Changes” can be only interpreted in a
temporal dimension — hence the wider, three-decades long observation period which is
divided into three meaningful time segments. However, attributing structural changes
directly to political factors — the dominant party system under populism — is not possible
without introducing qualitative data. This is the role of the literature review; the expert and
professional outreach that I have conducted during this work; as well as the anecdotal,
circumstantial evidence introduced from media reports, interviews, articles, and analyses.
It is within this framework that the dissertation aims to one, provide a limited argument as
well as two, suggest a broader, contextual explanation of the relationship among the party
system under populism, civil society, and the media system. This is to avoid the “post hoc,
ergo propter hoc” (“after this, therefore, because of this”)-type of logical fallacy. The
limited argument first demonstrates a correlation between the social network structures
within civil society media and mass media on the one hand and the party system under
populism on the other which is substantiated by critically engaging with the qualitative

evidence offered; and the broader, contextual explanation re-inserts this argument into the

8 Such data could, theoretically, complain not only more data on the individuals active at different
organisations, but also their individual opinions, relationships, activities at various points in time. These
would make it possible to created social networks with directed graphs on sympathies and antipathies; ego-
centric networks of authority relationships, information flows, or social status (members of their communities
ranking each other based on their perceptions of professionalism, likeability, etc.). Since such data collection
is rather unusual in today’s practice, highly complex and time-consuming, this dissertation research opted for
the above-presented, much more straightforward design.
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wider scholarship, checking for its compatibility and consistence with already published
works, and existing political narratives. This is how I intend to increase the validity and
accuracy of the methodology of this research, whose fact-based acceptance or rebuttal, as

always, falls upon the reader of this work.

— CHAPTER SUMMARY —

This research is designed as an explorative case study. As such, after detailing the research question, it
sets theoretical expectations rather than strictly testable hypotheses and chooses a purposive sampling
strategy. The purposive sampling aims to include civil society and mass media organisations based on
their influence and create a balanced sample among them politically so that they represent
organisations with diverse political leanings. This is to both ensure the relevance of the research and
facilitate the detection of the influences of the populist party system. A less diverse set of only certain
kinds of organisations could logically contain only less diverse ways of influences. Arguing for practical
and fitting indicators to assess civil society and media organisations, the dissertation selects four civil
society media outlets and four mass media outlets that balance coherence with diversity: their roles are
similar, but their backgrounds, modes of operation, types of technologies, etc.

In line with relationalist principles and the sample selection criteria, this chapter operationalises the
unit of analysis as the editors-in-chief of the selected outlets under the dominant party system. It sets out
to study these 21 individuals’ interpersonal interactions operationalised as simultaneous employment
at the same organisation for at least one calendar year between 1990 and 2020. The career histories of
individual chief editors are reconstructed and analysed using temporal social network analysis aided
by the “tsna” and “sna” software packages of the software R. These enable not only an animated,
dynamic temporal network visualisation, but also quantitative analysis of overall network metrics
regarding the coherence and the individual actors’ centralities.

Studying trends within the selected chief editors’ professional network in parallel to the development of
the party system can help reveal the impacts of the party system under populism on this carefully
selected, influential sample of civil society and the media in post-communist Hungary.
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CHAPTER IV. ANALYSIS

— CHAPTER OVERVIEW —
This chapter carries out analysis in three main parts:

1. Preliminary analysis: the brief description of the sample
2. Temporal social network analysis: dynamic changes within the network
3. Static social network analysis

The first sub-chapter briefly describes the sample by giving a preliminary analysis comparing the
individuals and their organisations to each other as well as to trends in Hungary’s party system
development.

Then, the analysis proceeds to report the results of the tSNA of the complete network on an annual basis,
studying changes in its structure.

To uncover even more detailed findings, the analysis turns to static SNA in four parts: first, the complete
social network (1990-2020), then the period networks of the three party system development stages (the
tripartite party system (1990—1996), the two-block party system (1997-2010), and the dominant party
system (2011-2020)). Each reports the network-level and individual-level indicators elaborated in the
Research design section and contrasts these trends with the described changes in the party system’s
developments.

IV.1. Preliminary analysis: the brief description of the sample

Before describing the sample population, the selected editors-in-chief, it is worth
reviewing, adding a few considerations to the civil society and mass media outlets they led
in the period of observation. The table below aims to summarise the most important points

of this discussion.

The organisational type, backgrounds were among the primary aspects in the sample
selection. Aiming to choose only mass media and civil society media outlets, the research
also opted to include an outlet with a “mixed” background, Klubradi6. As mentioned, the
foundation supporting its operations consistently fulfilled the criteria for being selected,
even though the radio station itself is a private, commercial enterprise currently owned by
ARATO Andrés, a businessman who used to have close ties to the left-liberal parties in the
2000s and openly criticises the Fidesz-led government.® The outlet went through a

particularly interesting history in the past decades for which it deserves the inclusion in the

85 See, for example, his opinion article (Aratd 2021) published by Euronews to which the international
spokesperson of the ORBAN cabinet, KOVACS Zoltan replied (Z. Kovacs 2021) in the same column in order
to defend the decision of the Hungarian media authorities not to grant a terrestrial broadcasting licence
anymore in late 2020 — early 2021, citing the legal non-compliance and financial instability of Klubradio.
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sample. This trajectory of the openly left-wing3® radio station (which used to have
programme hosts who were active, elected left-liberal politicians and some of their hosts
became elected officials) largely mirrors the changes in the party system. Starting from a
small broadcast operation specialised in traffic news in the late 1990s, the station had
become a rather well-known public affairs, talk show radio station broadcasted nation-wide
in the 2000s. After 2010, it had gradually lost its regional frequencies and became a radio
which by the end of the decade identified itself as a “Budapest community radio”.®’ By the
end of the year 2020, Klubradié had its terrestrial broadcasting licence and its frequency
revoked by the Hungarian media authority. In early 2021, it ceased its terrestrial

broadcasting operation and carries on as an online radio station solely.

Name of the | Organisation Media O;lvnersh.tp Chang ehm Nu.mber. of
outlet fype fype change in approach to | editors-in-
2011-2020 Jjournalism chief
) YES
V2 private TV (2015) YES 5
RTL Klub private TV NO NO 1
. . . YES
Origo.hu private online (2014-2015) YES 6
) . YES
Index.hu private online (multiple) YES 6
Tilos Radio civil society radio NO NO  included
(concept n/a)
Maria Radio civil society radio NO NO 1
Mixed
(civil society-
Klubradio supported radio NO NO 2
private
organisation)
Atldtszo.hu civil society online NO NO 1

Besides the organisational type, the “media type” — the main form of technology which
the selected outlets use in their operations: TV broadcast, radio broadcast, or online news

site — can be rather easily determined, they are self-explanatory in all cases.®® It is the main

8 See, for example, the current editor-in-chief PATAKI’s interview in Hungarian. (Gydrgy 2019)
87 Personal communication.

88 In addition, a few experts and journalists I have communicated with called my attention to the — according
to them — unique structure of Hungarian mass media market: internet news portals being standalone
enterprises. In the western world, it is usual for other legacy mass media to have been an earlier adaptor of
internet technology, so TV channels’ or established newspapers’ websites became online news media (like
BBC'’s online news, The New York Times online, etc.). While this early trend has been certainly changing
elsewhere, too, the Hungarian case is remarkable in this regard and this research design also captures the
phenomenon.
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form of operation that is used here, so it disregards whether the outlet uses other channels
or forms of outreach (for example, a radio station’s website or social media accounts) or
whether the operation is affiliated with other media enterprises (e.g. the multiple channels
that belong to the companies operating TV2 and RTL Klub). This were also a pointless
distinction because as previously mentioned, the editors-in-chief who are units of
observation were selected because they lead either all news and public affairs programming
of their respective media outlets or the main news programmes (in the case of TV2 and
RTL Klub, their most widely watched evening news programmes). Here, the civil society
outlet, liberal Budapest community radio station Tilos R&did is an outlier. The foundation
operating their broadcast is, traditionally, since the 1990s, a very decentralised, self-
organising community. Tilos never had a single editor-in-chief whose authority would
centrally organise or determine its programming. To amend this problem, therefore, the
research identified the programme which mostly pertains to general news and public affairs,
titled 7térit8.8” One of the longest-standing host of the programme and definitely the easiest
to publicly identify®® is DAVID Ferenc — who was therefore picked to represent Tilos Radio
in the sample. Over the course of the data analysis, however, it becomes clear that other
outlets’ editors-in-chief had or have been active as hosts and contributors in Tilos Radid’s

work, too, so the civil society media organisation is rather well-represented in the sample.

Determining “ownership change in 2011-2020”, during the period of the party system
under populism is not too difficult, either. The Hungarian company register (Nemzeti
Cégtar 2020), Opten (Opten 2014), and various media reports serve as reliable sources for
that. Additionally, while based on these and the scholarship, I am aware of the purported
or proven political linkages behind such events, the dissertation research does not directly
deal with tracing ownership relations and networks; in this table, it is only the fact of
changing ownership that is recorded. It is an interesting finding, however, that whenever
ownership change had happened in the 2010s, the editorial line was revamped, too, as
reported in the column “Change in approach to journalism”. This is, perhaps, a more

subjective area, therefore it is worth exploring it. First, the “approach” to journalism —

% The title of the weekly news service of the broadcast is difficult to translate into English. The Hungarian
pun plays on the meanings and forms of words like “seven” (“hét” which also means “week’) which sounds
similar to “faith” (“hit” in Hungarian) and “missionary, evangeliser” (“téritd”’). Perhaps it can be interpreted
as a nod to the ideologically driven character of news services, too. (Tilos Radi6 2021a)

%0 Owing to its 1990s underground, pirate radio past, many of Tilos Radi6’s contributors, hosts use aliases
(similar to those in internet sub-cultures, forum users) to identify themselves. Ferenc David is referred to as
,feco” (Hungarian nickname of Ferenc — in English: Frank) and ,,Melyik Feri” (also a reference to a
commonly known Hungarian vulgar joke). (Tilos Radi¢ 2021b)
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journalistic norms — aims to capture here an overall attitude of an outlet’s editorial team
towards the production of journalism and news. This is to avoid potentially contentious
political labelling of news outlets that has also been subject to break-neck changes in the
period of observation. But while originally not intended to be political, due to the
specificities of the Hungarian media system (Sipos 2013), it could be most meaningfully
distilled into pro-government and anti-government journalism at almost any given time in
the past decades. Here — somewhat inspired by the concept of “militant” journalism by
(Waisbord 2013) in the Latin American context —, I use the terms “critical” and “pro-
government” journalism. The former denotes journalistic®! work whose primary motives
and objectives are not purely partisan (even if biased to certain extent). The (often
proclaimed) aim of pro-government journalism is, however, first and foremost the
representation of the political agenda, narrative, and goals of the governing party or parties
of that time. To reliably determine the differences, long-term discourse analyses would be
necessary which, for multiple reasons, fall outside of the remits of the current enterprise.
However, based on the scholarly literature and everyday experiences of relatively
conscious media consumption, many Hungarians themselves are adept at determining the
political leanings of an outlet. (Hann et al. 2020) Therefore, the entries under the
corresponding column are treated as self-evident. There are only two somewhat special
cases that needs to be briefly touched upon here: the case of Méria Radi6 and Index —

especially since the second half of 2020.

Maria Radio represents a special case because as a chiefly religious (roman catholic) radio
station, it does not host political or even public affairs programmes, its programming
focuses on questions of the Christian faith, catholic teaching, broadcasting prayers and
masses, etc. However, three reasons justify why Maria Radi¢ is included in the selection.
First, religion has been — and has become perhaps even more during the time of the party
system under populism — a highly politicised issue in Hungarian society, with PM
ORBAN’s Fidesz (and its satellite allied party, KDNP) taking almost exclusive issue
ownership over conservative Christian thought being represented in Hungarian politics. As
part of the global movement “The World Family of Radio Maria” with an indirect

relationship with the catholic church, a good party—organisation relationship is definitely a

°! Here, I would also like to avoid the terminology which distinguishes “journalism” and “propaganda” in the
post-transition Hungarian media system. While I understand the arguments and motives, and tend to agree
with them, I believe it does not facilitate research or public debate; and can lead astray a political economic
analysis such as this one.
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valuable segue for political actors to gaining support. Therefore, a catholic radio station
does merit closer attention. Second, although the radio station itself looks back to a longer
history, the foundation operating Méria Radié in Hungary was set up only in 2008 by dr.
SzABO Tamés who is its president ever since (T. Szabd 2013) — an MP and former minister
in the first post-transition conservative cabinet led by PM ANTALL. He received a high state
honour from Deputy PM and leader of KDNP SEMJEN Zsolt (Laskovics 2020). SZABO got
elected to parliament twice as a member of the late PM’s Hungarian Democratic Forum
[Magyar Demokrata Forum, MDF] party, but in his second term, left it for a renegade party,
the unsuccessful Hungarian Democratic People’s Party [Magyar Demokrata Néppart,
MDNP]. (Orszaggytilés 1996) To simplify the evolution of these parties: eventually both
dissolved, and with the exception of the extreme far right, were absorbed by Fidesz. Hence
due to the (politicised) values of the radio station as well as the person of the founder of the
association supporting the broadcaster, Maria Radio is an outlet of interest here. Third and
last, even though its programmes do not directly deal with politics, there are further traces
of political sympathies in the organisation’s activity. The Budapest editorial room is
headquartered in a real estate that was provided for the outlet by the Ministry of Defence®?
after 2010, and the website features quite a few logos of government agencies and
initiatives because the NGO is their beneficiary. Furthermore, In April 2020, the incumbent
PM ORBAN gave an interview to the radio station. (Maria Radio 2020) While not talking
about public policies, the PM used the occasion to talk about his personal convictions and
character; and himself mediatised the event by posting a video montage about it on his
Facebook page (Orban 2020) — and at the same time, promoting the outlet among his
social media followers. So for all these reasons, the selected civil society media outlet’s
approach to journalism does not really match the overall framework of the research, as an
important part of the intersection between media, civil society, and even politics and a
church, it is a worthwhile part of the sample. While Mdria Radi¢ is included therein, it is
certainly not over-represented. As it is later shown, the channel’s only qualifying chief

editor is a rather distinct, isolated unit of analysis in this investigation.

As one of Hungary’s leading online news portals, the inclusion of Index definitely need not
be discussed; however, the changes in its editorial policies do. The history of Index’s
ownership (and its political relationships) as well as the composition of its journalistic and

editorial team looks back to tumultuous decades. It features a company conglomerate,

%2 This is based on personal communication with journalists.
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Wallis, famous for its links to the left-liberal parties (one of its former managers, BAINAI
Gordon had become PM with the support of the socialist party); former Fidesz party finance
director SIMICSKA Lajos — widely characterised as an oligarch — who fell out with PM
Orban in 2015 and had subsequently left public life transferring his stakes to another
oligarch SPEDER Zoltan; a KDNP-affiliated businessman who, according to some sources,
used to be involved politically on both sides of the political spectrum in the central
Hungarian town of Kecskemét (Békehazy 2018); and lastly, from 2020, VASZILY Miklds.
The latter — while started his career as a media manager at the then-markedly liberal Index
— was a high-ranking decisionmaker at Origo present at the outlet’s government-affiliated
acquisition; and today, is the CEO of, beside several smaller markedly pro-government
outlets, TV2 as well as owner of the right-wing Pesti TV. (HVG.hu 2021) With the
exception of TOTH-SZENESI Attila — who had stepped down as editor-in-chief to focus on
other projects, but did not leave Index at the time (Index 2019) —, all the editors-in-chief
in the sample (2010-2020) under these changing owners and managements cited external
political impacts as the reasons for their resignations.”® While it may be said that the style
of content Index produced had changed overtime under different editors-in-chief,”* its
approach to journalism as understood above did not: it remained a liberal outlet, markedly
critical towards the government and politics in general. The dismissal of DULL, however,
marked a turning point — indeed, he was the first chief editor who had to leave Index
because he was fired; the rest of his predecessors and even SZOMBATHY resigned from their
posts “in mutual agreement” with the employer. The turning point came about due the new
owner VASZILY obtaining not only the publishing parent company Indamédia, but slightly
later, also the foundation which employed all Index journalists and had been previously
formally independent from Indamédia (Rényi 2018b). Protesting against DULL’s dismissal,
almost the entire journalist staff, about 90 people, quit Index. But more importantly, the
newly appointed SZOMBATHY — while also defending a critical approach to politics and
the government — sought to implement a “balanced” style of political journalism. In his
conception, this meant a team that is internally pluralistic, composed of both left-wing and

right-wing journalists (Nagy J. 2020) — but ended with his resignation, also due to

93 See, in chronological order, their interviews: UJ Péter (Toth S. T. 2020b), MESZAROS Zsofia (Bellai 2017),
DUDAS Gergely (Borbas 2020), DULL Szabolcs (Babos 2020), SZOMBATHY Pal (Nagy J. 2020).

Their career decisions to take up or leave their roles also created fair amounts of conflicts and sympathies
among them (see for example the conflict between the former colleagues, editors-in-chief Uj and DUDAS, see
for example (Szalay 2018)).

%4 This is based on personal communication with journalists.
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politically motivated influencing attempts. (ibid.) Since then, while Index still publishes
articles on topics which may be interpreted inconveniently interpreted with regards to the
ruling populist coalition, its approach became much more measured. Additionally, in 2021,
the pro-government Central European Press and Media Foundation® [K6zép-Europai Sajto
és Média Alapitvany, KESMA] has been found®® to quickly re-publish an article with
almost the same text as Index in a topic that is inconvenient for the opposition parties —
one would be hard-pressed to find an example for such an occasion earlier. Even more
noticeably, in my perception, the most important trend in Index’s content policy seems to
be tabloidisation: highlighting news on sports, celebrities, and general interest articles
much more often than before, de-prioritising politics and public affairs news. For all these
reasons, Index is marked with a “yes” under the column “Change in approach to

journalism”.

After reviewing all these findings, the qualifying units of observation, the editors-in-chief
of the selected outlets between 2010 and 2020 needs to be more closely scrutinised before

subjecting their interrelationships to social network analysis.

Altogether, 21 individual chief editors qualified to be selected for social network analysis.
(See the overview of the selected individuals in Table 2 on page 71) Interestingly, all but
three individuals are female (except for MESZAROS Zsofia (formerly Index), KOHEGYI
Anna (TV2 Tények), and PRONTVAI Vera (Méria Radi6). While the research does not
collect non-public personal data, it appears that the overwhelming majority of the
individuals making up the sample are middle-age Hungarian intellectuals, usually with
higher education degrees (a few having obtained or are in the process of obtaining academic
titles, PhDs — almost always at Hungarian universities. A notable exception is WEYER
Baldzs, who holds such a degree in Musicology from a British university). But this is not
the only factor that reduces the diversity of the sample despite including diverse civil
society outlets and mass media outlets. In fact, it is the manifold changes in personnel at
mass media outlets: while only five editors-in-chief from civil society outlets qualified in
the period of scrutiny, mass media outlets had sixteen consecutive leading officers in the
comparable position. It needs to be mentioned that since at TV2, the post of chief editor

seems to have been discontinued in 2019 and merged with that of the news director

%5 See page 48 and the corresponding discussion of KESMA.

%6 Compare (Csek6 2021) to rival Origo’s (Origo 2021a) and “militantly” pro-government 888’s (888.hu 2021)
articles published within only a few hours.
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[hirigazgat6],”” the number of mass media chief editors is even missing at least one more
professional responsible for content creation. (On a comparable note, the uniqueness of
civil society outlets Maria Radié and Tilos Radi6 also merits a reminder as explained

earlier.)

