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Charlemagne 

The wizard of Budapest 

Viktor Orban succeeds only because Europe cannot hold 

together 

 

 

 

 “THE moment Hungary is no longer European,” wrote Milan Kundera, a Czech-born novelist, 

“it loses the essence of its identity.” In his own way Viktor Orban, Hungary’s prime minister, 

would not disagree. Having bent the Hungarian state to his will, crushed his domestic foes and 

spun political gold from Europe’s migrant crisis, Mr Orban now has his sights trained on the 

immigration-friendly elites he claims seek to destroy Europe’s nations from within. Together 

with Jaroslaw Kaczynski, the de facto leader of Poland, he promises a “cultural counter-

revolution” in Europe, based on a defence of nation, family and Christianity. 



Charismatic, bombastic and unembarrassable, Mr Orban squats toad-like astride the Hungarian 

political landscape. His Fidesz party dominates parliament. Setbacks are skated over. On October 

2nd only 40% of Hungary’s electorate cast valid votes in a referendum on the European Union’s 

refugee-relocation plan, well below the 50% threshold needed to give the result force. No matter: 

Mr Orban saluted the “excellent result” (98% of voters rejected the EU scheme) and promised to 

insert it into Hungary’s constitution. The formidable Fidesz spin machine manufactured 

sophistries to explain how an illegitimate outcome represented the inviolable democratic will of 

the Hungarian people. 

To many outside Hungary, the government’s brutal treatment of asylum-seekers, its atavistic 

rejection of outsiders and its elimination of domestic checks and balances place it outside the 

European mainstream. Fidesz’s steady assault on Hungary’s independent institutions has earned 

it the wrath—and exposed the impotence—of the European Commission. (Mr Kaczynski is now 

undergoing a similar experience.) Last month a minister from Luxembourg called for Hungary to 

be expelled from the EU. 

Mr Orban welcomes their hatred. Surveying Europe’s liberal leaders, he sees a complacent elite 

ignorant of a quickly changing world. “Europe”, Mr Orban once declared, “is staggering towards 

its own moonstruck ruin.” If its leaders fail to acknowledge that voters do not share their taste for 

mass migration and Euro-integration, they will be squashed by the populists rising all around 

them. After all, Mr Orban has stolen the thunder of Jobbik, a thuggish nationalist party that 

constitutes the most organised opposition in Hungary, by tacking hard-right on migration. 

Mr Orban presents a unique danger, argues Gerald Knaus of the European Stability Initiative, a 

think-tank, because he injects a far-right virus into the bloodstream of Europe’s political centre. 

Fidesz’s membership of the European People’s Party, a centre-right pan-EU political group, 

gives Mr Orban the ear of Angela Merkel, Germany’s chancellor, and other mainstream 

conservatives. Yet while he may spurn hard-right outfits like France’s National Front or the 

Austrian Freedom Party, he borrows from their playbook. He lays charges of treason against 

those who seek to import “hundreds of thousands of people” from “groups outside European 

culture”. Migrants have turned parts of cities like Berlin and Stockholm into “no-go zones”, his 

government argues. 

Mr Orban is hardly alone among central European leaders in his hostility to refugee-

redistribution schemes. But he started rehearsing his lines before others did. The crisis, when it 

hit, slotted neatly into a national-conservative shtick that Mr Orban had honed for years, 

including in a notorious speech in 2014 celebrating the virtues of “illiberal democracy”. When 

Hungary found itself, for a time, squarely in the middle of the migratory route between Greece 

and Germany, Mr Orban fleshed out his creed with action, building border fences to keep 

migrants out. 

But it was Europe’s failings that enabled Mr Orban’s success. As Mrs Merkel struggled to 

maintain support for her refugee policy, in Germany and abroad, some of her supposed allies, 

such as Horst Seehofer, the premier of Bavaria, began to align themselves with Mr Orban 

instead. Apparent failures of integration, from sexual assaults in Cologne to terrorist attacks in 

France, seemed to vindicate Mr Orban’s clash-of-civilisation warnings. Europe’s leaders began 



to tighten asylum policy and to talk seriously about border protection, just as Mr Orban had said 

they should. 

The spoils of Viktor 

One should not exaggerate Mr Orban’s influence. Despite his tub-thumping, he is no ideologue. 

He saves his fiercest attacks for relatively powerless “Brusselians”; leaders like Mrs Merkel, who 

is most responsible for the refugee policies Mr Orban detests, are largely spared. His small, 

landlocked country cannot afford to alienate its neighbours, including rich EU countries that 

channel structural funds to Hungary and employ its workers. Comparisons of Mr Orban’s 

Brussels-bashing to Brexiting Britain miss the mark: polls show Hungarians to be among the 

EU’s biggest fans. 

Second, Mr Orban’s rabble-rousing offers little to policymakers grappling with mass migration. 

True, he saw earlier than others that borders had to be controlled before grand resettlement 

schemes could be countenanced. His scepticism about the EU’s relocation plan has been borne 

out by its failure to move more than a few thousand migrants, even to willing countries. But his 

acolytes have no answer to the problem of refugees already in Europe. His ideas on African 

migrants (build a giant camp in Libya) or Europe’s demographic problems (encourage natives to 

have babies) expose a fundamental unseriousness. Pull aside the screen, argues Mr Knaus, and 

the scary Mr Orban will be revealed as a shrivelled demagogue with nothing to say. 

So why the fuss? From Hungary’s feeble opposition to Europe’s faltering leaders, Mr Orban has 

been lucky in his adversaries. Restlessly seeking the fresh enemies he needs to sustain his 

support, Mr Orban immediately grasped the opportunity presented by Europe’s incoherent 

response to the refugee crisis. Soon he will need something else to bash; the post-Brexit EU 

looks promising, particularly if Brussels seeks to centralise more powers. Next time, Europe 

should be better prepared. 
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