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1. Introduction

Two decades after the quest of East Central European societies1 to es-
tablish capitalism and democracy on the ruins of communism, democracy
has come under attack. In Hungary, a country long considered one of the
East European success stories; an increasingly authoritarian regime is
taking roots. Other countries have seen their democracies becoming hol-
low. While these trends towards backsliding and hollowing of democracies
in East Central Europe are not new, they have intensified since the out-
break of the Great Recession.2

The coincidence of deep economic crises and democratic malaise re-
opens an old debate, namely that of the compatibility of capitalism with de-
mocracy. This had been an important discussion after the breakdown of
communism, when a number of scholars have forcefully made the case for
the incompatibility of the simultaneous economic and political transforma-
tions.3 These authors argued that while the agendas of creating capitalist
market economies and democratic societies were inextricably linked, they
were also mutually contradictory. Creating a market society was a political
project, which required popular legitimacy in order to succeed. The social
dislocation marketization inevitably brings about, would however lead dis-
satisfied voters use their newly gained democratic rights to obstruct further
reforms. In addition, many countries in the region had to cope with another
challenge, namely state-building. Most East-Central European countries
thus had to traverse three stages of a process which in Western Europe
“were mastered over a centuries-long sequence”“.4 There was a real dan-
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