But the reason for this imbalance between civil society outlets and mass media outlets —
as already suggested in the case of Index —, can be traced back to political factors through
the peculiar pattern of ownership change; subsequent change in the person of the chief
editor; the composition of the journalistic team of an outlet; and change in the approach to
journalism, journalistic norms, and content produced. This dissertation suggests that this
observed pattern is more prevalent among mass media organisations due to their larger
audience sizes. Populism as a political strategy aims to ensure mass support — which is the
best achieved (indeed, only possible) through capturing the most important flows, channels
of social information, through the producers of mass media. Adding to this extra-group
comparison of mass media and civil society media, the intra-group comparison between
RTL Klub and the rest of the outlets is also insightful. While RTL Klub — the only still
foreign-owned outlet in the sample at the time of the writing — also experienced regulatory,
governmental pressure in the 2010s,?® its ownership structure did not change significantly
in the decade, the editor-in-chief of its main news programme, KOTROCZO Robert has been
in his position since 2001. While it could be reasonably argued that the public affairs
programming of RTL Klub has declined over the past decade,’ its approach to journalism
has not changed fundamentally; and the editor-in-chief does also, at times, criticise
government influence in the Hungarian media system. (Szalay 2017) Lastly, the fact that
there are two persons (GABOR Laszlo and GYORGY Bence) who held the position of the
chief editor at multiple outlets which happen to be the same ones — and that they have
worked together extensively previously, too — at Origo and TV2 which went through

similar ownership changes and editorial policy changes (both involving the already

97 Since 2016, the position is held by KOKENY-SZALAI Vivien, former editor-in-chief of the weekly tabloid
magazine Story. The news director has been known about her pro-government sympathies and relationships
which she lately demonstrated by attending the 2021 Fidesz party congress. (Kokény-Szalai 2021)

%8 See for example the “Lex RTL”, a advertisement tax reform which was tailored to hit RTL Klub, but not
its competitors. (Index 2014) After a lengthy conflict, the extra taxation was dropped.

% e.g. a popular liberal talk show, Heti Hetes (“Weekly Seven”, where seven, usually well-known, liberal
intellectuals, celebrities had discussed weekly news, public affairs, and general interest stories following a
German TV format) was discontinued as well as Orszadghaz (‘“Parliament”), a weekly political portrait and
report show. The public affairs programming of RTL Klub today (the shows XXI. Szazad (“21* Century”)
and Hazon Kivill (“Out of Home” or “Outdoor”)) is broadcasted outside of prime time, and concern
themselves less with party politics.
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mentioned media owner-turned manager, VASZILY Miklos) shows that there is indeed
considerable external influencing, co-ordinating which impacts the both civil society and
mass media elites. To further study the internal dynamics of and trace the effects of the
party system under populism on the media elite included in the sample, this investigation

turns to employing social network analysis methods.

IV.2. Temporal social network analysis: dynamic changes

within the network

As a first step in the quantitative analytical treatment of the compiled data set, this research
presents one of the most sophisticated — as well as powerful — applied quantitative,
technical method: the visual analysis of the temporal network. First, the entire temporal
social network is visualised as automated snapshots of equal-length “slices” in the

evolution of the interrelationships among the selected editors-in-chief.
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The software automatically divided the three decades of observations into nine snapshots
— each showing a snapshot representing the status of collaborative ties among the actors
every 3.75 years. A few steps in this analytical treatment are not truly useful in the

framework of this enquiry, but the general trend which underlies the whole analysis already
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shows. It is easy to see that the first and the last slice in Figure 6 do not actually show
meaningful relationships (and the last one not even the actors, the units of analysis). This
is because in the first year of the observation, 1990 there is indeed no record of the selected
editors-in-chief working at the same outlet. In fact, there are only two “active” chief editors
featured in the dataset: VICSEK Ferenc and UJ Péter — meaning that the research could
only identify meaningful work history in their cases in that year, the rest of the actors were
either inactive, still in school, or of unknown professional status in 1990. (Indeed, VICSEK
(in his 70s) and UJ (in his early 50s) do belong to the more experienced, senior members
of the sample.) As for the last slice, the year 2020, the software simply does not register the
actors and their relationships, even if they remain active and there does exist a handful of
collaborative interrelationships among them. However, the point of this exercise is much
more to identify decipherable, consistent trends regarding the structure of the network. It is
rather obvious to recognise that while there are separate “communities” in the network
throughout the entire period observation, these cliques, sub-networks get more connected,

denser in the first half of the period (around 2008), and then their cohesion declines.

This research also provides a continuous, web browser-based interactive animation (in
html format) to confirm this major finding. But due to the limits in the format of this
dissertation, rather, this cannot be presented here. To substitute for this shortcoming, the
research offers a different way of visualising the evolution of the collegial social network
among the editors-in-chief: based on the periods determined in the contextual chapter, as
separated by changes in the overarching Hungarian media regulatory frameworks (the entry
into force of the 1996 and 2010 Media Laws — both in the following calendar years). This
way, three separate snapshots are created, each showing active interrelationships at the
concrete end year of the period — 1997, 2010, and 2020 (the final year of observation),

respectively.

1997 2010 2020
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This visualisation is only slightly different. Figure 7 also shows the same dynamics of the
network cohesiveness peaking in the second time period with several different groupings,
(cliques, sub-networks). The only dissimilarities beyond the timing of the snapshots are the
display of the nodes representing the actors, the selected editors-in-chief. In this version,
they only appear (together with their assigned ID numbers) if their records show
professional activity. So, if a chief editor was still inactive — for example, due to university
student status or because of their workplace is unknown at the time — during the year in
question, their node does not appear in the visualisation. This is why overtime, there are
more actors displayed in the three snapshots: all editors-in-chief were regarded as still
active in 2020, but with different dates of entry into the professional (media and civil

society) world.

Is it possible to quantitatively confirm this observation regarding growing cohesiveness
1990-2010, and the ensuing dissolution of the network? The selected R packages have the
functions to quantify and plot both the establishment and dissolution of interrelationships
among editors-in-chief (more formally: edges among nodes). Hence, two graphs are created

— each showing the number of interrelationships either formed or dissolved year by year.

10
]

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

It is noteworthy to study the formations of interrelationships first within the pre-selected
timeframes as shown in Figure 8. The difference between the first period (before the first,

1996 media law) and the second period are (between the 1996 media law and the 2010
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media law) are staggering. In almost every year of the second period more
interrelationships were formed than in any year of the first period. But even the third period
(the time of populist governance and after the 2010 media law) shows a relative decline.
There are two spikes in 2012 and following 2015 — but the curve steadily flatlines after

that with zero working relationships formed within the network.

But for the full picture, one also needs to take into account the number of dissolved
interrelationships, too. Here, the plot depicted in Figure 9 also appears to confirm the

suggestion regarding the overall network’s cohesiveness peaking in the second time period.

While compared to the first period, the second one shows the first significant peaks around
2001 and in 2009-2010. As always, these may be due to many different reasons and effects.
But methodologically, it needs to be mentioned that the figure accounts for accumulating

interrelationships — which means that if there are only a few interrelationships established,

10
|

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

only a few can be dissolved. So, in order to have a larger number of interrelationships
ceased, there needs to be a preceding time period of steady accumulation of ties.
Regardless, the third time period still stands out in the number of ties dissolved. While the
previously mentioned peaks around 2001 and 2009-2010 may be easily explained with
global economic trends (the dotcom bubble and the 2008 global financial crisis and its

aftermath), the “worst” year of the dissolutions, 2011 and the high levels of dissolution of
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ties throughout the rest of the 2010s — which only have increased in recent years —

conspicuously coincides with the time of the party system under populism.

Additionally, the quantitative analysis of the connectedness of the social network overtime
also confirms this trend. Connectedness is a network-level metric which essentially
measures how much a given network resembles the hierarchy archetype!®® — with its score
ranging from zero to one. R computes these scores on an annual basis — as shown in the
case of the current research in 7able 5. With its connectedness values ranging from zero to
0.214, the collegial social network of the selected editors-in-chief has never been anywhere

close to being a hierarchical organisation.

100 See (Krackhardt 1994, pp. 93-96). Although the relaxation of these conditions has been proposed by the
author himself, too (see (Everett and Krackhardt 2012)), using the original metric has become a standard in
social network analysis.
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1991 2001 | 0.06410256 2011
1993 2003 2013 | 0.07368421
1994 2004 2014 | 0.04285714
1995 2005 2015 | 0.05238095
1996 2006 2016 | 0.06666667
1997 | 0.08333333 2007 2017 | 0.07619048
1998 | 0.09090909 2008 2018 | 0.07619048
1999 | 0.07575758 2009 2019 | 0.05238095
| 2000 | 0.1025641 | 2010 2020 | 0.02380952

Table 5:
Annual connectedness values (marked on a grey scale: the higher the values, the darker their background colours are)
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Displaying these values on a traditional line plot on Figure 10, the image conveys a similar
impression. Interestingly, the connectedness of the social network peaks in 1996. This may be due
to smaller number of active editors-in-chief back then: most of the chief editors selected in this
sample were not yet professionally engaged in the mid-1990s (or there is no data about their
activities), so a relatively smaller number of collegial interrelationships among them could result
in a higher overall connectedness in the first period. In the second period, the connectedness values
plateau at the relatively high value of 0.183 in the years 2004-2007 to which they never returned.
The third period, in comparison, is a period of almost constant decreasing of connectedness,

declining to almost zero in 2020.

The interpretation of these results, derived from the nature of the connectedness measure, could
even be positive. Since it relates to the notion of hierarchy, one could even see these developments
as moving from a “more” hierarchical media elite structure towards a “freer” one. At this point,
however, two caveats need to be made. One, as already mentioned, connectedness values — related
to the cohesion of the social network — stayed very low throughout the entire observation period.
Therefore, reading a hierarchical media elite structure into the results would be a misleading
overstatement. Two, far from comprehensive, this dataset represents only 21 — although highly
influential — chief editors, therefore the conclusion needs to pertain to their interrelationships.
Hence what the rising—falling tendency of their connectedness really represents is that these
101

individuals (mostly representing mass media chief editors who displayed critical attitudes

stopped working together by the end of the 2010s.

Hence the combination of the quantitative analysis of connectedness as well as the preceding visual
analysis (as well as the first two graphs, Figures 6 and 7 depicting the evolution of the social
network among chief editors) all point towards the same result. They find a curious dynamic of
growing cohesiveness of the social network before 2010, and a subsequent, relatively quick demise
thereof during the time of the party system under populism. But to analyse the data in more detail
and evaluate the fundamental hypothesis of this endeavour, the dissertation delves more into the

quantitative analysis of the same network — but this time, converted into a series of static networks.
IV.3. Static social network analysis

“Converting” a temporal social network into a static one virtually means disregarding the sequence

of events in time and treating all interrelationships contained in the dataset (and represented by

101 See the already referenced (Beck, Bird Nagy, and Rona 2011) about media behaviours in the final years of the
second period, 2006-2010.
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graphs) as simultaneous. In the context of this dissertation research, this means that the
interrelationships are treated as having happened at some point in the period of observation, 1990
and 2020, for at least one year — regardless of whether they lasted longer than that, and if so, how
much. To gain deeper insight into the research subject, after quantitatively analysing the entire
post-communist period, this static social network analysis also divides the three decades of post-
communism into three distinct periods as previous chapters and sections did. Thus, all (together
with the complete network, four) corresponding sub-sections first offer a visualisation of the static
social network in question. Subsequently, the sub-sections offer the same metric of cohesiveness,
i.e. connectedness, followed by the analysis of centrality in each static social network. Then, three

centrality measures are introduced — in order:

o degrees;

e stress centrality; and

e betweenness centrality.
Centrality measures pertain to actors in the network (node-level measures), they all capture their
“importance” — that is, how central the individual positions of each editor-in-chief are in their
collegial social network. In each corresponding sub-section, the four static social networks’ actors’
centrality score rankings are offered. The chapter following the analysis, “Interpreting the results
and their limitations” then compares, summarises, and evaluates the hypotheses based on the results

presented here.
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IV.3.a. The analysis of the complete social network (1990-2020)

The visualisation of the complete static social
network presents a certain element of surprise.
After having stated that the annual
connectedness values of the temporal social
network throughout the entire period of
observation are very low,!% the resulting image
shows a rather densely connected graph.
Indeed, the connectedness value of the
complete static network of collegial
interrelationships registers at a very high value:
0.905. Two reasons can explain this — at the

first glance — somewhat contradictory,

unexpected result.

The first one is basically related to the nature of

_network. The latter, under the conditions of the

present research, relatively overstates the “weight” of short-term (even one year long)
interrelationships. Nevertheless, the visualisation does represent the “strength of weak ties” well
— to paraphrase one of the most-cited works of research in the discipline of social network analysis
(Granovetter 1973). It shows that indeed, the selected, highly influential subset of the Hungarian
media elite does know each other and have worked together at least temporarily at some point in
the past three decades — almost regardless of whether the selected editor-in-chief worked at a civil
society media outlet or a mass media outlet. However, there is a discernible structural difference
among them: with the exception of BODOKY Tamas (the founder and editor-in-chief of Atlatszo),
the rest of the civil society outlets’ chief editors are only sparsely connected to the rest of the

network — with PRONTVAI Vera being the only actor in the network isolated from everyone else.!%

102 Between 0 and 0.214 on a scale of 0 to 1, see Table 5 and the corresponding Figure 12.
103 The quantitative measures listed in Table 7 on page 102 also support this observation.
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Indeed, the peripherical position of civil society editors-in-chief — chiefly, in the case of PATAKI
Gabor, editor-in-chief at Klubradié — is the second, almost “accidental” reason for the very high

connectedness score. To recall, the quantitative measurement of connectedness takes into account

the similarity of a given network to the idealtype or | * b
archetype of a hierarchy, ! too. To paraphrase the
meaning of “hierarchy” in the present context of the .,1/ \, y 5
research, since there is one actor, PATAKI Gabor, who is / \ / \ u:/}z - zj 3\:,4 %
connected through one tie, collegial interrelationship to o N
another actor (his predecessor in the same position,
VICSEK Ferenc) who, in turn, is also connected to the
rest of the network through a few ties, the network

“accidentally” appears to be similar to a relatively

Qe—0 +—Ce—a

efficient organisational outtree, chart (as elaborated in

(Krackhardt 1994)). But in reality, PATAKI cannot be
nominated as an influential, powerful, or central figure

in the complete static network.

To study the individual positions of editors-in-chief, the
analysis turns to the fundamental centrality scores and reports the results of each actor in the

complete static network.

104 See footnote 100 and the related discussion as well as (Krackhardt 1994).
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. Stress Betweenness
Ranking Name Degrees centrality score centrality score
1 | PALMAI L. Akos
2 | WEYER Balazs
3 | SZOMBATHY Pal
4 | VICSEK Ferenc
5 | DULL Szabolcs
6 | AZURAK Csaba
7 | GAZDA Albert 18.434241000
8 | KOTROCZO Robert 56 17.969332000
9 | UJs Péter 56 15.133394000
10 | BOoDOKY Tamas 30 15.043860000
11 | DUDAS Gergely 44 13.096825000
12 | GYORGY Bence 46 12.226768000
TOTH-SZENESI
13 Attila 44 12.125397000
14 | SALING Gerg6 28 3.921053000
15 | KOHEGYI Anna 4 10 2.700000000
16 | TOTH Tamas Antal 3 8 1.516667000
PRONTVAI Vera 0 0 0.000000000
PATAKI Gabor 1 0 0.000000000
17 | DAVID Ferenc 2 0 0.000000000
GABOR Laszlo 3 0 0.000000000
MESZAROS Zso6fi 5 0 0.000000000

Table 6:
Centrality values of the selected editors-in-chief'in the complete static social network (1990-2020), coloured from white (lowest)
to dark grey (highest) and ranked according to their betweenness centrality scores from highest to lowest.

Indeed, PATAKI is among the lowest-scoring actors in the complete static social network according

to centrality values. But overall, the analysis of the dataset shows a highly interesting “top list”.

To better understand what these values imply, I briefly refer back to “Chapter 2: Research design”
to remind readers about how they are calculated. All centrality values used in this analysis capture

about the same phenomenon.

e Degrees simply indicate the nominal number of ties of an editor-in-chief has (i.e. how many
other chief editors a selected actor has worked with for at least a year).

e Stress centrality takes the number of the shortest paths between two nodes of the network.
(Koschiitzki et al. 2005; Butts 2020) Actors with higher stress centralities connect more
people: the higher the value, the more central a chief editor is. This also means that if such
chief editors were removed from the network, structural cohesion would decrease

immensely.
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e Betweenness centrality scores are also related to the notion of shortest paths. They also
capture how much a node is in-between other nodes of the network. But the method of
calculation differs. The number of shortest paths on which the actor is present is moderated
by the number of all existing shortest paths in the network, showcasing their roles as
(potential) “bridges” or “boundary” spanners among different parts, communities of the

network. (Perez and Germon 2016; Butts 2020)

Betweenness centrality is used to rank the editors-in-chief centrality in the complete static social
network, this is to highlight important structural actors. (Clique analysis could also play a similar
role — however, in the present case, the software analysis somewhat unsurprisingly grouped actors
almost identically to the composition of their media outlets.) Betweenness centrality spotlights
individual actors who have been involved in multiple, differently, and diversely connected

communities.

It is worth focusing on the bottom five and top five of the ranked list. Out of the five lowest-ranked
editors-in-chief — all with a zero betweenness score, but a handful of actual collegial ties to the
rest of the network —, the fact that civil society media journalists do not play a central role in the
Hungarian media, seems rather clear. But this should not be outright interpreted as they are
unimportant in the network — also due to the manifold limits of this dissertation research’s
methodology. Quite the opposite: that civil society can be influential, a civil society chief editor,
BODOKY himself attests by giving an example in an interview to an online “portrait interview”

series podcast (Toth S. T. 2018):

“...we started using the word oligarch, perhaps around 2012, and many still had
held that uncalled for — saying ‘that’s Russia, there are no oligarchs here, there
are businesspeople here’, and today it is completely usual in the Hungarian press
that these types of businesspeople (who got rich using the money of the state and
then give favours to the politicians who favoured them), can be called oligarchs.”
(T6th S. T. 2020a, from 10:00)7%°

Indeed, the low rankings of civil society chief editors regarding their centralities in the complete
static network also stems from the selection of applied methods. Of course, the specific brand of

social network analysis used in this research is blind to such qualitative data and the social

105 The author’s own translation from the original Hungarian included below:

,,...Mi kezdtiink el oligarchazni (...) 2012-ben taldn, és ezt még sokan visszatetszének tartottak, hogy »az
Oroszorszag, itt nincsenek oligarchak, és itt iizletemberek vannak«, és ma mar ez teljesen bevett a magyar
sajtoban, hogy ezeket a tipusu (az allam pénzén meggazdagodott) tizletembereket — akik utana besegitenek
azoknak a politikusoknak, akik 6ket helyzetbe hoztak —, ezeket lehet oligarchanak nevezni.” (ibid.)
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phenomena they represent. Rather, it obviously favours and puts the emphasis on actors with
diverse backgrounds, multiple career changes — a certain volatility in the professional trajectories
of the selected editors-in-chief. So what the low rankings of most civil society chief editors, in this
regard, reflects, is their stable, long-term approaches to their professional organisations — albeit
with presumably lower societal significance also due to the low audience reaches of their respective
outlets. Moreover, it needs to be added to the analysis of the role of civil society that two other
civil society media outlets’ editors-in-chief, the previously cited BODOKY Tamds and VICSEK
Ferenc actually achieve remarkably high centrality scores (ranked number ten and four,
respectively). Their career trajectories, however, give another insight into the role of civil society
media. Interestingly, both of them had had a prominent career in mass media before joining civil
society at almost the same time, in the early years after the beginning of populist governance in
Hungary (2011 and 2010, respectively). Both openly critical of the populist government, in the
background of their reasons for changing their realm of activity from mass media to civil society
media, there are strong traces of external, political and business influences!’® — even though
VICSEK remained active in mass media, too, during his time at Klubradio6 also hosting and joining
television programmes at the channel ATV. But beyond their likely motives, their almost
simultaneous career moves also suggest that civil society media may be interpreted a “survival
strategy”. Indeed, by 2020, the few surviving collegial interrelationships in the temporal network
are either links from fully civil society media collaborations (around Tilos Radid, namely,
BoODOKY, DAVID, and WEYER) or the result of creating a new media outlet registered as business
organisations, but financed mostly from donations, crowdfunding (namely, UJ’s 444 together with

MESZAROS, and Telex with DULL and TOTH-SZENESI) — a form of distinctively civil society action.

106 The journalist reporting about VICSEK’s dismissal cites both the 2008 global financial crisis as well as the Fidesz-
led government’s hostile policies towards Klubradio6 as a reason for the financial hardship of the outlet — which also
led to internal conflicts. (Bednarik 2014) The source is the then-leading left-wing (socialist party-affiliated) daily
newspaper Népszabadszag (“People’s Freedom™) which was famously taken over and shut down by Fidesz-linked
business interests.

