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Illiberalism and the 
Deinstitutionalization of Public 
Diplomacy: The Rise of Hungary 
and Viktor Orbán in American 
Conservative Media 
 

Abstract 

The promotion of Hungary and Viktor Orbán among American 

conservatives is often presented as a warning of conservative 

embrace of illiberal politics. While acknowledging the draw of 

Hungary’s illiberal policies as the motivating factor for American 

conservative interest in Hungary, our focus seeks to answer to 

what extent this embrace of Hungary can be considered a form of 

public diplomacy. We examined the frequency and substance of 

mentions of Hungary and Viktor Orbán in 1643 articles within 13 

American conservative media outlets to track how the narrative 

around the country and the prime minister has evolved over the 

past four years, bearing in mind the impact of Tucker Carlson’s 

interview with Viktor Orbán in late 2021. We found both an 

increase in the quantity of articles focused on Hungary and Viktor 

Orbán as well as a largely positive trend defending and praising 

the policies of Hungary and the prime minister. We also observed 

a strong focus on Orbán as the primary actor of Hungarian public 

diplomacy and argue that this hyper-presidentialized focus 

exemplifies the deinstitutionalization of public diplomacy, along 

with other elements that contribute to the enhancement of Orbán 

as an individual public diplomacy actor. 

 

Keywords 
Illiberalism, deinstitutionalization, public diplomacy, hyper-
presidentialization, Viktor Orbán, American conservatives. 

 

1. Introduction 

In August 2021, Fox News host Tucker Carlson traveled to Budapest, Hungary from where he 

hosted Tucker Carlson Tonight for a week. Carlson is often touted as the most watched person 

in the United States, and with good reason (Medialite, 2021; Ankle, 2020). He is the leading 

figure in Fox News’ lineup of hosts on America’s most-watched news channel. Certainly, a 

majority of American conservatives receive their news from him. Thus, it is significant when 

in the opening segment of his tour in Hungary he began by issuing a call to Americans: “if you 

care about Western civilization, and democracy, and family ⎼and the ferocious assault on all 

three of those things by leaders of our global institutions⎼, you should know what is 

happening [in Hungary] right now” (Carlson, 2021). 
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Carlson’s feature of Hungary and the explicit elevation of the country, and the leadership 

of President Viktor Orbán in particular, is part of a broader phenomenon of segments of 

American conservatives lauding Hungary as an exemplary country committed to defending 

traditional values and fighting against “progressive liberals.” We argue that this promotion of 

Hungary’s image among American conservatives is a form of public diplomacy, heavily 

deinstitutionalized and marked by a hyper focus on individual public diplomacy actors. 

2. The Deinstitutionalization of Public Diplomacy 

In 1965, Edward Gullion introduced the term ‘public diplomacy’ to the academic world 

(Gullion, 1965). Since then, public diplomacy (PD) has been the center of attention of 

innumerable research studies, including the debate on its definition, scope, purpose, and 

several related characteristics. In Cull’s words, “public diplomacy is an international actor’s 

attempt to manage the international environment through engagement with a foreign public” 

(2009, p. 12). At the early stages of PD research, in what has been classified as “traditional 

public diplomacy,” the international actor performing public diplomacy was the state or 

government of a country (U.S. Department of State, 1987; Snow, 2009). Therefore, public 

diplomacy was characterized by government to people relations. With the arrival of the new 

millenium, an evolution of the term took place leading to the “new public diplomacy,” where 

there was a decentralization of PD practices carried out by non-state actors (Melissen, 2005; 

Kelley, 2010). The rise of non-state and non-traditional actors includes the massive 

appearance of PD international actors as non-profit organizations (Nye, 2005), cities 

(Manfredi, 2021a), and individual citizens (Sharp, 2001; Mueller, 2002). 

Although mere increased engagement of citizen diplomats in public diplomacy efforts 

seems reasonable enough to exemplify the concept of deinstitutionalization of public 

diplomacy, this term has gained a different connotation introduced by Manfredi (2021b) in his 

description of the phenomenon: 

Owing to their skepticism toward expert knowledge, populist leaders have 

deinstitutionalized public diplomacy. This signifies that they now monopolize the power 

to transmit messages and to project an international image through executive power, 

rather than through the habitual institutional channels (cultural institutes, educational 

exchanges, interviews with journalists, etc.) (p. 917). 

Hence, the deinstitutionalization of public diplomacy lies in the lack of “institutional 

credibility” and recognition acclaimed by certain leaders, generally populist (Gass & Seiter, 

2009). Whereas “institutional public diplomacy” has been praised and promoted by several 

authors (Schindler, 2014; Güleç, 2021), these skeptic leaders prefer to rely on their own 

expertise to conduct public diplomacy with their own means. Presidential public diplomacy 

has been on the rise since the beginning of globalization and digitalization; however, these 

practices haven’t always prevailed over institutional public diplomacy (Forte dos Santos, 2021). 