Besides a photo reporter’s contemporary blog entry (Volgyi 2011), Bodoky personally says that external political and
economic meddling with editorial independence had led to the final conflict that resulted in his resignation from Index:

“This conflict had been a long time coming. So, I think that I founded a not-for-profit organisation and
we have been doing Atldtszé the way we have been because 1 have encountered this multiple times, for
real, during my career that ‘do not write about this, do not write about that, this guy advertises here, that
guy is the owner, that is their buddy’... so this was also a similar type of conflict. "— (T6th S. T. 2020a,
from 38:50), emphasis added, the translation is mine from the original Hungarian as quoted below.

,, Erleléditt mar kordbban ez a konfliktus. Tehdt én azt gondolom, hogy azért alapitottam utdna non-
profitot és azért igy probaljuk csindlni az Atlatszot, ahogy, mert én tobbszor belefutottam ebbe, tényleg,
a mikodésem soran, hogy »errdl ne irjal, arrdl ne irjal, ez hirdet, az tulajdonos, az haver«... tehat ez is
egy ilyen tipusu konfliktus volt. ”
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Nevertheless, going beyond the role of civil society in the studied elite media social network, it is
even more important to analyse the most central actors. Besides the aforementioned VICSEK, the
second most central journalist, WEYER Balazs is also an active member of civil society media at
Tilos Radié — but has been selected to the sample due to his long-term work as chief editor at
Origo. His “dual” role is one of the reasons why he is ranked number two. But he has also worked
as chief editor at a political programme (“Parliament” [Orszaghdz]) at the national commercial TV
channel RTL Klub from the late 1990s, in certain years simultaneously with being the editor-in-
chief of Origo. If this research measured influence in terms of audience reach of each selected
journalist (which would be difficult for many reasons also touched upon in the Research design
chapter), WEYER would probably be a good candidate for a top position, too. Working at Magyar
Narancs, RTL Klub, Origo, and advising civil society-based investigative journalism media outlet
Direkt36, WEYER could also be nominated as exemplifying the career trajectory of government
critical media in post-socialist Hungary. After becoming such a central figure in the Hungarian
media elite, following the take-over of Origo by Fidesz-linked business actors,'?” beyond advising
Direkt36, he has been rather withdrawn from mass media since the mid-2010s. He penned an
important study for a media policy proposal (Weyer 2017), but I am not aware whether this would
have significantly influenced any political actor or party’s views or policies on the matter. DULL
Szabolcs, the fifth most central chief editor (selected due to his position at Index 2019-2020),
similarly to the previously mentioned individual journalists, has experienced several instances of
external — chiefly, political — pressures despite his relatively young age. Shortly after his most

famous (Hann et al. 2020) and recent dismissal from Index, he stated:

“And this has been the umpteenth editorial breakdown in my life. I worked at the
Chronicle of Radio Kossuth and Origo as well. So, I have seen a lot of editorial
changes, transformations, explosions, but this has never disillusioned me, but
reinforced me in my belief that this is an important challenge: being a journalist,
informing readers without external influence, independently, due to the best of
our knowledge.” (Babos 2020)!%

His predecessor as editor-of chief was SZOMBATHY P4l — a long-time journalist since the 1990s

when he hosted a political TV programme at the Hungarian public television (then enjoying a

107 See for example (Origo 2017a; Rényi 2016).

108 The translation is my own from the original Hungarian:
“Es ez mdr a sokadik szerkesztéségi osszeomlas volt az életemben. Dolgoztam a Kossuth Rddié
Kronikajanal és az Origondl is. Tehat lattam mar jo par szerkesztoségi valtast, atalakitast, szetrobbandst,
de ez sosem abranditott ki, hanem még inkabb megerdsitett abban, hogy ez egy fontos kihivas: kiilsé

befolyastol mentesen, fiiggetleniil, a legjobb tudasunk szerint ujsagot irni, tajékoztatni az olvasokat.”
(Babos 2020)
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monopolistic market position), reaching millions of viewers. Following political and business
pressures, he also resigned his office of the editor-in-chief at a smaller, liberal newspaper in the
early 2000s and switched to TV sports journalism, and media management at Index in the second
half of the 2010s. After DULL’s dismissal, he took up the challenge to re-organise Index
representing a non-partisan approach to journalism in his conception, but only remained in his
position for months, leaving it also due to political pressures.!?® (Nagy J. 2020) In 2020-2021, he
did not seem to join another media outlet yet. Due to his varied, diverse background, he scores high
in this dissertation research, but it is difficult to identify SZOMBATHY as a highly influential actor
with a distinct strategy. His interest ranging from sports to political philosophy, he pursued a
practical, opportunistic agenda which seems to have eventually backfired with his dismissal from
Index where he could not stay on for the already cited political influencing of his outlet.
Interestingly and finally, the most central actor in the complete static social network turns out to
be PALMAI L. Akos. Not a very well-known figure publicly, he — alongside with GABOR Lészl6
— worked at Origo and TV2 as editor-in-chief after starting his career at RTL Klub. But while
GABOR Laszl6 with whom they have alternated in this position at both TV2 and Origo and who
maintains a rather secretive, low profile (actually so little open-source data is available about his
career, that he has been scored among the least central chief editors in the sample), PALMAI has
become almost infamous for his role in the take-overs and transformations of both outlets — from
critical journalism to pro-government, militant'!? journalism (Waisbord 2013) which he justified

with “changing consumer habits . (Méatrai 2014)

109 Citing a non-disclosure agreement, Szombathy metaphorically speaks about political influence at Index:

.,-.formally, I quit following a mutual agreement. (...) Indeed, in the zoo without cages, the owner could
have influenced the content, even whom I hire and whom I release. On 23 November, [then-vice editor]
SZTANKOCZY and I went to a meeting with the owners. In the office of [the owner] VASZILY, my predecessor
Akos STARCZ was already waiting, and we were told that everything had already been formally handled.
Shortly after this, two enforcers appeared in front of the office, and just to be safe, two other on the
courtyard. (...) And VASZILY shouted at us saying that we could not leave until we have not signed
everything.” ((Nagy J. 2020) — the translation is my own from the original Hungarian as follows)

,,...formailag kozés megegyezéssel tavoztam. (...) Valo igaz, hogy a racsmentes dllatkertben a tulajdonos
mar beleszolhatott volna a tartalomba, meg abba is, hogy kiket veszek fel, kiket kiildok el. (...) November
23-an SZTANKOCZYVAL egyeztetésre mentiink a tulajdonosokhoz. VASZILY irodajaban mar ott vart az
utédom, STARCZ Akos is, és kozolték, hogy mdr mindent lepapiroztak. Majd kisvirtatva megjelent két
veréember az iroda elott, meg a biztonsag kedvéért masik ketté az udvaron (...) VASZILY meg orditva
kozolte, hogy innen addig el nem mehetiink, mig mindent ala nem irtunk.” (ibid.)

119 Often labelled as propaganda outlets, since 2014-2015, both Origo and TV2 have a distinct, undeniably pro-
government tone. This dissertation does not engage in discourse analysis, but to cite anecdotal evidence supporting
this observation, TV2’s publicly recognised journalists did openly advocate for voting for PM ORBAN’s Fidesz party
in 2018 (VOKS.news 2020) in a rather long, prime time programme. I believe this is unprecedented in the almost three
decades of commercial television in Hungary — but can be likened to the concept of “militant” journalism as developed
by the cited WAISBORD.
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This overview of the least and most central figures in the Hungarian media elite covers some of
the most important aspects of the findings of this research. But in order to gain a more nuanced
understanding of the temporal evolution of the network structures (including centralities of actors)
— still utilising static network analysis —, the dissertation further analyses the three separate
periods (divided by the successive iterations of the Media Law of Hungary), following the same

structure as in the present sub-section.

IV.3.b. The analysis of the static social network during the tripartite party
system (1990-1996)

The aggregate network of elite mass and civil

society media editors-in-chief in the first period
is remarkable because it is so different from the
full social network over the entire period of
observation. It only features seven actors: two
of them with only one connection to other
members of the network, and the other five
editors-in-chief with only two connections

each. The actors are arranged into two

distinctive cliques. The three-member, triangle-
like group is formed from editors-in-chief who
worked at the Hungarian public service media
outlets at the time. This is no wonder as state media, enjoyed a monopolistic position in television
and radio broadcasting. Hence virtually the only way to start a quality career in electronic media
in early 1990s Hungary was to work at the Hungarian Television (Magyar Televizio, MTV) or
Hungarian Radio (Magyar Radi6, MR). The chain-like clique consisting of four members is more
heterogenous. They usually worked for several different media outlets (WEYER Balazs being
involved in three: Sunday News (Vasarnapi Hirek), Hungarian Orange (Magyar Narancs), and
Tilos Réadi6 in 1996), so it is due to these double— and triple-memberships that their network does
not take a closed shape, but essentially, a line. It is the liberal weekly Magyar Narancs and the
Index-predecessor Internetto (originally spelled as iNteRNeTTo) — which started out as a regular
multimedia CD-ROM release in the early 1990s and then moved to the internet as Hungary’s major
(and effectively, only) webportal at the time (Bodoky 2000) — that link together the editors-in-
chief of this group.
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While in the case of such a small network, quantitative analysis does not serve with too many

practical insights, it is worth reporting the key results.

The centralisation value of the aggregate network is 0.667. This is a rather high value which simply
stems from the mathematical properties of the graph.'!! While this centralisation measure differs
considerably from connectedness, it partially explains why connectedness peaks at 0.214 in 1996
in the dynamic temporal network analysis of the entire network between 1990 and 2020. (See
Figure 10). The limited size and relatively high connectivity would not be surpassed later in time
with growth of the network. Additionally, while the editors-in-chief do not score differently on the
degrees value, the stress centrality and betweenness values highlight BODOKY and WEYER as they
play a bridging role towards fellow Magyar Narancs journalists GAZDA and UJ. Interestingly, and
most likely coincidentally, they are the ones who would be involved with civil society media, too
— WEYER already in this period by joining Tilos Radio6, while according to publicly traceable data,

BODOKY only joins in 2010 and establishes the NGO online investigative news portal Atlatszo the

next year).
111; srf:lgnlif)(el:r Name Degrees Stress centrality Bsngte:z:ll;lt;ss
5 | BODOKY Tamas 2 2 2
12 | WEYER Balazs 2 2 2
2 | VICSEK Ferenc 2 0 0
6 | KOTROCZO Robert 2 0 0
13 | GAZDA Albert 2 0 0
16 | UJ Péter 1 0 0
21 | SZOMBATHY Pal 1 0 0

So, while this first period does not seem to offer with too many insights quantitatively, there are a
few points which needs to be underlined here. As the entire dissertation focuses on an elite segment
of Hungarian journalists who served as editors-in-chief between 2010 and 2020, it suggests that
they are a new generation of journalists. Out of the 21 actors, only there is only data about seven
of them being professionally active — and they already form a network (even if a disjoint one),
underscoring the “small world” of Hungarian (especially elite) media. So while (Vasarhelyi 1999b)

identifies the phenomenon of “surviving” communist media elites in the 1990s as one of the reasons

11 On a scale from 0 to 1 (Butts 2020) also quoting (Freeman 1978). This is because of the way the R software package
calculates the values (see more in Section II1.3.c. Analytical methods). In case of a rather well-connected, but few-
member network, this measure is bound to be high — indeed, it would not be too difficult to rearrange the analysed
network to more closely resemble a star with one central node connecting to all the rest of the nodes, a perfectly
centralised graph.
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for the left-wing media dominance of the pre-2010 Hungarian media, these highly influential elite
journalists definitely do not belong to those. In fact, the most senior member of the sample, VICSEK
Ferenc was born in the 1950s — so still relatively young, in his forties in this period. So, the
overwhelming majority of the selected editors-in-chief were socialised well after the transition
from one-party state socialism to democratic market economy. Moreover, this subset of editors-in-
chief who were already active in the 1990s worked at media outlets with rather obvious left-wing
and liberal ideologies. Even if we count the public service media as an organisation whose political
orientation changed with the change of governments — which would be an oversimplification —,
Magyar Narancs (at the time considered as then-liberal Fidesz party weekly)!!'?, Népszabadsag!!?
(where UJ Péter started his career), and also Index-precursor Internetto were far on the spectrum
from right-wing positions. Also the public broadcaster-affiliated journalists still profess views that
are distinctly critical towards the Fidesz government (KOTROCZO (Szalay 2017) and VICSEK (see
for example (F. Vicsek 2020)) or liberal (SZOMBATHY (Nagy J. 2020)!'%). So altogether, it is
perhaps the most important insight of the first period (1990-1996) that as the social network of the
selected elite civil society and mass media outlets’ chief editors start to take shape, their political

attitudes are recognisably left-liberal.

112 The media outlet openly admits its history of being direct connection to Fidesz as an “alternative-radical” party.
Moreover, they also clearly state their worldview:

“According to the paper’s mission statement, the weekly is committed to values of representative
democracy and market economy based on free competition and private property, and it informs its highly
qualified readers according to these values in a unique voice about the defining events of political and
cultural public life. It is committed to liberalism, it values individual liberties and the norms of the rule
of law more than anything.” (Magyar Narancs 2011) — Empbhasis in the original. The author’s own
translation based on the original Hungarian as quoted:

“A lap mission statementje szerint a képviseleti demokracia és a szabad versenyes, magantulajdonon
alapulo piacgazdasag értékei irant elkotelezett hetilap, amely magasan kvalifikalt olvasoit ezen értékek
szerint, egyedi hangnemben tdjékoztatia a politikai és kulturalis kozélet meghatarozo eseményeirdl.
Elkotelezettsege liberdlis, az egyéni szabadsagjogok és a jogallami normak érvényesiiléeset mindennél
tobbre becsiili.”

113 As described previously, Népszabadsag had a direct MSZP ownership stake throughout its existence after the
transition.

rrrrr

substantially differ from the opposition and/or liberal mainstream in Hungary which may partially explain his role in
the ultimate dismantling of the Index journalistic staff in the second half of 2022. (Matyas 2022b) It is perhaps closer
to being a “centrist” or a “conservative-liberal” mindset.
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IV.3.c. The analysis of the static social network
analysis during the two-block party system
(1997-2010)

The graph displaying the professional relationships among

chief editors in the second period, between 1997 and 2010

stands in stark contrast with the that of the first period, being

almost fully connected. Indeed, if the reader does not find
any difference between this period’s social network and that

of the complete static network of the entire period of

observation (1990-2020) (compare it with Figure 11), that

is not a mistake: the two graphs are exactly the same. This,
in itself, is an important, major finding. It implies that
irrespective of what relationships had been formed in the previous or the next period, there is not
a single one that did not exist between 1997 and 2010 at least for a year. The complete collaborative
social network among the selected individuals were formed in this period — ties constituted in the

other two periods are only redundant ones, that already existed in the presently analysed period.

While one may argue that the inclusion of the year 1997 in this period could partially explain this
phenomenon, the data shows otherwise. To begin with, the small, seven-members strong network
cannot possibly give a one strong, single reason for this effect discovered here. But to check the
effect of the demarcation year, let us turn to the career data. 1997 was the first full year after the
entry into force of post-communist Hungary’s first Media Law of 1996, and the first two
commercial television channels available nationwide, TV2 and RTL Klub went on-air only in
October 1997 (on the fourth and on the seventh, respectively). It is a known phenomenon!!> that
these new commercial mass television stations recruited professionals from the public service
media outlets — being the only source of experienced media workers and journalists. So, 1997
could distort the network by introducing ties as new ones — actually surviving from the first
period’s public service media co-working relationships. This is only true in the two working
relationships of KOTROCZO Roébert who never worked at the same outlet again as VICSEK and

SZOMBATHY. But the two latter ones represent an exception as they later worked at the public

115 See besides the contemporary analysis of (Vasarhelyi 1999b) the anecdotal evidence from the recollections of
Kotroczo in 2020 (Téth O. 2020).
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service media again and at the smaller (ideologically markedly left-wing!!®) commercial television
channel ATV as well. The rest of the pre-1997 network all re-constituted their collegial ties at
different media outlets, usually at the Internetto-successor leading online news portal, Index, and
in the case of BODOKY and WEYER, civil society radio station Tilos Radid. This dynamic of re-
establishing relationships at different media outlets is also an important finding, it is a thoroughly
social network phenomenon that structures the progress of interpersonal relationships — either
reinforcing or counterbalancing institutional changes. It demonstrates (by foreshadowing that in
the third, post-2010 period no new working relationships would be established) that the “small
world” of the Hungarian civil society and mass media elite is predominantly organised on the basis
of a more lasting community principle, rather than a constantly changing, meritocratic-institutional
one. Also, logically speaking, this finding suggests that the third period can only show either the
very same or a sparser network in the 2010s — the latter suggesting that this community had
become more fractured, broke down. This suggestion will be evaluated in the next sub-section, for
now, let us turn to the qualitative properties of the network in the second period vis-a-vis the first

one.

The centralisation value of this network goes down significantly to 0.347. Such a development
could be expected with the introduction of more nodes into the network. This low value shows that
regarding the main focus of this research, co-membership and collegial working relationships, no
significant centralisation effort is to be found in this period. Rather, it is a distributed network
which proves to be well-connected overall (as explained in sub-section IV.3.a “The analysis of the
complete social network (1990-2020)”) with only a single isolate and quite a few central

individuals with many working ties to others.

It is worth further discussing the centrality scores of the individual editors-in-chief — even if the
order or ranking of the selected journalists in this second period is the very same as in the case of

the complete network (1990-2020) (consult Table 7). The only difference are the nominal values

116 While the TV channel ATV can be accessed nation-wide in different service providers’ packages, it is not included
in the terrestrial broadcast available for free. The channel has got a strong public affairs profile. For more than a decade,
it is owned by the Pentecostal, neo-protestant evangelical church called the “Faith Church” (or, perhaps more literally,
“The Congregation of Faith”) [Hit Gylilekezete] — and recently, the majority ownership stake was acquired by the
church’s religious and worldly leader, NEMETH Sandor. This put NEMETH him and his family in an even firmer position
of control. (See for example (Mézsar 2020)) ATV’s programmes still have a markedly critical view about the
government. However, a personal connection privately revealed to me a certain “glass ceiling” about how far
government critique can go at the TV station; and it is well known that the regularly and frequently televised religious
services of the Faith Church often touch upon heavily pro-government subjects and messages as the church — after a
long period of fraught relationship with the Fidesz party — has finally become a strong supporter of it. (See (Rényi
2018a; Toth-Bird 2022) as well as (Torok 2011b) whose presentation is also available in a video format online (Torok
2011a).)
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of the stress centrality and betweenness centrality. That is because the shorter period of observation
decreases these values — or, rather, the same (at least) one-year-long ties over a longer, three-
decades period become more valuable. It is important to point out that the individuals whose
positionalities are analysed have been selected due to their chief editor positions in the 2010s —
so not in the currently analysed period of 1997-2010, but the next one —, thus only a few of them
held this highest journalistic office then: namely, UJ Péter, KOTROCZO Roébert, and WEYER
Balazs.!'7 It is only the latter who ranks highly on the list — having been chief editor of Origo,
working at RTL Klub, and Tilos R4adi6 during this period —; KOTROCZO only made the seventh
position, while UJ is not even featured in the top ten. So, job titles are not the reason why this
analysis highlights some individuals over the others. Rather, it is their connections to other well-
connected individuals; and as it has been argued in this sub-section, with this period being the
formative beginning of this elite community, it is the varied nature of ties that boost a journalist’s
position. Indeed, PALMAI and SZOMBATHY (ranked number one and three, respectively) both
worked at three or more outlets in this period. With many more — in fact, all of the selected chief
editors who were not active before 1997 — becoming active in this period and joining the network,

their diverse relationships with the newcomers elevate their standings.

7 Here, however, a caveat needs to be added regarding Tilos Radi6 due to its unique community-based, non-
hierarchical editorial structure as noted in previous sections. Because of this phenomenon, the positionalities of their
journalists are somewhat discounted.
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Assigned

Betweenness

ID Name Degrees Stress centrality .
number centrality

15 | PALMAI L. Akos 31.507143
12 | WEYER Balazs
21 | SZOMBATHY Pal

2 | VICSEK Ferenc
20 | DULL Szabolcs

9 | AZURAK Csaba

6 | KOTROCZO Robert 10.559524
13 | GAZDA Albert 9.890476

7 | GYORGY Bence 6.848413

5 | BODOKY Tamas 6.80119
18 | DUDAS Gergely 6.652381
19 | | OTH-BZENES! 6.652381
16 | UJ Péter 6.579762
14 | SALING Gergd 2.054762
11 | TOTH Tamas Antal 3 4 1.233333
10 | KOHEGYI Anna 4 5 1.198413

1 [ PRONTVAI Vera 0 0 0

3 | PATAKI Gabor 1 0 0

4 | DAVID Ferenc 2 0 0

8 | GABOR Laszlo 3 0 0
17 | MESZAROS Zso6fi _ 0 0

Table 8:

Centrality values of the selected editors-in-chief of the aggregate static social network of the second period (1997-2010),
coloured from white (lowest) to dark grey (highest) and ranked according to their betweenness centrality scores from highest to

lowest.
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IV.3.d. The analysis of the static social network during the dominant party

system (2011-2020)

Nevertheless, it is only in comparison with the final, third
period that the formative years of the network become
meaningful. Indeed, as one could anticipate after learning
the results of the second period, the visualisation of the
network in the third period, in the 2010s, yields a much
sparser network. It even shows the signs of fracturing with
a dyad (consisting of Klub Radié chief editors PATAKI and

VICSEK) being disconnected from the rest of this network in

— o this decade. What is more, RTL Klub news programme

editor-in-chief KOTROCZO also detaches from the network

as an isolate, even though thus far only Maria Radio6 editor-
in-chief PRONTVAI Vera was the only isolate (they are not displayed in this graph). The
centralisation value of this period’s static network is 0.219 — an even lower value than the previous
decade’s centralisation score. While this fracturing and isolation most likely contributes to the
decrease of this value, it cannot be solely explained by that. A more connected, more “wired”
central network component could have even boosted the centralisation score. Therefore, the

diminishing centralisation value also implies the decay of this network.

As mentioned, this outcome can be predicted knowing the results of the dynamic and static social
network analysis of the complete network as well as the partial static networks of earlier decades.
However, a reminder needs to be made here: this investigated period is actually the one when most
of the members of the network assume their paramount positions as editors-in-chief. One could
argue that with most of them moving to a higher position, the chances of individuals working
together as equals would diminish. There are examples that support this argument, but also quite a
few that contradicts it. Logically speaking, there is no reason why journalists should stop
collaborating when they move up or down in the workplace hierarchy — the example of TV2 chief
editors show this. In this decade, usually, whether a TV2 journalist assumed the role of editor-in-
chief or a lower position, they continued working at the outlet. Their community more or less
rotated in the same role. However, TV2 seems to be more of an exception, rather than the rule. A
stronger trend is the discontinuation of working relationships, especially after stepping down from
the highest journalistic position — usually because editors-in-chief themselves leave their outlets

altogether. Many of them who rank high in centrality values in this period (e.g. GAZDA, DUDAS,
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AZURAK) even left journalism as a profession temporarily or permanently. The fact that this is the
period of the party system under populism can be reasonably assumed to play an explanatory role

in this curious, remarkable trend.

Assigned
ID Name Degrees | Stress centrality
number

13 | GAzZDA Albert
20 | DULL Szabolcs
15 | PALMAI L. Akos

Betweenness
centrality

18 | DUDAS Gergely

10 | KOHEGYI Anna

(98]
N

15.03

19 | TOTH-SZENESI Attila 12.5

AZURAK Csaba

GYORGY Bence 2.4

14 | SALING Gergd 2.2

16 | U Péter 2.2

17 | MESZAROS Zso6fia 0.53

21 | SzoMBATHY Pal

& | GABOR Laszl6

12 | WEYER Balazs

TOTH Tamas Antal

BODOKY Tamas

DAVID Ferenc

VICSEK Ferenc

PATAKI Gabor

KoTrROCZO Rébbert
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The analysis of the centrality positions of the selected individuals can add to this argument. PALMAI
— who, as mentioned, has acquired a questionable reputation (see for example (Tamas 2014) or
(Matrai 2014)) in independent or opposition media due to his more or less direct role in the

transformation of Origo and TV2 to pro-Fidesz mouthpieces!'® — while dropped in the ranking,

118 The term “mouthpiece” can be regarded as well-founded without more elaborate stylistic or discourse analyses not
only due to the prima facie quality and terminologies of the outlets’ output, but also due to direct, repeated endorsement
of TV2 of PM ORBAN’s politics during general elections campaigns in 2018 and later, in 2022. (See (TV2 2018) and
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still features high among his peers due to his relatively numerous connections to other well-
connected individuals. In the top slots, GAZDA and DULL both worked at Origo and Index — and
both of them did personally make claims to political intervention behind their stepping down and
dismissals, respectively, from media outlets also when they held the seat of the chief editor. They
are joined by former Index editor-in-chief DUDAS and TOTH-SZENESI. The former is personally on
the record (Borbas 2020) citing Fidesz-inspired political economic intervention as a reason for his
decision to resign. The latter, while did not make such a public statement, expressed his solidarity
with his successor Dull at the time of his dismissal by leaving Index together with almost 90 of his
colleagues — and later re-joined his peers at Telex (Szalay 2020)!'' which was launched as a

successor to the “original” Index editorial and journalistic team.

The only counterpoints to this phenomenon among the most central journalists in the network are
the aforementioned TV2 chief-editors KOHEGYI, AZURAK, GYORGY, and to a lesser extent, GABOR
and TOTH Tamas Antal. With the exception of the rather apolitical AZURAK — almost a household
name in Hungary because he used to be a very public face of the TV channel as a presenter and
newscaster —, there is little openly available information about their political stances. The
exception to his is GABOR and TOTH Tamas Antal. Besides being rather secretive (narancs.hu 2018)
about his professional and personal background, there is public evidence about GABOR’s warm
relationship with PM ORBAN — having reportedly participated in a highly selective annual social
event for Fidesz intellectuals (ibid.), and rarely publishing pieces other than favourable interviews
with the PM (see for example (Gabor 2018b)) and bashing cultural elites critical of the government
(Gébor 2018a). TOTH does not feature high in the ranking — but that is also due to the lack of open
sources available about his professional activities. So, his profile is also worth briefly mentioning.
According to pieces published in independent and opposition media, he participated in the post-
2010 Fidesz take-over of the public broadcasting services, and after his similar role at TV2 (Varga
2019), his name has appeared in the impressum of the V4 News Agency (V4NA) (Szalay 2019), a
London-based international news organisation owned by a subsidiary of the pro-government

KESMA holding. (Borbas 2019)

So, besides these network development trends bearing the highly probable mark of the impact of

the party system under populism, it is the decreasing centralities of chief editors who featured

(TV2 2022), respectively.) These endorsements and also the blatant style of political journalism, in an earlier period
in the history of post-communist Hungarian media, were not usual before.

119 After the period of investigation, in August 2022, Téth-Szenesi left Telex and joined 444.hu under editor-in-chief
Uj. (HVG.hu 2022b)
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relatively high in the previous period: WEYER, SZOMBATHY, or VICSEK. That makes sense because
in basically one shape or another, all have discontinued their involvement in civil society or mass
commercial media. After leaving Origo, WEYER advised the establishment of Direkt36, a small
investigative media outlet — in a large part financed from tax donations and international NGOs’
and funds’ support (Direkt36 2015). Direkt36 was founded by his fellow Origo journalists who left
the outlet upon its pro-Fidesz take-over (including the last editor-in-chief before the pro-
government take-over, SALING). Besides his advisory, however, WEYER has retired from
journalism — while there are signs that he is still active at Tilos Radid, most of his professional
activities can be linked to the (pop and world) music industry. SZOMBATHY, while active during
the entire 2010s he remained on the side lines of public affairs journalism. For most of the decade,
we worked as a sports reporter at the television channel Digi Sport. In the latter years of the decade,
he joined the corporate management of Index’s publishing house through his high school friend,
BoDOLAI Laszl6 — ergo did not work as a journalist at the outlet, and in an interview, he
maintained that the business management of the Index was strongly separated from, and worked
independently of the journalists (24.hu 2020; Kerner 2021). Following his brief, dubious role as
editor-in-chief of Index in 2020, he once again returned to the side lines of public affairs.!?* VICSEK
Ferenc, being the oldest among the selected individuals, after his departure from Klubradio
following his resignation as chief editor, did not join another media outlet, remained mostly outside
established civil society and mass media (except, for example, serving as the vice-president of the
left-liberal affiliated professional organisation, National Alliance of Hungarian Journalists
[Magyar Ujsagirok Orszagos Szovetsége, MUOSZ]). He only occasionally offers public life

commentary at smaller outlets.

These developments actually show a large-scale change in the network, essentially a replacement
of the “older”, pre-2010 elite: formerly high-ranking actors lose significance in terms of their
centrality values. Many of the previously influential actors leave civil society media and mass
media altogether. So those who remain in this profession, logically, do so with reduced number of
ties to other former colleagues. While this research design cannot account for newly formed ties to
other journalists who had not belonged to the network of the selected individuals, studying trends
and developments in Hungarian public affairs media suggests that their networks did not expand.

Moreover, even if previously existing professional relationships uphold — and, theoretically, new

120 In late 2021, he created a Facebook page called “Outsider” (in English) offering short public life commentary
together with his colleague during his short time as Index chief editor, SZTANKOCZY Andras. At the time of the writing,
the page has less than 600 followers.
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journalists join the network at “lower”, non-editorial level —, they usually do so at media outlets
whose reach is far lower. Surviving (and perhaps, new) relationships only subsist at less popular
civil society media outlets or newly founded mass media outlets. The consequence of this is, in
return, decreasing social significance of the selected individuals. This is because these civil society
media outlets — in the context of the present study, most importantly, Tilos Radi6 plays that role
of an outlet of “last resort” —obviously have smaller audiences. Or newly founded mass media
outlets like Telex at the time of writing have not caught up to their predecessors’ (in this case,
Index) audience reach. To briefly summarise the analysis regarding the above observed pattern:
the 2010s is a time of disintegration and decay of the studied network, as well as decreasing

significance of individual editors-in-chief who gained prominence before 2010.

— CHAPTER SUMMARY —
This chapter carries out analysis in three main parts.

First, the description and preliminary analysis detects significant influence of political affiliations on media
ownership and editorial policies on the selected, influential civil society media and mass media outlets in
Hungary. Several key outlets, underwent significant ownership changes between 2011 and 2020, often leading
to shifts in editorial direction.

Second, the tSNA reveals the main trends within the evolution of the structure of the social network. The annual
visualisation shows distinct sub-networks that become slightly denser and more connected. During this period
under the two-block party system, connectedness increased, peaking in the mid-2000s. Tie formations were most
prevalent in this period. However, the network began to fragment during the 2010s, with tie dissolutions peaking
in 2011 — coinciding with the rise of Hungary’s dominant populist party system.

Third, Static SNA first leaves us with the impression of overall high connectedness especially to tSNA results.
However, some of it is due to structural similarities to a hierarchical outtree. The network appears to have lacked
a true centralisation and organisation. Civil society journalists were generally more peripheral (with a few
exceptions like BODOKY and WEYER), however, we can discover important journalistic strategies that were
empowered by civil society.

Period-specific static SNA provides further insights: from 1990 to 1996, the network was small and appears to
be centralized only because of the very few active participants. This also suggests that most of the post-communist
media elite cannot be seen as a direct “inheritance” from communist times. Between 1997 and 2010, the network
expanded and stabilized, with most professional connections forming during this time, leading to a cohesive
structure organized more by community ties than by institutional hierarchies, suggesting somewhat lower
political pressures. However, the 2011-2020 period saw a sharp decline in centralization and network fracturing
under Hungary’s dominant populist party system. This era was marked by media captures and an elite
replacement. Individual strategies needed to adapt — some joined civil society or independent outlets, some
aligned with populist actors.
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CHAPTER V. INTERPRETING THE RESULTS AND
THEIR LIMITATIONS

— CHAPTER OVERVIEW —

This chapter discusses the analytical findings in more detail, also returning it into the context of academic
literature. To delimit the significance and potential interpretations thereof, it also discusses the limits of the
research.

Accordingly, the chapter is structured into two main parts, each further divided.

First, an interpretation of the results is given within the closer context of the dissertation, post-communist
Hungary'’s political economy. Then, in the section “I.1.a. Re-contextualisation and evaluation of the results”, a
broader interpretation is given within the context of international empirical and conceptual literature.

Second, the Limitations sub-chapter reviews three key limitations of this work, each with its own sections:
limitations regarding

° data availability,
° sample selection and data collection methods, and
e the applied analytical method.

V.1. The interpretation of the results: the social network dynamics of
independent, opposition media and the role of civil society during the

party system under populism

This dissertation argues that two major phenomena that explain the transformation of the political

economy of the Hungarian civil society and mass media under populist governance in the 2010s.

The first phenomenon is intrinsic to the studied elite civil society and media network. The empirical
analysis highlights it rather clearly: it is the demise of an “old guard” of civil society media and
mass media. The dissertation shows that, amidst the evident political and political economic
pressures from the Fidesz-led government, the opposition and independent media network failed
to unify in a meaningful way. Instead, their collegial relationships fractured. Many individuals
retired or left the media sector. And while new outlets were occasionally established to replace
those taken over by pro-government actors, these new ventures proved only relatively successful.
They were ultimately incapable of pushing back against or counterbalancing Fidesz’s onslaught

within Hungary’s media system.

Civil society can be seen as a refuge — a “survival strategy” to preserve journalistic independence
in the face of strong political pressure. The existence of Atlatsz6 — and, to a smaller extent, other

civil society media outlets like Direkt36, Partizan, or Mérce, etc. — provide the most direct
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examples of this. Journalists whose outlet were “taken over” by pro-Fidesz actors retreated to civil
society media outlets to continue their journalism without pro-government interference. However,
their chances of mounting effective resistance against these trends have always been low due civil
society’s lack of resources — especially in the face of a well-organised populist strategy applied
by pro-Fidesz actors. The fate of Klubradi6 — which lost its terrestrial broadcasting licence and
shut down its non-online service in 2021 (Szalay 2021b) — exemplifies the real-life limits of

(unco-ordinated, solitary) resistance against government actors.!?!

At the same time, the growing use of crowdfunding (or “support campaigns” [tdmogatési
kampanyok]) by Hungarian independent and opposition mass media outlets (in addition to the tax
donations received — an inclusion criteria) can be regarded as a civil society strategy that has
become part of Hungarian mass media’s repertoire. (Even though these practices are not far
removed from usual business models like paywalls and subscriptions — some of these outlets have
indeed introduced such models in the 2020s.) Moreover, civil society media and the professional
interrelationships therein, have boosted several chief editors’ standing among their peers as this
dissertation’s analysis indicates. This is not a merely a “statistic”. In real life, a central position
consisting of both civil society roles and mass media roles could theoretically translate to real-
world opportunities to create more efficient organisations — and potentially mount resistance.
Most notably, the centrality of WEYER Baldzs who simultaneously worked at several commercial
mass media and Tilos Réadid, also leading other professional organisational efforts like advising
Direkt36, demonstrates this potential. However, his activities do not seem to cross into political
organisation, strategy — the policy proposals penned by him (Weyer 2017) remain in the realm of

the theoretical.

What is more remarkable, however, is not the limited effectiveness of the civil society modes of
organisation against populist strategy, but the shared failure of independent and opposition civil
society media and commercial mass media to unite against political economic encroachment on
their independence. As the dissertation’s empirical analysis demonstrates, the 2010s were about
fragmentation of the civil society and mass media elites’ networks — rather than building
resistance, a common organisation of any kinds, or a social movement. It is not difficult to observe
that whenever media outlets were forced to react to political and business interferences (either

directly or through, for example, ownership change and organisational re-structuring), their

121 Tilos R4dié had also been threatened by a similar fate: it’s broadcasting licence had not been prolonged, therefore,
the radio had to re-apply for the frequency. (HVG.hu 2022) Even if it was the only applicant, for a few weeks in
September 2022, it lost its terrestrial frequency for a few weeks — but was ultimately declared the winner and
reinstated. (Mészaros 2022)
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reaction almost always was un-coordinated.'?> Even when journalists facing political and business
pressure managed to act more concertedly, these actions almost always led to organisational splits.
Usually, these concerted actions led to the establishment of a rival, “more authentic” media
organisation as an alternative to a media outlet that went through pro-government capture. This
resulted in at least two competing outlets that laid claim to essentially the same — but this time

divided — audience.'®

This fragmentation occured in an environment where, nominally, the number of independent and
opposition media outlets increased, especially online. !** Thus it cannot be argued that the
“diversity” or pluralism of Hungarian media diminished — a fact which also PM ORBAN has
emphasised in countering critics. 2> However, these dynamics essentially resulted in the
fragmentation of the independent and opposition audiences as well, with ostensible political,
electoral consequences. So, altogether, it is striking that opposition and independent civil society

media or commercial mass media did not, and have not been co-ordinating against a common

122 This shows signs of slight, but powerful changes with Index’s transformation in 2020 — at the very end of the
studied era, rather late compared to the start of Fidesz’ long-standing populist strategy to gain media dominance.
Approximately 90 journalists and content production employees resigned simultaneously from Index upon the
perception of political and business interference — and most of them went on to establish a competing news portal,
Telex. (Index 2020)

123 Such an example could be taken again from the case of Index. In the early 2010s, UJ Péter left the outlet to start
444 to be free from ownership and political interference (while Index still exists as an outlet under the ownership of
the well-known Fidesz-linked media entrepreneur, VASZILY Miklds; and Telex spun off of it in 2020). But similarly,
the investigative website Direkt36 was also established by journalists who had left Origo after a pro-Fidesz take-over.
Recent experience and research shows that more often than not, audiences of outlets that were taken over were not
aware of the changes — and even receptive at times of changed messaging and journalistic practices. (Polyak, Urban,
and Szavai 2022)

124 Mérce [“Measure”], Uj Egyenléség [“New Equality”’], EzALényeg [“ThisIsThePoint™], Hirklikk [“News Click™],
Hirhugo [“Hugo News”], Nyugati Fény [“Western Light”], Partizan [“Partisan’], etc. are all examples of this, most of
them were established in the 2010s. These outlets are all active online — because of the lower costs of entering the
market and because the licencing and broadcasting rights of television and radio broadcasters would have to be earned
from the state under populist governments. Likewise, the newspaper or magazine format (in which there remains only
a few serious contesters critical of the government — with multiple restrictions and low reach of audiences) could not
fit the opposition media either, due to the ever-decreasing revenues they generate. For this reason, this segment of the
media market, too, is heavily dominated by pro-government outlets which receive subsidies and ad revenues from the
state and state-owned enterprises.

125 This argument had been deemed important enough for the Prime Minister to produce and distribute a video on his
personal Facebook page (Orban 2021) featuring himself buying a large number of issues of government-critical
newspapers at a newsstand saying:

“I have been thinking (...) that I should have a look at (...) how many newspapers there are that criticise
or reproach the government, and I will buy some of them, and I will show how many of them there are.
(...) The freedom of the press must be in a wretched state that there are only this many that reproach
me.” (ibid.) (The author’s own translation from the original Hungarian as shown below. The last sentence
is uttered with clear sarcasm as the PM showcases a handful of independent and oppositional daily or
weekly newspapers.)

[ “Gondoltam, (...) megnézem, (...) hogy milyen kormanyt kritizalo vagy gyalazo ujsagok vannak, és
vasarolok beldliik, és megmutatom, hogy mennyi van. (...) Nyomorusdagos dallapotban van a
sajtoszabadsag, hogy csak ennyi helyen gyalaznak.”’]
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challenge or threat neither by establishing joint professional, interest representation, or even
business organisations, nor initiatives for stronger co-operation.!'?¢ This lack of collaboration
stands in stark contrast to the successful efforts by Fidesz to build a concentrated network
organisation. This includes not only a monolithic media conglomerate and other communicational
organisations,'?” but also a strong, at times centralised linkages also to private and state enterprises,
religious organisations, foundations, local organisations, sports associations, cultural institutions,

and more.

So instead of increasing co-ordination and collaboration, this dissertation’s results capture the

decline of the independent and opposition networks in the face of the challenge of populism.

What could explain the lack of collaboration among independent and opposition civil society media
and mass media organisations and their members? This question, in itself, is a worthy question for
further research as the present dissertation’s methods offer only provide limited insights. There are
obvious limits to collaboration imposed by the international context and the national social and
political economic circumstances. Briefly, in the global context marked by rapid info-
communicational innovation and intense competition among journalistic organisations, social
media, and the entertainment industry in general, the shrinking segment of the Hungarian media
industry struggles to compete. Resources are scarce to begin with, and the pro-government media’s
advantages make the competition even more uneven. All of this is taking place in a very small
market, further limiting opportunities for expansion and innovation. Additionally, the legal, state,

and political structures skew the odds even more.

At the same time, there are also certain self-imposed limits within the independent and opposition
media. The very definition of “independent” media — whether civil society media or mass media
— involves a commitment to maintaining a critical attitude towards all political actors, which
inherently discourages collaboration with other independent or opposition outlets. Media outlets

not directly affiliated with political parties intend to maintain a critical attitude towards all political

126 Just as (Orban 2021) is hinting at, there are actually a large number of opposition or independent media outlets —
even if the PM’s PR stunt and argument is aimed at showing the nominal number of outlets, and not the actual reach
or financial opportunities of independent and opposition media. Nevertheless, it is true that many of the competing
independent and opposition media outlets have developed capabilities (e.g. highly developed websites, podcasting,
photo and video production capabilities, printing, etc.) in parallel to their print businesses. There could probably be
many options to collaborate and work together at least on an issue-by-issue basis if not permanently, but very few of
these potential co-operations actually materialise.

127 See the short description of the Central European Press and Media Foundation [K&zép-Eurdpai Sajto— és
Médiaalapitvany, KESMA] on page 48. Ownership and controlling stakes of pro-government actors in Hungarian
media goes even further than this media conglomerate whose portfolio spans more than hundred media outlets from
the national mass media level to local media products. (See for example (Batorfy 2020; Batorfy and Urban 2020))
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actor. For these outlets, direct affiliations with other, politically affiliated actors cou/d undermine
their credibility in the eyes of their audiences!?® 12° — although this is only an assumption that may
merit deeper examination. Even for media outlets with clear political or ideological affiliations, the
fragmented and antagonistic nature of the opposition party structure, combined with a lack of

resources (especially compared to Fidesz), makes collaboration even less likely.

Furthermore, micro-social, interpersonal reasons contribute to the lack of collaboration: personal
animosities among journalists. Reasons for this may be numerous and difficult to explain, but there
is ample evidence that the personal relationships of former colleagues have deteriorated
significantly over the past decades. Perhaps the most emblematic case is the fallout between UJ
and DUDAS (both included in the sample) in which the former, still-active chief editor not only
questioned the latter’s professionalism, but also accused him of “betraying” him during a period
of political pressure while he was the editor-in-chief of Index — leading to his resignation from
that position. (Szalay 2018) Legal disputes have also arisen from internal conflicts within
journalistic staff, such as those at the Politics Can Be Different [Lehet Mas a Politika, LMP] party-
linked outlet, Instant [Azonnali].!*° Several sources who are familiar with the internal affairs of
civil society media outlets and mass commercial media outlets also attest that not only camaraderie,

but also clique-like hatred can run high among independent and opposition media journalists.!*!

Another media source, Response Online [Valasz Online] suggests that Hungarian business elites
— among the very few media owners that are not affiliated with Fidesz or even have opposition

sympathies — play a certain “double game”. For instance, former socialist MP PUCH LaszI¢ is

128 See for example Telex’s justification for not carrying any political campaign ads during the 2022 general elections
in Hungary:
“It is a common characteristic of political ads that they are one-sided, flamboyant, simplifying, partisan, and
— let us put it this way — they only show a small portion of reality, if they are not outright distort it. So they
have the exact characteristics that are far removed from content appearing on Telex.” ((Dull 2022) — The
author’s own translation from the original Hungarian as follows.)

[ “A politikai hirdetések kozos jellemzoje, hogy egyoldaluak, harsanyak, leegyszeriisitéek, nem partatlanok, és
— mondjuk ugy — a valosagnak csak egy kicsiny részét mutatjak meg, ha épp nem csusztatnak. Vagyis pont azokat
a jellemzoket hordozzak, amelyek tavol allnak a Telexen megjelent tartalmaktol.” (ibid.)]

The validity of this argumentation is not evaluated here. Even if it is striving to preserve the perception of its
intellectual or political independence, Telex is often treated as “opposition” media (receiving even demeaning labels)
by the pro-government media.

129 See, for instance, (Juhasz V. 2022)

130 See a series of articles by the media observer outlet Medial about the scandal at now-defunct Instant [Azonnali]:
(Kasza 2021; Szalay 2021a; 2022a)

131 Personal communication. Phrases like these journalists could “drown each other in a spoon of water” [a Hungarian
expression conveying bitter animosity, usually over petty conflicts — the original phrase is: “megfojtandak egymast
egy kanal vizben”’] and “crocodile tears” [implying schadenfreude and hypocritical sorrow, “krokodilkénnyek”’] were
shed over the misfortune of an outlet by their fellow journalists at a rival independent or opposition media organisation
are colourful further pieces of evidence.
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alleged to have leveraged or sold his media holdings to Fidesz-linked actors in exchange for
lucrative business opportunities. (Bodis 2019) This dissertation therefore adds the aspect of the
internal “self-inflicted wounds” to the potential reasons for the demise of independent and
opposition civil society media and mass media network. Besides the inability to collaborate —
even if practically possible, as demonstrated by joint Polish media activism initiative during the
“Media Without Choice” [Media bez wyboru] campaign in the face of political pressure (Easton
2021a) — there is evidence for a certain level of sheer unwillingness to co-operate for better
outreach and to organise a united front political purposes, resisting populist political economic

strategy and encroachment on their organisations.

The second phenomenon explaining the outcome of the analytical results is not inherent to the
studied network sample — but is a logical consequence of it. Internally, the sample reveals a certain
“turnover” of individuals. Particularly at larger mass media outlets like Index and TV2, patterns
show that a journalist might be promoted to editor-in-chief and then step down, continuing to work
at the same organisation. But this is not a common individual career trajectory: many of individuals
almost always left their media organisations altogether eventually (for one reason or another like
AZURAK Csaba or TOTH-SZENESI Attila). This hints at essentially what the sample and the analysis
have not and cannot capture: developments outside the network. With many chief editors and
journalists leaving their posts, their professional interrelationships dissolving, the question
logically arises: what succeeds the demise of the network? The description of the first phenomenon,
the dissolution of the network already touches upon this point when discussing the lack of co-
ordination vis-a-vis populist strategy deployed by Fidesz-linked actors. This will be further

substantiated in the next sub-chapter.

However, in this sub-chapter, it is important to briefly consider the relational mechanism of the
decline of the opposition and independent civil society media and mass media network, and how it
has been transformed. This is what the analysis could not capture due to the logic of the purposive
sample selection. This phenomenon effectively is an elite change, a “great replacement” of the
post-communist Hungarian media elite — as previously mentioned, predominantly of left-liberal
worldviews, usually subscribing to a “professional” media ethics (see for example (Waisbord
2013)). As many of these former chief editors and journalists left the largest Hungarian (especially
mass media) outlets and found new workplaces in civil society media outlets or even outside of the
media industry; and yet neither of the media organisations were shut down or discontinued, it is a
logical consequence that the job positions have been filled with other individuals, these former

editors-in-chief and journalists have been replaced by their former media organisations.
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Who took up their jobs? Without directly researching this question, this dissertation can rely on
two sets of evidence: everyday observations of the media landscape and anecdotal evidence from
the media research and media worker communities. As to the former, there are observations that
multiple interpersonal mechanisms were in play when replacing the former media elite. These may

be intertwined, not mutually exclusive processes as phenomena.

The first is the non-replacement coupled with switching sides. As suggested by this study, several
individuals could be suspected to have switched sides. Most famously or infamously, PALMAI L.
Akos — who, after a lower-profile career at markedly left-liberal mass media outlets, took part in
the transformations of Origo and TV2 to pro-government mouthpieces as either chief editor or a
leading employee —; and GABOR Laszl6 and GYORGY Bence who are not highlighted by the
analysis of network centralities due to relatively scarce information about their career backgrounds.
However, there are sources (Rényi 2017) that suggest that they ran careers similar to that of PALMAI
L. Akos — actually being colleagues with him: joining the same left-liberal organisations, than
taking up leading roles at other, transformed outlets. This side-switching strategy of political media

survival can be seen as a counterpoint to the civil society strategy of journalists.

The second is the promotion of formerly lower-ranking journalists to higher positions, and,
sometimes, the recruitment of journalists from other media organisations. While this strategy
parallels the actions described in the previous paragraphs, it does not necessarily involve switching
“camps” or altering the political orientation of a journalist’s content. There are instances where
media organizations, after transitioning from independent or opposition-aligned outlets to pro-
government entities, actively sought to employ journalists with prior right-wing or pro-government
affiliations. A notable example is the appointment of TOTH Tamds Antal as chief editor at TV2’s
evening news programme (Varga 2019) after a career at the public broadcaster; with some
reportedly questioning his professionalism and expertise, together his fitness due to his previous
purportedly illegal dealings. (ibid.) Similarly, when SZOMBATHY Pal took up the role of chief editor
at Index following the resignation of the entire journalistic staff, he also admittedly tapped and
hired right-wing journalists, too (Kreativ Online 2020) — although, he claimed, for different
reasons. 32 Even the reverse of this has happened. When the previously pro-government daily

Hungarian Nation’s [Magyar Nemzet] owner, the former oligarch SIMICSKA Lajos fell out with his

132 In his interview after his formal resignation from his post as editor-in-chief of Index under VAsziLY Miklos’
ownership, SZOMBATHY suggested that he was following the principle of internal pluralism and diversity — adding,
later during the interview, that his considerations were “naive” amidst the political economic circumstances of not
only Index, but Hungarian media. (The interview is available in Hungarian language: (Nagy J. 2020). See also the
author’s analysis of the case (Matyas 2022b).)
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long-time friend, PM ORBAN, he switched the editorial line to be critical of the government. This

was the period when GAZDA Albert also joined the otherwise right-wing newspaper.

The third interpersonal mechanism is onboarding formerly unknown or even early-career, young
people with little to no prior experience in the media. This strategy was primarily employed by
outlets that were not included in the sample for this dissertation, largely because newly established,
less professional outlets lacked the resources to hire more experienced professionals. Instead, they
invested in training new, young professionals. This strategy could not appear in the present analysis
because such newly-trained individuals were almost impossible to make the select list — and
position — of editor-in-chief at a major civil society media or mass commercial media outlet. Also,
the chances of such individuals working together with the selected editors-in-chief'is also very low.
Indeed, these people do not and cannot really know each other professionally!*® amidst the highly

polarised media landscape of contemporary Hungary.

This overview summarizes the primarily extra-network relational and interpersonal dynamics that
contributed to the decline of independent and opposition civil society media and mass media
networks, as well as their “succession” by predominantly pro-government journalists and media
organisations. However, the significant influence of the populist government’s and pro-
government actors’ behaviour has largely been untouched, aside for brief references. That is
because as the sample selection bias and the following analysis has shown, these only appear as
external effects on the studied network. However, this topic is a well-understood, deeply analysed
one by Hungarian media scholars — and its underlying political economic drivers are well-
researched internationally, too. Therefore, in the next sub-chapter, the dissertation will compare
these findings with previous academic research and literature, evaluating the contribution of this

dissertation to the broader discipline.

V.1.a. Re-contextualisation and evaluation of the results

While the initial expectation of this dissertation research has been to chart and assess the extent of
the Fidesz-led pro-government network-building in civil society media and mass media, its analysis

shows a different image. Namely, instead of the expansion of the pro-government network, it shows

133 In one personal communication of the author with a journalist of a selected media outlet, the journalist
acknowledged that journalists working in “non-pro-government media” usually know each other very well — even
giving testimony of having multiple friendships and collegial relationships at other — to a certain extent, rival —
outlets. But this journalist also said that there were essentially no relationships with pro-government media, even using
the phrase that the situation is like if the two sides or “camps” (i.e., the pro-government journalists and the opposition
as well as independent journalists) “/ived in two separate countries”.
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the implosion and fragmentation of the independent and opposition civil society media and mass
media network under external political economic pressure as well as due to “self-inflicted wounds™.
While this has not been the original intention of the research design, it actually adds more value to

the academic literature for multiple reasons.

Even if the dissertation research only analyses one level and aspect of the subject — the collegial,
interpersonal network of select editors-in-chief — instead of many other possible levels (other
journalists, media managers, media owners, distributors, audiences, etc.) and aspects (joint or
cross-ownership stakes in media, media companies’ financial flows, qualitative or quantitative
analysis of contextual references or even hyperlinks in media content and output (G. Szab6 2018),
etc.), there already exists quite a few studies on these issues. (e.g. (Matuszewski and Szabo6 2019))
assesses the extent of political media “camps” on Twitter in Hungary (Batorfy and Urbéan 2020);
meticulously analyses the role of the Fidesz government funding in the media transformation; or
(Batorfy 2020) charts the impact of politically linked ownership changes on the transformed
Hungarian media landscape. They all suggest that Fidesz has managed to create a massive,
dominant presence in the media. But contrastingly, neither of them really taps into parallel events
and processes in the already existing opposition and independent civil society organisations and
mass media organisations as this dissertation does. Hence the present research can be evaluated as
reinforcing, but also adding to and extending the previous academic literature on the political

economy of post-communist Hungarian civil society and media.

The dissertation contributes to the understanding of many issues from an individual level of
analysis point of view ranging from social narratives, journalistic norms and professionalisation,
the issues of mis— or disinformation and fake news all the way to systemic processes and
phenomena globally. This is because when analysing these issues, it is usually the systematic,
“macro” factors that researchers take into account such as pre-existing historical conditions, social
and state institutions, market conditions, etc. This dissertation demonstrates that decisions of
individuals which would appear mundane, such as career choices, can have highly significant
meanings and consequences. These, when analysed or used as an indicator, complement a vast
body of literature on the political economic drivers of the transformation of social communication.
More specifically, in the case study context, it underpins the research on the transformation of the
Hungarian media system (e.g. (Bajomi-Lazar 2020; Batorfy 2017a; Polyak 2015)), its Fidesz-led
government centralisation and capture. Hence this dissertation adds one more level of analysis to

the connection between the Hungarian media scholarship on the one hand, and (Guriev and
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Treisman 2015; 2019) informational autocracy recently taken up by (Kreko 2022) as well as
(Levitsky and Way 2020) competitive authoritarianism on the other.

This research also provides a novel theoretical-methodological attempt. The ontology of
relationalism has definitely not been utilised frequently in empirical research — especially in
Hungary, but also internationally. Moreover, social network analysis (with the above exceptions
of, for example, (G. Szab6 2018; G. Szab6 and Bene 2016; Matuszewski and Szab6 2019)) which
does not really apply an interpersonal interactionist, social interrelationships lens)) has also not
been widely used to analyse the present research subject. The theoretical-methodological argument
of the dissertation that — also based on the definition of social movements — it should be more
commonly used. This is also because Hungary’s dominant party system and the competitive
authoritarian regime it has constituted can be accurately seen as led by Fidesz as a social movement
party organisation. And as this dissertation argues, this Fidesz-centred network has been formed
and cemented to the detriment of a competent counter-movement carrying left-wing and liberal
values which — at least in civil society and media — has essentially contracted and fallen apart.
The suggestion that this phenomenon is not solely limited to the analysed organisations and
individuals deserves a deeper consideration — because it may also have a significant theoretical

consequence regarding the connection among individual-organisational behaviour and populism.

This dissertation suggests that the concept of social movements can make this theoretical link. It
delineates a certain set of interactions among the members of the population — be it called civil
society, public sphere or their organised sub-sets (NGOs, CSOs, etc.) from neighbourhood

associations or churches to lobby groups —, as well as media actors, and political actors:

“...networks of informal interactions between a plurality of individuals, groups
and/or organizations, engaged in political or cultural conflicts, on the basis of
shared collective identities.” (Diani 1992, p. 1)

This formularisation not only uses terminology favourable to SNA, but is also in line with relational
principles as the title of the book “Social Movements and Networks: Relational Approaches to
Collective Action” (Diani and McAdam 2003) and its frequent references to Mustafa EMIRBAYER’s
works suggest. Furthermore, together with the influential social scientist Donatella DELLA PORTA,
they point out that the concepts of civil society and social movements converge on issues like
facilitation of social participation, specific organisational structures and strategies, etc. (della Porta

and Diani 2011)
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“Social movements are actually just one possible mode of co-ordination of
collective action within civil society. Their peculiarity lies in the coupling of
dense interorganizational networks and collective identities that transcend the
boundaries of any specific organization and encompass much broader
collectivities (...). A good deal of collective action in civil society may also take
the form of instrumental coalitions, in which collaboration neither relies on, nor
generates larger identities. At other times, collective action is promoted by
networks of like-minded people concerned with a specific issue or a broader
cause (think, for example, of communities of practice or epistemic communities),
rather than by organizations alone. Finally, collective action may take place
within specific organizations without stimulating the growth of broader networks
and identities.” (ibid., p. 69)

Throughout the entire period of investigation, Fidesz has managed to build a massive socio-
political and socio-economic network: a social movement using populist strategy. From a small,
liberal student organisation opposed to one-party socialism, it has become a party that according
to polls by the opposition-affiliated research institute “Policy Solutions”, a slight simple majority
of Hungarians think that it is impossible to peacefully remove from power.!3* Fidesz has achieved
this also through a thorough, meticulous populist social movement strategy: shifting and aligning
its policies, sharing resources with organisations that could help their electoral goals, partnering,
building, and maintaining . It can be validly seen, according to (T. R. Metz 2015; R. Metz and
Varnagy 2021) and others, as a social movement party or a special form of it, having created strong
interpersonal, ideological, and inter-institutional ties with sports, cultural, educational, religious,
and civil society!®> organisations. Fidesz has been leveraging its dominance in local governments,
too, through many channels. One of the most important has been the introduction of the public
works programme [kézmunkaprogram], many low-income families’ livelihood is now tied to the
breadwinner’s personal relationship to local government leaders. This is estimated to increase
Fidesz support in the Hungarian countryside up to two-digit percentage points. (Mares and Young

2019) Thanks to a combination of these, Fidesz can regularly hold mass demonstrations that are,

134 See (Bir6-Nagy and Laki 2020, 77) and the following quote from a recent poll:

“According to our poll which had been made one month after the 2022 general elections, 50% of
Hungarians agree with the statement that Fidesz cannot be removed from power democratically anymore,
while those who think that it is still possible (38%) are twelve percentage points fewer.” (Bir6-Nagy,
Szészi, and Varga 2020, p. 14)(The author’s own translation from the original Hungarian as cited below.)

A 2022-es valasztasok utan egy honappal késziilt felmérésiink szerint a magyarok 50 szazaléka ért egyet
azzal az allitassal, hogy a Fideszt mar nem lehet levaltani demokratikus witon, mig 12 szazalékponttal
vannak kevesebben (38%) azok, akik szerint ez még lehetséges” (ibid.)
135 See, for instance, the scholarship produced by (Greskovits 2017b; Wittenberg and Greskovits 2016; Greskovits
2020).
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in turn, broadcasted thanks to its massive pro-government media network centralised in, but not

limited to, KESMA.

The flipside of Fidesz’s successful mass social movement building effort is the crumbling of other
political parties’ interpersonal, ideological, and inter-institutional networks. Even larger,
traditional opposition parties like MSZP, LMP, or DK and Momentum struggle to maintain even
party offices and local party organisations outside the capital Budapest — making Fidesz virtually
the only party with effective nation-wide representation. The opposition parties’ alliance efforts to
counterbalance this dominance have not been entailing major resource-sharing efforts — especially
not efficient ones: they were fraught with personal and organisational rivalries, ill-considered

plans, and actions. (Panyi et al. 2022)

As this dissertation shows, since the long period of the “left-liberal media dominance” [balliberalis
médiaf6lény] in the 1990s and 2000s, civil society and media networks conducive to their socio-
political communication have been in drastic decay. They have lost the overwhelming majority of
their trade union organisational ties (Girndt 2013), too, which in the early 1990s still played a
considerable role in the left-wing coalition which commanded a two-thirds constitutional majority
in the Parliament. (Angelusz and Tardos 2005b; 2005a) Anti-government protest events or
demonstrations about issues unfavourable about the government — after only a handful of
instances in the 2010s and very recently in 2022 with questionable outcomes — were rather
sporadic. Even traditional political elite conferences, meetings and events have been discontinued
in the 2010s, while Fidesz has managed to increase its high-profile elite meetings.!*® With their

fraying ties to each other,'’’

civil society, education and research, and the traditionally sparse
church connections, opposition parties are virtually limited to operating somewhat effectively only

in the capital city and a handful of larger towns in Hungary.

This dissertation therefore highlights an important element of Fidesz’s electoral successes: its
superior organisation based on populist strategy — focusing on the organisation of communication
and the resources necessary to it — vis-a-vis the political organisation of its opposition. This is

important to emphasise because leading mainstream works in the study of post-communist

136 While Fidesz has been increasing the number of such events (see for example the meetings at Kotcse, in Tusvanyos
(in Transylvania, Romania), or lately, the Tranzit Fesztival in Tihany or the government-linked educational institution
MCC’s summer festival in Esztergom), the opposition has discontinued their summer meeting in Balatonszarszo (see
for example: (Farkashazy 2020)). These events also served the thematisation of the news cycle during the rather slow,
off-season summers; they represent a good opportunity to take initiative in the public discourse.

137 The unease and competition among them are rather well displayed by, amongst other instances, the statements of
the opposition PM candidate MARKI-ZAY’s suggesting a degree of co-optation of the Hungarian opposition by Fidesz,
see for example (Mediaworks Hircentrum 2022).
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Hungary’s political economy, for example (Scheiring 2020) and (Scheiring and Szombati 2020)
when explaining the success of Fidesz and the inabilities of the opposition usually point to socio-

economic policies and macro factors. To name a few:

e the generally unfavourable global economic conditions at the time of the social-liberal
governance (the second half of the 2000s) versus the generally favourable global economic
climate during the NER (especially in the second half of the 2010s);

e the different brands of neoliberal socio-economic policymaking (the social-liberal parties’
progressive, internationalist motivations vs. Fidesz’s traditionalist paternalistic, protectivist
national neoliberalism) and

e their effects on the political camps’ electoral bases (the social-liberal coalitions’ policies
had alienated important strata of the Hungarian society, and nudged them to identify with

Fidesz’s socio-economic ideology) and redistributive consequences.

This dissertation does not dismiss these arguments and finds all these considerations valuable
insight into electoral, and ultimately political economic dynamics in Hungary in the 2010s.
However, it argues that they are not to be understood in only themselves — even more bluntly,
they are only secondary to the main findings of this dissertation: the shrinking space of opposition
political opportunity structure in the face of Fidesz’s expanding political organisational network.
The logical consequence of this is that even if the opposition managed to unite effectively in the
political, electoral arena (which it did for all intents and purposes after the period of investigation,
in the general elections of 2022), it still would have meagre chances to successfully wage electoral
campaigns due to its inferior organisational capabilities and resources against Fidesz’s
overwhelming, dominant influence over Hungarian society, the electorate. So even if the
opposition found the “perfect” value proposition, socio-economic policies for a broad cross-section
of the Hungarian electorate, it would not be able to communicate these efficiently and credibly.
This is an important point to recognise because mainstream political economic wisdom can portray
electoral competition as a contest between proposed socio-economic policy agendas. While this
may hold true to some extent under certain conditions, this research suggests that it depends on the
political opportunity structures of the competing political actors as shaped by their organisational

relations, especially in mass political communication.

Recognising this has further consequences regarding political strategy. While, of course, political
manifestos, ideologies, and agendas remain an important factor, they are relegated to a secondary
role — vis-a-vis party organisations, structures, and relations to other organisations (especially in

media), but also to wider society. Without an efficient, effective organisation and an extensive web
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of positive relationships, chances of electoral success for a certain political actor are very limited.
In the context of post-communist Hungarian politics, this conveys two takeaways for the Hungarian
opposition, one positive and one negative. Positively, while conventional wisdom of the study of
political economy highlights elements that are mostly beyond the control of political parties and
actors (e.g. global economic conditions and the achievements or mistakes of past socio-economic
policymaking), the re-structuring of political organisations and their relationships to other
institutions, organisations, and groups of society is always an imminent possibility. The negative
takeaway of this is, however, that such action is so long overdue in today’s Hungary. The
opposition’s political organisations and relationship structures are so much behind of Fidesz —
especially in terms of capabilities and resources that could be mobilised — that without a
meticulous, consistently implemented long-term reform strategy, it is unlikely to achieve a level

on par with the mass social movement organisation led by Fidesz.

All these organisational, social movement aspects of political power dynamics are important to
reflect upon because of the phenomenon’s potential role in the understanding, definition, and
evaluation of the concept of populism. As discussed in the literature review, there are three major
approaches to populism: discursive-stylistic, ideational-ideological, and political strategic. It is
usually the first two major schools of thought that inspires most political science and political
economic research. Indeed, the discursive-stylistic or ideational-ideological elements contribute to

our understanding of populist politics very well,'*® but on the basis of this dissertation, it can be

138 This dissertation only rarely touches upon these aspects as its theoretical-methodological focus lies elsewhere. But
there is a wealth of scholarship (see for example, (M. Szab6 2003), (Kim 2021), (Csehi and Zgut 2021)) about the
ideological or discursive-stylistic factors of populism in Hungary. However, it is worth adding to the analysis of civil
society media and mass media relations to politics from a discursive-stylistic notion that both sides have developed
curious, trademark expressions, phrases, and harsh, often offensive styles. Without detailed analysis, one of the most
important features can be reasonably argued to be the mutual dismissal of each other between pro-government actors
and opposition and/or independent actors, denying the other side’s legitimacy on many grounds.

Non-government civil society media and mass media often labels pro-government journalists and outlets “propaganda
media” and uses phrases like “trolls”, “butler media” (or “servant media”) | “lakajmédia”] or “paid scribblers”
[ “bértolinok”’]. Mocking media outlets’ names are also prevalent in lower-quality media products, for example the
heavily pro-government Pesti Sracok [“Lads of Pest”] which is named after the young, working-class anti-Soviet
freedom fighters of the 1956 revolution is often referred to as, with a vulgar pun, “Prostitute Lads” [“Prosti Sracok™]
— see (Toth R. 2018) as an example.

Pro-government media uses lines and words often originating from government politicians — or is later echoed by
them. One such leading term is “Soros media” named after the globally vilified (e.g. (Plenta 2020) or (Steinberger
2018)) wealthy liberal Hungarian—American financier George Soros. For example, heavily pro-government online
outlet 888.hu which belongs to KESMA — and its name is already a play on UJ Péter’s liberal online outlet 444 —
uses the phrase in its header “We are the opposition to Soros” [ “Mi vagyunk Soros ellenzéke’]. In turn, 444 and
sometimes Telex and other media are often merely referred to as “Soros blogs” (Origo 2021b) or see the tag with the
same title on the website of 888.hu). Independent journalists are often mocked with the difficult-to-translate expression
“explainerman” [ “megmondoember ] who convey opinionated reports from a position of (false) authority. More often,
they are described using the portmanteau-like word “independent-objective” [ “‘fiiggetlenobjektiv” or ‘fiiggetlen-
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suggested that they miss a very important point: organisational strategy — an essential component
of any enterprise, especially one that brings about meaningful, massive social change such as
Fidesz has in post-communist Hungary. Contrastingly, the political strategic strand is critiqued
(Rueda 2020) as a less substantiated and theoretically, methodologically less specified branch of
populism research. Besides (Weyland 2021) authoritative response, this dissertation has aimed to
contribute to the notion that populism can be fruitfully seen as a political strategy if one takes into
account the organisational, relational aspect of politics both theoretically and methodologically.
Taking post-communist Hungary, justifiably the most successful case of populist electoral success
and in the European Union and a globally significant instance thereof as its subject, the present
research verifies (Weyland 2001; 2017) definition of populism as a political strategy — with the
only correction that it cannot be deemed as “unmediated”, as, logically speaking, any kind of mass
politics in the modern era. Essentially, this dissertation sees populism as a political strategy which
seeks to build mass political support while simultaneously aiming to undermine competing political

organisations or movements.

This approach can also qualify the debate (see e.g. (Abts and Rummens 2007) and (Pasquino 2008))
whether populism is a democratic phenomenon — political strategy — or an anti-democratic one.
The logic of this enquiry suggests that if populism is applied against an established, monopolistic
authoritarian political organisation or movements such as a one-party state socialist regime with
the aim of introducing democratic pluralism, then populism can be deemed as a democratic political
strategy. However, if it goes beyond challenging and breaking up an exclusory authoritarian
political formation and not to introduce electoral, political competition, but to create a different
centralised, monopolistic political organisation; or the strategy is aimed against political
organisations under an otherwise pluralistic political system, then populism can be deemed as an

autocratic political strategy.

The journey of Fidesz from a liberal, anti-communist student organisation — through solidifying
its “central forcefield” [centralis erétér] in the Hungarian right-wing, splitting up, merging, and
integrating conservative party formations (Oltay 2012) amidst changing electoral fortunes in the
1990s and 2000s — to becoming the dominant party in the 2010s clearly indicates the latter: the
conscious and sustained application of authoritarian populist political strategy. This dissertation
contributes to the understanding of how Fidesz’s populist social movement strategy has managed

to fundamentally re-shape post-communist Hungary’s political economy and society by

objektiv’] — also in hyphenated form — to ridicule their unaffiliated status which pro-government outlets see as
unsupported and discredited by supposed inherent or manifest left-liberal bias. (Kovacs Attila 2022)
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demonstrating the working of the strategy in civil society and media. But beyond that, using
populist social movement strategy, Fidesz has established a virtual hegemony (an often used and
analysed concept vis-a-vis populism) over a wide range of aspects of Hungary’s society, economy,
and of course, politics — which, by 2022, appears to be remarkably stable. Even facing a united
opposition at the polls following the global COVID-19 pandemic and public health crisis, its
financial consequences, as well as the tragic war in neighbouring Ukraine with its massive
economic fallout and inflationary pressures, Fidesz has managed to increase its vote count and
share, winning its fourth in a row two-thirds parliamentary majority, making ORBAN Viktor the

longest-serving prime minister ever in Hungarian history.

V.2. Limitations

All research — especially in social science — entails making both conscious and unconscious
decisions regarding research design, the selection and emphasising of certain facts of reality over
others. So, too, has the present research focused on a certain set of facts, data, and logical
relationships over other possible sets of reality. It can be validly criticised for its choices despite
the underlying logic; and several different variations of the analysis is conceivable on the basis of,

for example, different sample selection strategies.
This naturally limits the scope and validity of the present study in certain meaningful ways.

As this research collected data pertaining to career histories of a select individuals, it cannot be
fully generalised to the whole population right away. This is true even if the research design
intended to make sure that the sample and the data collected about the sample is as meaningful and

significant as possible.

Moreover, findings suggest that the data analysis is able to provide robust conclusions that both fit
the expectations of the academic literature on the subject as well as expand on it — providing a
somewhat novel perspective on the studied research problem, the impact of the party system under

populism.

Hence before summarising the findings and results in the next sub-chapter, the current sub-chapter
intends to recount and consider the three major limitations of the research design: data availability;

sample selection and data collection methods; and the applied analytical method.
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V.2.a. The issue of transparency and the resulting problems of data availability

First, the overall data availability regarding the political economy of civil society and media in
post-communist Hungary is rather poor. Openly available, easy-to-access, carefully validated,
curated, comprehensive, and complete databases regarding civil society participation, media output
and production, or media distribution and consumption do not exist. This is the case on all levels

from the local to the national.

This is due to multiple factors. For example, the high commercial and even political value of media
consumption data !* that incentivises exclusivity. The lack of resources for statistical data
collection which can also be technologically and organisationally, resource-wise demanding, given
the rapidly changing info-communicational environment in which social communication takes
place. But even if such statistical databases existed about the organisational or company level, it
would be highly unlikely that it would be so rich in details that it contained relational data
regarding individuals working participating in civil society and media. For such databases to exist,
not only massive institutional, organisational, or research resources were necessary, but also a
different analytical mindset, a relational one: emphasising the role of social interactions in data
collection and analysis over mainstream statistical analysis of pre-conceived collectivities (such as
institutions, NGOs, or media outlets, or groups of participants and consumers based on real or

perceived similarities — e.g. age, location, income levels, religion, education, etc.).

But to consider the more practical context of the research rather than the abstract: the readily
available scholarship and data while often highly valuable, are only very partial to one purpose or
the other. In the case of civil society, the author of this dissertation has no knowledge of an
extensive database regarding civil society organisation’s activities, resources, or membership.
Naturally, there have been multiple scholarly attempts at assessing and analysing civil society in
post-communist Hungary from multiple perspectives — even utilising social network analysis

methods, see for example (Gerd and Susanszky 2014). However, such attempts, too, most of the

139 Personal communications. Both a civil society media practitioner and a media scholar have argued that data is of
real value to both companies and political actors. Economically and financially, it is not only mass media who compete
for advertising revenues. Therefore, understanding and measuring the audience size, composition, and outreach of
media outlets translates into advertisement prices of TV commercials, newspaper ads, and website ad banners. Indeed,
companies that collect audience data like, for example, Nielsen provide their services to large media outlets
confidentially — thus not available for independent researchers — for high fees.

Likewise, it has been argued that under the Orban regime, the Hungarian media authorities have centralised data
collection activities, providing data and information to all eligible media outlets about their activities. But a civil
society outlet’s participant personally shared their doubts about the validity of the official data. They suggested that it
is in the government’s interest to officially misrepresent the impact of media outlets which are critical governments on
society. This concern, however, needs to be treated with caution as the source did not provide empirical evidence for
their assertions.
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time rely on ad-hoc data collection efforts in part or whole — such as opinion polls or events data
collection (such as demonstrations, meetings, or rallies (Greskovits 2020)), their results are often
difficult to verify and almost impossible to replicate. Ultimately, these pieces of civil society
scholarship often conclude on a note ascribing a rather low significance to NGOs or the sphere in
general — besides the already cited (M. Szab6 2008), see for example a recent poll finding that
55% of Hungarians could not name a single NGO in their country.!*® (Political Capital 2021a, p. 4)

In the case of the media, perhaps the most complete database on media consumption is provided
by the private organisation Hungarian Distribution Control Organisation (MATESZ) [Magyar
Terjesztés-Ellenérzé Szovetség (MATESZ)] which has been successfully auditing print media
organisations’ sales data since 1993. (MATESZ 1993) However, there are multiple press reports
about print media organisations discontinuing their MATESZ-led audits, thereby obfuscating
knowledge about their real social impact. !*! This is often linked to politically motivated
interventions.'*? Moreover, print media — while influential in the early 1990s — has consistently
been losing its significance in social communications in Hungary as also MATESZ’s database

shows (Matyas 2020) in favour of electronic media.

The technology behind online media promises more transparency. However, accessing
sophisticated, comparable data about website traffic also requires high technical skills and

knowledge, and retrieving records from earlier years may also be virtually impossible. Not even

140 Barlier polls have found even lower rates of civil society recognition in Hungary, suggesting that there exists an
upward trend, however, throughout the studied post-communist period, it has been very low:
“People’s impressions about civil organisations continues to be uncertain. 55 percent of them cannot
name a specific organisation, more than a quarter of them do not hold existing associations, foundations
to be of civil nature. However, compared to the poll from two years ago, the ratio of those who could
name a specific organisation has grown.” (Political Capital 2021a, p. 4)
[,, Az emberek civil szervezetekrol alkotott képe tovabbra is bizonytalan. 55 szazalékuk nem tud konkrét
szervezetet megnevezni, t6bb mint egynegyediik létezé egyesiileteket, alapitvanyokat nem tart civilnek.
Ugyanakkor a ket évvel korabbi felméréshez képest nott azoknak az aranya, akik meg tudtak nevezni
konkrét szervezetet.” (ibid.)]

141 Atlatszo’s Bétorfy reported in 2017 (Batorfy 2017b) that
“Unsurprisingly, neither of the pro-government dailies (Local [Lokadl] Hungarian Newspaper [Magyar
Hirlap] Hungarian Times [Magyar Idok] Ripost, World Economy [Vilaggazdasag]) lets itself audited,
and unfortunately, with the exception of Local [Lokal] these data [about their sales and circulation]
have been removed even from their public listing prices.” (The author’s own translation from the original
Hungarian as follows)
,Nem meglepé modon a kormanykozeli napilapok (Lokal, Magyar Hirlap, Magyar 1dok, Ripost,
Vilaggazdasag) egyike sem auditaltatia magat, és sajnos a Lokal kivételével még a nyilvanos
médiaajanlataikbol is kikeriiltek ezek az adatok.” (ibid.)

See also (Szalay 2022b) as an example.

142 This is a trend that is similar to the one described in footnote 139.
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techniques like utilising web archiving services such as the Wayback Machine or Google’s page

caches, discontinued in 2024 (Porter 2024) can be of help.

Assessing the impact of television and radio broadcasts, as referred to earlier,'* is also difficult
due to the private, technologically complicated, and commercially highly valuable nature of these

data.

To summarise data availability regarding the media: for both structural and theoretical reasons, it

has also been impossible for this research to turn to an already established, ready-made database.

Following these observations on data availability, another, more general social problem needs to
be mentioned: organisational transparency in media, civil society, and politics. This root cause
must be briefly mentioned not only as an overarching problem impacting democratic societies, but
also as a segue to the next limitation of the present research, the issues of sample selection and data

collection methods.

Many political science and related research efforts use the assumption of a fully (or at least
sufficiently) informed electorate implicitly. This is one of the major underlying concerns which the
present research aimed to tackle, substituting this faulty assumption for a media-led public and
individual opinion-formation model. Simply put: the research contends that the opinions that are
present in the electorate are partial and originate in the media (as well as in civil society, or more
broadly, an individual’s social interaction networks) — rather than in people’s own perceptions.
Individuals’ own perceptions are tainted by the information they consume. It is for this simplified
reason that the civil society and mass commercial media are the main subject of this research —
with the intent not to reduce them to “organisations” or “companies”, rather than the individuals

they consist of.

However, it has been a massive challenge of this research to actually identify the individuals to be
traced and researched. Once again, databases containing media employees (even as high-ranked
ones as editors-in-chief) do not exist; publicly available lists of chief editors are often fragmented
and incomplete; and even if the individuals in question are traceable, sometimes their job functions
are not entirely comparable (e.g. news editor, editor-in-chief, news director, etc.). But more
gravely, these individuals’ biographies are very difficult to find — in fact, as noted in the analysis,
a few of them are so difficult to identify and trace that their career paths could not be reconstructed

in their entirety, thereby slightly skewing the results.

193 See footnote 139.
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The argument here is that if a researcher dedicated to this subject like myself has a hard time
identifying some of the most important individuals who influence social communication on a daily
basis, how could ordinary members of the public — the electorate — confidently trust the sources
of their political information? This problem is not simply a research and social sciences issue; it is
a grave contemporary problem of democracy — which may have been only further obfuscated by
the spread of social media. It is an argument that may be familiar to those who have come across
literature about disinformation or misinformation, fake news, and social media in general. There
are, of course several proposals and policy papers intended to tackle the issue (among them, the
author of this dissertation, too — see for example (Matyas 2022a)), but change will surely require
time, technological improvement, and a cultural shift. This cultural shift, this author argues, should
rely on relationalist thought. Sadly, charting a way forward in this manner is far beyond the scope

of the present enterprise.

V.2.b. Problems of sample selection and data collection methods

The lack of available data naturally had an impact on the research design. Making up for the
absence of well-maintained databases — i.e. gathering relational data about civil society media and

commercial mass media — for a single individual researcher would have been unfeasible.

Therefore, a smaller subset, a sample has been selected. Selection criteria — regardless of how
transparent and reasonable — always produce a certain bias. In an effort to ensure socio-political
significance, this research opted to study the elite of Hungary’s media. Naturally, other individuals
playing important could have been selected into the sample, such as media managers and media
owners; based on other types of ties among them (such as financial flows, non-professional
relationships, respect or dislike nominations, etc.). However, openly available or feasibly attainable
information about them is scarce — while editors-in-chief are “more public” figures whose career

are easier to reliably trace.

On the one hand, as noted in the methodological chapter, the sample selected out of some of the
most prominent media outlets’ editors-in-chief actually produced a certain political balance among
the media outlets: a relatively equal representation of outlets with left— and right-wing inter-
institutional, interpersonal connections or ideology. On the other hand, this did not produce an
internal balance (within the sample of individuals) among civil society media outlets and mass
media outlets. It could be argued that this is a shortcoming of the research design. Nevertheless, it
also reflects an aspect of the social reality: civil society media is much less impactful than

commercial mass media by nature. So, correcting for this imbalance in the sample could have been
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interpreted as distorting the socio-political significance of the studied sample. But even if civil
society plays a subdued role in post-communist Hungary, this research identified a special role for

civil society media.

One of the selected civil society media outlets, Tilos Radio’s internal structure has added to this
issue. Tilos Radid’s organisation, internal social network, and interpersonal relationships defy
structural expectations. It is a loosely organised outlet, based on familiarity, even friendship among
its participants — the output of the outlet is therefore often experimental, entertaining for the sake
of the producers’ entertainment, ad-hoc, much less strict and conventional than other professional
organisations’ content. This also means that there are much fewer formal roles in the organisation.
Most notably, there is no single editor-in-chief. Therefore, the research identified DAVID Ferenc as
the content creator falling closest to that role in a sense that in the period of observation, he was
the central figure of the most current affairs-related Tilos Radi6 programme, 7téritd.!4* Other
selection criteria could have been applied, too, but not without compromising the rest of the sample.
Moreover, despite the deep socio-political changes taking place in Hungary, Tilos Radi6 has
remained rather resilient and stable in the time period, which the selection of a single participant

represents fairly.

It is not only Tilos Radid, however, in whose case certain compromises regarding sample selection
had to be made. Sometime after the apparent pro-Fidesz take-over of TV2 the position of the chief
editor of the main evening news programme, Facts [Tények] was discontinued by the newly joined
director of news, KOKENY-SZALAI Vivien. While she created a powerful position and has had a
strong impact on the content of TV2’s news programme, in order to keep the uniformity and
comparability among editors-in-chief, she was not included in the sample. The last chief editor of
the programme to be called as such was KOHEGYT Anna, and as vice-director of news TOTH Tamas
Antal was widely named as her successor (TV2 2016; Origo 2017b), he was still included in the
sample until his tenure ended in 2019 also to by far and large cover the period of observation. As
there was neither a direct successor named following TOTH’s departure from Tények, nor the
position of the editor-in-chief restored, no other person from TV2 was included in the sample

analysed in the dissertation.

With the exception of these two instances, the inclusion and non-inclusion of certain editors-in-

chief was rather straightforward when publicly available information permitted the tracing of

144 See footnote 90.

139



outlet’s internal working relationships. What decreases the social significance of the research is,

however, the omission of a crucial form of media: online social media.

This was a conscious choice given the time frame of the study and the entirely new logic of the
genre. Regarding the time frame, online social media only appeared in the 2010s — so their
analysis would have left the pre-internet era of post-communist Hungary uncovered. Moreover,
they — most importantly by the end of the decade, Facebook and to a smaller extent, Instagram —
have gained prominence in the second half of the decade which would have further shortened the

time frame of the analysis.

Even more importantly, the omission of social media can be justified by its special media logic.
For example, a large proportion of social media content can still be traced back to traditional civil
society media and mass media outlets’ output. These organisations are present on social media,
have their own profiles, followings and audiences — so the social significance their editors-in-
chief still remains, only to be modified by the algorithms employed by social media. Additionally,
if we disregard “traditional” media organisations’ content on social media and focus on solely (or
mainly) social media-led information flows, the logic of this research cannot be applied anymore.
This is due to the aforementioned (untransparent) algorithmic logics and sometimes anonymous
nature of certain social media profiles’, sites’, and groups’ creators. Simply put, the algorithms of
the most popular social media, Facebook and Instagram are most often trade secrets and studying
them would require a very different skillset and methodology. Moreover, knowing the actual
individuals behind some of the most important Facebook and Instagram profiles, pages, and groups
is more or less impossible for independent researchers. The EU-wide regulatory changes (such as
the Digital Services Act) may still change this, but it will surely require time before social media

becomes more transparent.

Furthermore, several media reports attest that following the build-up of a massive pro-government
institutional network (To6th-Bir6é and Balint 2021) — often referred to as civil society organisations,
therefore deserving the label GONGOs (government-organised non-government organisations) —
, the network’s members and representatives received vast amounts of funding!'#’ (such as the 30-
year-old political scientist DEAK Daniel, see: (Presinszky 2022)) to promote the government
agenda on several social media platforms from Facebook and Instagram to TikTok. (This also

includes high amounts of political advertising — another factor that merits deeper attention outside

145 According to the online economic news portal, G7’s analysis, Hungary is the third among 40 analysed countries in
terms of money spent on political ads on Facebook. (Bucsky 2022)
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the framework of this research.) This network of media organisations, personalities (often (self-
)referred to as experts or journalists)!*®, and influencers'4’ usually affiliated with the GONGO
media organisation Megafon [Megaphone or Loudspeaker] prove to be effective in pushing pro-
Fidesz messages in unison. Pro-Fidesz meme sites and groups only add to the effectiveness of this
network. While some opposition social media has also expanded in the recent years, its resources
are much more limited, and there is little evidence that they would promote messages in the same
effective, unison manner. To summarise this brief argument about the socio-political network
dynamics in Hungarian social media: one can discover an eerily similar trend in political
communication on social media platforms on a much shorter time span. This does not only suggest
that the phenomenon analysed by this dissertation may be seen as a strategy that can be applied
across different types of media as well as social, geographical, cultural settings. It also suggests
that including social media in the sample of this analysis — while could have contributed to the
scope of the dissertation — would have been slightly redundant. Indeed, other types of media (most
importantly, billboards in public spaces) could have also been added to the subject, but that, once
again, would have reduced the parsimony of the research design in favour of enlarging the scope

of the analysis.

V.2.c. The limits of the applied analytical method

While it has been an implicit aim of the dissertation to empirically demonstrate the added value of
relationalist thought to social science methodology and research, at this point, it needs to be
emphasised that the analysis of the data collected by this research must not be over-interpreted.
The nature and breadth of the data collected — individual’s career histories limited to
contemporary memberships in the same professional organisations — is, of course, just one of the
many aspects of the rich social reality that needs to be grasped by a social science research. Many
more aspects could have been added the breadth of data to cover relational factors such as

e additional individuals or memberships;

e hierarchical relations (capturing the differences in status among individuals);

e ratings or weights of relationships by favourability (capturing positive or negative
emotions, relationships).

146 This phenomenon may match the concept of “militant journalism” by (Waisbord 2013).

147 To name a few, RAKAY Philip, TROMBITAS Kristof, DEAK Daniel, DERI Stefi, or TOTH Bettina. TOTH, however,
went through a remarkable career change recently (Bozzay 2022) going as far as appearing as a “social media expert”
on the left-leaning ATV whose owners, in fact, are widely regarded to be affiliated with Fidesz. See more on ATV’s
positionality within opposition-affiliated media in footnote 116.
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Moreover, additional research methods could also have enriched the data collected, for example,
interview techniques or statistical data collection could have added to not only the quantity, but the

quality and the interpretation of data.

However, such additions would not only have had its benefits, but also its costs. Much more time
and resources would have been needed to process the thus enlarged amount of data — which may
have already contained more errors, too. Real-world limitations abounded, too: as already
mentioned, the lack of historical databases precluded data collection about the past, and unwilling
interview subjects and the lack of input from important participants of the network would have

skewed the analysis of qualitative data.!*®

Additionally, these types of limitations also precluded the investigation of an important theoretical
relationship, too: the causal relationship between media consumption and electoral behaviour
overtime. The author believes that this would have been a very valuable addition to Hungarian
political economic research because while the transformation of the Hungarian media is a well-
researched and understood subject, its role in actual electoral outcomes is much less acknowledged.
For example, the opposition party Momentum-linked think tank 21 Kutatokézpont [21 Research
Centre] in its policy research paper, while acknowledges the media factor in the support for Fidesz,
it dismisses the idea that media consumption would play a /eading role in people’s decisions to
vote for Fidesz. Instead, the political economic trope of economic voting’s primacy is emphasised.

(Rona et al. 2020)

While this dissertation is not aimed at refuting this idea (and therefore, cannot do so), it would like
to call the attention to the fact that the role of economic voting must have weakened among the
reasons for the continued electoral support for Fidesz following the hardships brought about the
COVID-19 pandemic and the following inflationary pressures — worsened by the economic
impact of the illegal and barbaric war waged by Putin’s Russian Federation against neighbouring

Ukraine in 2022.'%° Moreover, literature on agenda-setting should also be much better incorporated

148 See footnote 77 and the corresponding paragraph regarding the application of interview techniques.

149 Of course, it could be argued that PM ORBAN’s Fidesz-led government responded well to the manifold crises and
their economic impacts by increasing welfare spending. However, this would be an underappreciation of the fact that
earlier, Hungarian electorate has punished incumbent parties much more for similar (if not smaller) declines in living
standards — while the support for Fidesz has not only grown, but it reached historic heights in the 2022 general
elections.

Once again, this dissertation cannot provide empirical arguments against the economic voting thesis, but can suggest
a mechanism to be confirmed by future research: communicational attribution — and in a much more classic manner,
agenda-setting. Based on the results of this analysis, it seems to be highly likely that a dominance in media and political
communication shapes the electorate’s perception about not only economic matters, but also the relevance of the
national economy’s performance when voting for candidates and parties.
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into Hungarian political economic research to add to the understanding of contemporary social
phenomena in the country. This is especially the case because relationship between media
consumption and electoral behaviour has been successfully confirmed to a great extent in various
global settings from the United States (DellaVigna and Kaplan 2007), the United Kingdom (Gavin
2018), various European countries (Schmitt-Beck 2004; Barone, D’ Acunto, and Narciso 2015), or
Russia (Enikolopov, Petrova, and Zhuravskaya 2011) by researchers of political economy of media

and political communication.

Altogether, while it needs to be acknowledged that the dissertation could have been enriched by
additional data collection techniques and the corresponding analytical methods, its parsimony can
also be interpreted as a virtue. This is because combining a relatively simple idea with the novel,
somewhat less tested empirical analytical method of social network analysis, it managed to show
a comprehensive result — also confirming the usefulness of the underlying theory, relationalism
and the analytical method itself. Hence the dissertation hopes that it will serve as an inspiration for

future relationalist research and research using social network analysis methodologies.

— CHAPTER SUMMARY —

This chapter highlights the main analytical findings of this dissertation research and their interpretation. Mainly,
it describes the sample exemplifying the demise of an “old guard” of independent and opposition civil society
media and mass media elite amidst the evident populist political economic pressures on them. Amidst these
challenges, their network failed to unify — instead, the network fractured and lost cohesion. Civil society, while
an important lifeline and survival strategy, could not contribute to meaningful unification and resistance. These
trends suggest a “‘great replacement” of this “old guard” elite with a pro-government one — and the discussion
considers its mechanisms briefly.

Comparing these findings with the wider empirical and conceptual literature, this dissertation deems it fitting to
apply a social movement definition and perspective on the key populist case of Hungary. It sees it justified that
Fidesz built a strong, coherent, centralised, and well-coherent social movement party organisation — while the
opposition fractured and lost many of its connections to other organisations or society at large. This view has an
important impact on the strategic definition of populism,; and the chapter briefly considers social movement-
based explanations of electoral success — not only in populist contexts.

Limitations for these findings and interpretations, of course, abound. The three main challenges that limit the
work revolve around a lack of suitable data, the inevitable biases of using a non-probability sampling method,
and the strict focus on just one aspect of reality, year-long professional connections among chief editors. The
chapter makes a few proposals on how these challenges could be tackled by future research to assess the validity
of the findings of the present dissertation.
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CHAPTER VI. CONCLUSION

VI.1. Research summary

Three decades after the annus mirabilis, Hungary has travelled a remarkable political economic
trajectory. The country has experienced autocratisation (Levitsky and Way 2020; Kreko6 2022), its
economic convergence to the European Union is fraught with questions of social development, and
its population is dissatisfied with the level of public services!>® which lags behind that of western
Europe. Yet, the country is a key example of populism, with PM Orban serving as the European
Union's longest-serving head of state or government in the European Union and the longest-serving
prime minister in Hungarian history. This dissertation aimed to contribute to the understanding of

this complex phenomenon.

Pro-democratic civil society has been viewed as a pivotal player in democratisation and stood as a
safeguard against undemocratic forces. Indeed, it played a significant role in the democratic
transitions in Central and Eastern Europe, including Hungary (Ekiert and Kubik 1998). Media, a
primary conduit of political information and an important intermediary, is expected to also
intervene in the relationship between political leadership and the electorate. Therefore, the failure
to effectively counter or challenge populism in Hungary under Orban in the 2010s presents a
noteworthy theoretical problem. Thus, this dissertation research seeks to understand the following

question:

How has the party system under populism affected civil society and the media
in post-communist Hungary?

This study tackles this question on the basis of a novel, experimental, and explorative theoretical
and methodological framework. It is rooted in relationalism as its epistemological foundation,,
which focuses on interpersonal interactions and avoiding the reification of entities by examining
the causal dynamics in personal relationships. This approach is further informed by actor-centred
historical institutionalism, drawing from insights in the political economy of communication,
selectorate theory, and autocratization studies (e.g., Waldner and Lust 2018; Guriev and Treisman

2019). With this foundation, the dissertation selects a less mainstream conceptualisation of

150 See for example about healthcare (Ipsos 2024). Social action including rare teacher strikes and civil disobedience
regarding the state of education in 2022-2023 also indicate widespread, desperate dissatisfaction with government
policies.
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populism, the strategic approach as its key concept alongside with relationalist understandings of
civil society and the media. Corresponding to this framework, the dissertation employs a unique
methodological approach positioned as an exploratory case study. It expected to show the
formation of populist hegemony and FidesZ's strategy of building a broad social movement through
temporal social network analysis (tSNA). To carry out this investigation, the study purposively
selected a sample of 21 leaders from key organizations that have held significant influence over
Hungary's civil society and media landscape from 2010 to 2020. The 21 chief editors' shared
employers and affiliations were meticulously collected from 1990 to 2020. tSNA is then utilized
to analyze the structure of their network, with a focus on coherence and, on the individual level,

the editors'-in-chief centralities.
VIL.2. Summary of the findings

VI.2.a. Case study analysis

V1.2.a: 1. Findings of the temporal SNA of the complete network (1990-2020)

The dynamic temporal analysis of social networks provides insight into the evolving structure of
the studied network sample. Initially, separate “communities” or sub-networks existed throughout

the observed period.

These became denser and more connected during the first half of the period, with more editors-in-
chief becoming professionally active and forming collegial ties. However, the overall
connectedness of the network fluctuated constantly. It only reached a very low annual
connectedness value, never approaching the level of a dense, centralised, or hierarchical
organisation. The peak in connectedness occurred in 1996, possibly due to the smaller number of

active editors-in-chief at that time, resulting in relatively fewer but more interconnected actors.

In the 2000s, during the two-block party system, the connectedness stabilised at a relatively high
value, particularly between 2004 and 2007. However, in the 2010s, there was a constant decline in
connectedness, with it approaching zero by 2020. Furthermore, the highest number of tie
formations were observed in the 2000s, whereas the highest number of tie dissolutions occurred in
2011, with a high annual dissolution counts throughout the rest of the decade. These trends run in

parallel with the period of the dominant party system under populism.
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VI.2.a: Il. Findings of the static SNA

The static social network analysis provides “snapshots” of the network. The complete social
network (1990-2020) reveals a very high level of connectedness. Compared to the annual
connectedness scores of the temporal social network analysis, it is somewhat misleading as it
overstates the “weight” of short-term interrelationships. It is also partly an artifact of the network's
(potentially accidental) structure, which resembles an efficient outtree — no other signs of a
centralised, hierarchically organised network can be found by other analytical techniques or in
other (external) sources. At the same time, the analysis demonstrates that the analysed Hungarian
media elite is a relatively small and interconnected group — but there are structural differences
between actors. Individual-level analysis underscores the more peripheral role of civil society
journalists within the broader Hungarian media network. Only a few civil society actors, such as
BODOKY Tamas of Atlatszo, are more deeply integrated into the media elite. At the same time,
WEYER Balazs’ profile was boosted by his “double participation” in both mass media and civil

society media.

Indeed, by participating in both “spheres” and being involved in civil society journalistic efforts
like Tilos Radio, Direkt36, and Atlatszo, they exemplified the bridging roles between different
parts of the network. These individuals also employed important “civil society strategies” in
response to populist pressures. This included sourcing alternative financial means through
crowdfunding, forming neutral meeting grounds, and developing modes of “survival” amid

growing political pressures.

Additionally, the highest-ranked chief editors, including SZOMBATHY, VICSEK, DULL, and WEYER,
all experienced organizational takeovers during this period. Many of them became vocal critics of
these changes. However, there is one exception to this observation — PALMAI L. Akos, who was
ranked number one by the centrality analysis of the complete network. Accused by his colleagues
of “collaborating” with Fidesz-affiliated interests during media captures (see for example (Tamas
2014)), his behaviour may actually reflect a “side-switching” strategy rather than a commitment to

civil society or resistance against populist political and economic pressures.

The period-specific analyses reveal important insights that further enhance these overarching
findings. In the first period of the network (1990-1996), there was a high level of centralisation
due to the small number of connected members. Out of the 21 individuals studied, only seven were
active during this period. Contrary to right-wing political claims that surviving communist

journalist elites dominated the media in post-communist Hungary, this analysis indicates that the
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majority of the sampled individuals were socialised after the transition to democracy. This suggests

the emergence of a new generation of journalists.

The period between 1997 and 2010 was a formative one for the analysed civil society media and
mass media elite sample. During this time, the network expanded as most of the studied actors
became active in this period. This led to a more distributed structure. In fact, the full network
structure was formed during this period: regardless of relationships formed before or after this time
frame, every professional connection existed for at least one year during the two-block party
system. Relationships from this period sometimes re-emerged in later years, indicating a more
cohesive and stable network. The organization of the network during this period seemed to be based
more on lasting community ties than on institutional positions or hierarchies. This suggests that

there may have been lower external pressures on their organisations during this time.

In contrast, the final period of analysis, which took place during the dominant party system under
populism (2011-2020), witnessed a significant decline in centralisation and the fragmentation of
the network. Some editors-in-chief even left journalism (some of them temporarily). Others, like
KoTROCZO of RTL, remained influential but became detached from other members. The analysis
may suggest a “great replacement” of media elites — with the captured media outlets appointing
leaders who have no history of collaboration with previous leaders (of usually left-wing and liberal)
world views. Overall, it appears to be rather clear that political pressures exerted a significant
influence on the network. Individual strategies, such as joining civil society or even side-switching,

further attest to this.

VI.2.a: II1. Summary of the analysis

The main finding of this dissertation is that the expectation that the analysis would reveal increasing
network centralisation led by Fidesz-affiliated actors in Hungarian media within the studied sample
is not met. Instead, the analysis finds a disintegration within the independent and opposition-

aligned civil society media and mass media elite network sample.

This outcome can be partially attributed to the selection strategy employed in the study, which
prioritized balance of political affiliation among the studied outlets at the organizational level
instead of the individual level — as observed in the late 2010s. Hence it could not take into account
the political leanings of their editors-in-chief prior to the capture of some of these organisations.
As a result, the sample disproportionately includes individuals with independent or opposition
leanings, while fewer Fidesz-affiliated actors are included. Among these individuals, the decline

of professional connections are shown.
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Consequently, rather than demonstrating a centralised media landscape, the analysis points to
fragmentation and a weakening of collegial ties among those with opposition-affiliated or

independent leanings.

This, in itself, however, is a valuable finding that shifts perspectives on Hungarian populism in a
novel way. Indeed, the original expectation to find growing centralisation within Hungarian civil
society and media was drawn from a well-established scholarship. The failure of the independent
and opposition-affiliated actors to counter or resist populist strategy in Hungary is much less often

discussed, researched, and understood.

VI.2.b. Theoretical implications

What do these findings imply regarding the theory of populism?

While the findings of this dissertation do not definitively confirm or refute previous evidence,
conclusions, or hypotheses about populism (or even Hungarian populism), they align with the
existing literature. The findings contribute to our understanding of populism as a social movement

model or strategy:

“...to seize control over civil society the government applies sector-specific
strategies, ranging from exclusion to co-optation. State strategies, in turn, spark
different responses from civil society organisations.” (Ger6 et al. 2022, p. 16)

The intent to build a centrally controlled, cohesive pro-government media ecosystem on the one
hand, while sustaining a fragmented, incoherent independent and opposition-affiliated media
landscape follows the same logic. Indeed, this dissertation argues that this view of populism as a
strategy can help us understand two additional puzzling phenomena in the Hungarian political
economy of communications. First, media outlets whose editorial policies do not align with the
government, but are owned by pro-government actors (see for instance (Bodis 2022) , which have
also been recently referred to as “grey-zone”!>! media (Polyak, Urban, and Szavai 2022)). Second,
while this dissertation also subscribes to the importance of media effects on electoral outcomes,
there appears to be a disparity between Hungary's highly centralised media landscape, the

accessibility and consumption of independent and opposition media by large segments of the

151 In their brief description:

“Grey-zone media are not yet pro-government but depend on the government/the state.” (Polyak, Urban, and
Széavai 2022, p. 137)
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electorate’”~ on the one hand, versus, and the relatively diffuse electoral results of the different

political blocks on the other.

The key to understanding these phenomena could lie in the informational uniformity and mutual
reinforcement of communicative elements of the Fidesz-led social movement, as opposed to the
disparate, un-coordinated, and relatively cacophonous nature of independent and opposition actors’

communications.

In the former case, Fidesz' extensive social movement network may be able to invest even in media
outlets without seeking to change their editorial policies, but rather monitoring and exerting control
through less direct and obvious, more subtle ways. !> This could potentially allow the party to
manipulate the opposition's internal affairs, foster constant divisions, and impede efforts to counter
pro-government narratives in a unified manner, among other tactics. It should be noted that this is
purely a theoretical possibility, this dissertation did not concern itself with uncovering such trends;
it is up to future research to decide if these are valid hypotheses. The present dissertation research
has only identified a few actors who could have played a crucial role in the capture of media outlets.
More direct evidence would be necessary to verify this and, furthermore, to confirm the validity of

the “populist control of independent and opposition media” hypothesis.

In the second case, the populist strategy also necessitates a constant conflict between a unified,
centralised social movement consisting of diverse organisations and actors, such as the leading
political party, civil society organizations, media outlets, local administrations, and business
interests, etc.) and a disparate, diverging opposition that lacks extensive, effective linkages to
society, such as local representatives, civil society groups, efficiently organised media, or
supporting businesses. Fidesz has not only dominated civil society and the media organisationally,
but it can also convey messages and narratives in a unified way through various channels, including
local media, billboards, party representatives, events, civil groups, volunteers, national broadcast
media, online news, and social media outlets, etc. This unified messaging is almost impossible for

opposition parties to achieve. This dissertation supports media scholar POLYAK Gébor’s view that

152 Briefly put, the impact of the pro-Fidesz media dominance is often discounted due to survey results (see for example
(Rona et al. 2020) or (Zubor 2022) that show that independent and opposition news outlets also reach voters, it is a
relatively small segment of society that gets their informations from exclusively pro-government sources (Polyak,
Urban, and Szavai 2022).

153 “Soft censorship” techniques (like impeding access to public information, fostering self-censorship, burying stories,
threatening with legal action — strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs)) are only some of the well-

documented techniques, even in the Hungarian context, to exercise such “covert” influence. See for example (Marias
et al. 2019) and (Guriev and Treisman 2015; 2019).
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“[t]he messages of the government and its media empire come together as a
unified whole. The opposition has no comparable weapon. [The public
broadcaster] MTVA and KESMA should not be compared to RTL or Telex, but
rather to something like the [opposition party] DK-affiliated Nyugati Fény
[“Light from the West”] blog. Both are party media, but one operates with
billions in public funds and can reach millions of people.” (Zubor 2022)!>*

This research supports the notion of “communicational control” (that does not consist of agenda-
setting, but also narrative dominance thanks to superior organisation) as a decisive factor that this
dissertation seeks to also support; but a more thorough scientific assessment of this factor and its

impact on electoral behaviour is still necessary, especially in contexts outside of Hungary.

However, going beyond the case of Hungary, this dissertation demonstrates the merits of the
strategic conception of populism. It shows that populism is neither "too strict" nor "too loose"
(Moffitt 2020, p. 20) as critics suggest. The strategic conception of populism is indeed
operationalisable, thanks to relationalist principles and methodologies, particularly tSNA, and it
can be meaningful in institutionalized contexts outside of Latin America, Africa, or Asia. Hence it
holds massive potential for researching and understanding populism's rise in established
democracies as well. Additionally, it is not “///imited by its necessary focus on the leader” (Moffitt
2020, p. 27), , either, as this dissertation's research design has sought to demonstrate. This research
also contributes to understanding the rise and success of populism as a strategy by showing
theoretically that a weak, unorganised civil society and fragmented media landscape can favour its
surge — also because unopposed, any political strategy or actor can attain power more easily. This
contributes to a potentially stronger and more pertinent school of thought regarding political
behaviour by making populism a timeless category of political organisation. Therefore, populism
as a political strategy can be used in historical contexts such as ancient Greece and Rome and in
non-European cultural contexts as well. This highlights one counterexample to populism, pluralist
strategies. Exemplary leaders such as the legendary Cincinnatus or George Washington, who
embody republican virtues, serve as good examples that challenge the current "divide and conquer”
tactics. Further study should be conducted on attempts to create pluralist political systems. These
perspectives are always necessary and important as they help us understand how to build better

social structures and prevent the rise of hateful and pro-war coalitions.

154 In the original Hungarian:

A kormany és a befolyasa alatt allo médiabirodalom iizenetei egy egyseges egésszé dallnak éssze. Ehhez
foghato fegyvere nincs az ellenzéknek. Az MTVA-val és a KESMA-val nem is az RTL-t és a Telexet, hanem
mondjuk a DK-s Nyugati Fény blogot lehet parhuzamba dallitani. Mindketté partmédia, csak az egyik kézpénz-
milliardokbol mitkodik, és tobbmillio embert tud elérni.” (Zubor 2022)

150



VL3. A normative assessment of the findings and their context

Upon summarising the findings of this dissertation, logically, the question arises: is Hungary’s
described situation desirable? If independent and opposition civil society media and mass media
could not unite to resist populist political strategy — should they? This also harkens back to
questions posed in the introduction: is the isolation and separation of these two functions beneficial

for populism? Can cooperation or coordination between them reduce populist influence?

These are normative questions that I intended to minimise throughout the study to maintain as
much objectivity as possible. However, as an eternal issue in our field, personal values and
judgements cannot be completely excluded from social science research. To address this, and in
adherence to the principle of transparency, I intend to clarify my views on these questions. For I
believe that this section does not detract from the value of my scientific work; rather, it provides
an honest account of my values or biases, instead of attempting to conceal them. Hence this section
— and this section only — takes the form of a short essay, intended to add context to my analytical

results, and not to alter them.

I believe that the populist strategy employed by PM ORBAN’s Fidesz party in post-communist
Hungary took place in an already pluralistic setting. This setting might have faulty or sub-optimal,
it was nevertheless characterised by pluralistic electoral competition that was, by far and large, fair.

Fidesz did not make competition fairer — quite the opposite.

I believe that there may be limited, but justifiable reasons for employing populist strategy in
building a social movement in an already pluralistic political system. However, in today’s Hungary,
it is clear that Fidesz had not only sought to unify the right-wing and improve its interest
representation, but went much further than that in order to maximise its own, exclusive power and
reduce other political groups and communities to prevent them to compete fairly. Thus, in today’s
Hungary, electoral competition only appears pluralistic, free, but it is unfair (OSCE Office for
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 2022), due to the structural constraints imposed by
Fidesz. (This dissertation only touched on a few of the most significant constraints.) Populism was
used in a profoundly anti-democratic way, to create a dominant party system — a situation that is

far from desirable.

I believe that however flawed democratic politics may appear, it comes with basic, essential
characteristics — like fostering an attitude that favours fact-based debates about policies; chance
for popular sovereignty to give rise to rapid change, when necessary; acknowledgement and

protections for individual liberties even if the contents of these may be up for debate; etc. These
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basic tenets are threatened in Hungary today. This stifles economic growth and social development,
innovation, public service improvements (education, healthcare, infrastructure, administration,

etc.), social mobility and fairness, to name just a few critical issues.

Should independent and opposition civil society media and mass media could not unite to resist?
My answer is a resounding yes. Temporarily, until the restoration of pluralism, this must be done.
While this is theoretically debatable and is practically challenging, I find attempts to do so
necessary. As noted in Section V.1., independent civil society and media can be reasonably wary
of affiliating with highly charged political causes or actors. It is “unnatural”, I admit — and under
pluralistic democratic systems, undesirable, even. Also, one might argue that a potential anti-
populist “united front” is just the extention of the same “us vs. them” divisive, polarising logic of
populism.'>> I reckon, acknowledge this. However, I believe that efforts to do this are justifiable

with scholarship and political logic — to which this dissertation has also contributed.

As to political affiliation of independent and civil society: these organisations are already subjected
to an “us vs. them” logic. Not being a part of the social movement Fidesz has created exposes them
to risks as it is. (For example, in 2010, Hungarian civil society organisations to aid refugees could
not foresee that after 2015, they might be targeted based on political logic. In the same vein,
unaffiliated civil society and media organisations may not anticipate future political conflicts in

which they might get caught up in.)

As to resistance and organisation of a counter-movement, I refer to a quote included in the

Literature review by WALDNER and LUST:

“...without a large prodemocratic coalition, efficaciously organized and with
access to political institutions, democracy remains imperilled — with backsliding
as one possible and even likely outcome — informs a great deal of the work we
have surveyed. We close this article with the contention that this approach is the
most fruitful way forward as well.” (Waldner and Lust 2018, p. 18)

I fully subscribe to this view as relationalism also supports this thinking. There are no automatisms
in politics. Effective interest representation requires an efficiently organized community of actors.
Checks and balances do not work automatically; the law itself must be enforced — ultimately by

human actors, on human actors. The same logic applies here.

155 However, among scholars of populism of many stripes, populism against populism is actually a favoured strategy.
Famously, Chantal MOUFFE argued “For a Left Populism” (Mouffe 2018).
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The necessity should be evident and clear also based on this dissertation. Fidesz has built its own
social movement; but what makes this truly problematical is its oversized power, a hegemony that
(pro-)actively, relentlessly stifles opposition and critique using populism. Fidesz’ level of power
concentration in Hungary has exceeded the limits of what two-party democratic systems could

justify.

Without an efficient opposition (including at least one political party as well as civil society and
media organisations), Fidesz could maximise its power, capturing the state and vast parts of the
economy. % Its autocratic hegemony leaves no chance for a divided opposition and independent
actors to compete with a real chance of winning. As I regard this level of concentration of power
anti-democratic and autocratic, I hold acquiescing to and accepting Fidesz’ dominance for
whatever reason — whether for the sake of organizational “independence” or non-affiliation —
short-sighted and also anti-democratic. Thus, briefly, I believe that the isolation and separation of
civil society and media under these circumstances plays into the hands of populists. Co-operation

or co-ordination, however, could reduce their power.

How exactly to achieve this, of course, is a more difficult question. I believe that in terms of
outcomes, the desired state of the Hungarian party system’s development should resemble the past
thirty years but in reverse: starting off with the current predominant party system, moving towards
a two-bloc system (and potentially, ultimately a tripartite or more pluralistic one — even though,
under the right circumstances, I hold a two-bloc system more democratic already). To this end, a
united political opposition is indispensable.!>” One might point out that this strategy already proved
to be a failure in the 2022 general elections. This is only partially true: in 2022 and before — as
this dissertation also suggests — a united opposition was not backed up by a social movement
consisting of media, civil society or even trade unions, churches and religious organisations,

cultural institutions and artists, etc.

136 T currently see few limits on Fidesz’ political economic power in Hungary. Most importantly, it is foreign business
interests and the European Union that can hold the Hungarian government in check regarding certain issues and to an
extent. This is because the maintenance of a baseline of rule of law and an appearance of a plural, competitive political
system in the country is necessary to keep foreign economic and political actors engaged with Hungary. This can be a
win-win scenario: foreign business interests can earn profits while providing employment and economic output for the
Hungarian economy — legitimising the Fidesz-run government.

157 An important reason for this is the election law adopted by Fidesz. Of course, a more thorough consideration of the
literature about this question is necessary. In my view, simply put: the election law, by requiring only relative majorities,
essentially prescribes a two-party system. One of Fidesz’ many instruments to maintain power has been a divided
opposition that could not compete with its mindset inherited from a more plural system (to recall: the previous elections
featured more mandates for proportional party lists and two rounds of elections for individual constitutencies). In 2022,
for example, Fidesz won 87 seats from local consitutencies (vs. the opposition’s 19 seats) while 48 seats from
proportional party lists (vs. the opposition’s 38 seats).
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Building such social movement, I believe, is the solution that can counter Fidesz’ populism and
power excess. (This may be considered “fighting populism with populism.” I would agree with this
argument. As I posited earlier, populism can be a legitimate, democratic strategy if it aims to restore
and improve pluralism, democracy, and the rule of law in a centralised setting.) International
examples of constraining populists in power or ousting them exist not only in two-party systems,
but also in more plural political systems such as Poland or Israel — although these are imperfect
comparisons since the populists in these countries have not achieved a similarly high level of power
concentration as Fidesz. Hungarian opposition needs to study and understand their examples —
both countries’ cases feature strong social movements, naturally.!>® “Best practices” can come

from elsewhere, too, and be informed purely by theory.

Before briefly giving my recommendation for media and civil society informed by theory,
however, I must clarify that I logically consider creating a counter-movement a temporary solution
until Fidesz’s power is limited to a level where pluralism can be considered restored and
safeguarded. This is, in essence, a democratic and constitutional regime change; and consist of
building new, fairer, stronger institutions free of conflicts of interest. The goal is not to replace
Fidesz’ hegemony with another one — not even necessarily replace Fidesz, although it is even
more difficult to imaging Fidesz relinquishing power without losing at least one election. The aim
of the social movement is to restore pluralism to make way for other actors’ interest representation,
too, without any one group — network — dominating the political system of Hungary alone.!>
We must prevent political networks from using power to their own advantages solely as well as to

diminish other actors.

My brief practical policy recommendation for civil society and media is, of course, the reverse of
what observe in my dissertation: increasing collaboration and co-operation among themselves as
well as a united opposition or its strongest force. (This is easier said than done, and this strategy
carries many risks, which I recognize.) But without such co-operation, in the face of Fidesz’
massive, centralised social movement, a divided, weak opposition without strong linkages to and

backing from civil society and media cannot hope to compete effectively.

As suggested in the dissertation, there are many redundancies in this segment of Hungarian media,
resources are not distributed efficiently — many compete, and many struggle in certain areas

(especially regarding capabilities: e.g. video creation, radio and television broadcasting, print

158 See for example the already cited “Media bez wyboru” [Media without choice] campaign in Poland (Easton 2021b),
or Israels active civil society forcing PM NETANYAHU to pause his judicial reforms before 7 October 2023 (Raffi 2023).

159 This is, naturally, also against the Basic Law.
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publication, investigative long-form journalism, advertising revenues, podcasting, online
streaming, event organisation, etc.). Some initiatives (like giving opportunities for civil society in
media regularly like the Helsinki Blog in 444, the “Civilian on the Pitch” [“Civil a Palyan™]
programme of ATV, or Tilos Radid’s programming practice) already exist, but improving this

situation would be an important first step and trust-building exercise.

Even more crucial is, however, collaborating with a credible, united opposition or the leading
opposition party temporarily for the attainment of the goals. This collaboration must entail
supporting that party or coalition’s agenda until it attains the power to realise the social movement’s
goal: restoring and safeguarding pluralism. This does not mean unprincipled propaganda, but it
does involve favouritism!%® — to temporarily counterbalance pro-government media and its
organisations. This must be strictly followed and meticulously executed also via a public
agreement, compromise, or a charter to which these organisations openly subscribe. This social
movement must be led by a civil society or media professional who, in the event of opposition
electoral victory, would be responsible for executing the programme of the social movement,
designing a new, pluralistic institutional setting for the entirety of the Hungarian civil society and
the media system. In exchange for its support, the political leader of the opposition should be bound
to respect this common programme for Hungarian civil society and the media as long as the aims
of the social movement are realised. Hard deadlines and legal, contractual conditions would need
to be set in advance to safeguard this momentous social movement. Red lines must be drawn well
in advance — but with an undemocratic, hegemonic pro-government social movement’s

competition in mind.

Obviously, this strategy entails the potential for a vast plethora of foreseeable and unforeseeable
conflicts, misgivings, potential for abuse, and failure. The inherent risks are clear — and so is the
risk of retribution in case of failure. Fidesz could very well create smear campaigns, launch legal
or regulatory actions, impose financial fines, etc. against participants. They can do this at any time
currently. Participants must be brave and support each other in deep solidarity without forgetting

that this both well within their democratic rights and for a national cause.

160 T anticipate that this would be objectionable for journalists who subscribe to a kind of ethical neutrality or non-
affiliation, of course. Besides the temporary nature of this social movement or alliance and “the greater good” (which
is always a slippery slope), a legal or contractual provision should empower media outlets and civil society
organisations to resume their usual practices upon the expiry of the “deal” without retributions. That means that, if a
civil society organisation did not protest against an opposition policy or scandal, they can freely do so after the
restoration of pluralism. If a media outlet left unflattering news unreported, they can do so once the “agreement” would
be fulfilled or expired.
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A perfect political and media system does not exist. Politics is a field of constant conflicts. But
there some systems incentivise better ways conflict management, resolving, and producing better
outcomes from these conflicts. I believe that this course of action would lead to a better political

system in Hungary.

There are, however, numerous political economic “lessons” for civil society and media and beyond.
I have already cited a paper of mine (Matyas 2022a) on these issues, so here, I am only mentioning
a few, key themes. In this day and age, where we must respond to unprecedented changes in info-
communicational technology, we need to be strategic about the future of civil society, media, and
democracy itself. New challenges require new ways of thinking going well beyond our comfort
zones. We must double down on truth and seeking consensual ways of getting to it. This means
reinforcing education in favour of digital skills and communication — rather than focusing on
ancient, antiquated methods and body of knowledge. We must reinforce trust in trustworthy
information providers and interest groups by fostering transparency and implementing stronger
legal protections for independent professionals. We must tackle conflicts of interest more resolutely
than ever before. Control over information and fairness cannot be left only to those who can afford
them — we need to protect political economic systems from concentrations of power. I believe that

this dissertation is an embryonic effort to take a step towards these goals.

VI1.4. Outlook

The manifold limitations of this dissertation research, as discussed in “Chapter III. Research
design” and “V.2.c. The limits of the applied analytical method”, can also serve as inspiration for
taking this line of intellectual query further — or even challenge the findings of this work.
Improved data collection and analysis can provide more insights into important details or change
the context. This conclusion demonstrates that a different sample selection strategy could yield
different (though not necessarily contradictory) insights. It would be beneficial to go beyond
studying only 1-year working relationships; and instead scrutinise institutional hierarchies,
resource flows, ownership relations, etc. in a more granular, detailed manner. Comparisons, both
internal (regarding the Hungarian right-wing) and international comparative case studies, would
be crucial in supporting or disproving the theses of this dissertation. Additionally, as relationalism
emphasises the co-production of knowledge, it would be desirable to implement the idea of
allowing research subjects to reflect on analytical results in the future, despite practical constraints

preventing its inclusion in this dissertation.
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Furthermore, this research has also touched on trends and phenomena that require further
corroboration and verification. For example, explaining the lack of collaboration among
independent and opposition civil society and mass media, evaluating their role under populist
regimes, or developing a grand theory on the purported nexus between electoral behaviour and the
structural configurations of the political economy of communication would all be valuable and

important areas of study.

Our ever-evolving communication technologies and the societies these produce need wisdom and
good governance — hence we constantly need to keep learning more and seek better understanding

of ourselves and each other.
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