As a clear example of the latest phenomenon, Trump’s use of Twitter, other social networks, 

and the media has reflected his “hyper-leadership” in international public relations, which 

“confirms the deinstitutionalisation of public diplomacy practices” (Manfredi, 2022a, p. 11; 

Manfredi, 2022b). This hyper-presidentialization of public diplomacy is not exclusive to the 

United States. It has also taken place in Turkey under Erdoğan’s leadership, as there is a visible 

“lack of institutional structure” of the country’s public diplomacy (Çevik, 2020). Nor is it 

exclusive to the global West. Jair Bolsonaro’s leadership in Brazil is another prominent 

example of the hyper-presidentialization of public diplomacy particularly in his use of his 

Twitter profile (Raposo de Mello, 2019). The aim of this paper is to analyze the phenomenon 

of deinstitutionalization of public diplomacy in an illiberal regime, as is Hungary, and the 

hyper-presidentialization of Viktor Orbán. 
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3. Hungary as an illiberal regime 

3.1. Illiberalism as a concept 

Illiberalism is an emerging concept in political science that has evolved since Fareed Zakaria’s 

initial coining of the term “illiberal democracies” (Zakaria, 1997). While Zakaria’s analysis 

focused on an observed divergence between liberalism (an embrace of the rule of law, 

separation of powers, and protection of civil liberties) and electoral democracy, contemporary 

authors have come to describe illiberalism as an ideology itself. Marlene Laruelle identifies 

illiberalism as representing “a backlash against today’s liberalism in all its varied scripts 

–political, economic, cultural, geopolitical, civilizational– often in the name of democratic 

principles and thanks to them (by winning the popular vote)” noting that “it proposes 

solutions that are majoritarian, nation-centric or sovereigntist, favouring traditional 

hierarchies and cultural homogeneity; and [calls] for a shift from politics to culture and is 

post-post-modern in its claims of rootedness in an age of globalisation” (Laruelle, 2022, p. 

304). The key components relevant here are the focus on the call for majoritarian, nation-

centric solutions in the backlash to liberalism with a particular emphasis on favour for 

traditional hierarchies and cultural homogeneity. 

It is therefore important to make some clarifying distinctions. First one should avoid 

conflating illiberalism with that which is not liberal. To equivocate the two presupposes an 

definitive evaluation of what counts as liberalism and asks an audience to evaluate a society 

according to those normative standards. This erases the nuances of unique experiences with 

liberal practices (or lack thereof) that can play on the particular formulation of illiberalism in 

a society (Laruelle, 2022, p. 310). Rather, what is captured by the term illiberalism, is a 

reference to a rejection of perceived liberal values, relative to the particular social context, 

and a pushback against them. 

It is also important to distinguish illiberalism from conservatism. While there is 

considerable overlap in many cases when comparing illiberal actors and conservatives 

(Hamilton, 2021; Buzogány & Varga, 2018), the two labels are not synonymous (Laruelle, 2022, 

p. 315; Hamilton, 2021). Moreover, there are some, like Fukuyama (2022), who point to cases in 

the United States of leftist illiberalism. Thus, illiberal ideology is not a unique feature of the 

political right, rather it is a distinct phenomenon that rejects the values of liberalism in favour 

of an alternate order. 

Illiberal actors, as understood in this paper, are primarily identified by their rejection of 

liberal values, often motivated by a perceived failure inherent to liberalism itself. The solution 

is often sought outside of the context of liberalism; a different order. Therefore, when 

describing Viktor Orbán’s transformation of Hungary into an illiberal regime and noting 

connections between segments of the American conservative sphere and Hungary, it must be 

understood that this is fundamentally an attraction to a specific ideology and ordering of 

society. In the American context, there are a number of political thinkers that could arguably 

be classified as illiberal. A quintessential example would be Patrick Deneen who has explicitly 

argued that “[a]lready there is evidence of growing hunger for an organic alternative to the 

cold, bureaucratic, and mechanized world that liberalism offers” (Deneen, 2019, p. 191). 

Others, such as Curtis Yarvin and Charles Haywood, advocate for a more authoritarian 

monarchical (Cesarian) approach with concentrated power in a singular effective leader 

(Waller, 2022) and dismiss electoral democracy1. Rod Dreher, one political writer who has 

written prolifically about Hungary, has presented what he calls “[a] strategy for Christians in 

a Post-Christian nation” (Dreher, 2017). While Dreher’s book does not advocate for Cesarian 

politics, it does criticize the political evolution of what implicitly is understood as illiberalism 

 
1 The note about Cesarian politics here is particularly relevant as some scholars have identified political and 

specifically constitutional changes in Hungary and Poland as evocative of Cesarian politics (Sata & Karolewski, 2020). 
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for marginalizing the role of religion in public life and removing an “ultimate conception of 

the good” (p. 44) with no way of “agreeing on the ‘thou shalt nots’ that every culture must have 

to restrain individual passions.” (p. 51). 

Indeed, rather than seeking to amend the flaws of liberalism, illiberal actors reject 

liberalism as a desired form of social organization. The alternative would be a shift in focus to 

restoration of culture “[taking into account] facts of local geography and history” (Deneen, 

2019, p. 193), small communities (Dreher, 2017, p. 132), and support for the family (Klein, 2022); 

components emphasized in Hungarian politics today. 

3.2. Hungarian illiberalism 

Viktor Orbán’s transformation of Hungarian society into an illiberal regime is a well-

documented story. From his re-election as prime minister in 2010, to his seminal speech at 

Băile Tuşnad (Orbán, 2013) to the demotion of Hungary by European MMPs as a “hybrid 

regime of electoral autocracy” rather than a democracy (Delbos‑Corfield, 2022), Viktor Orbán 

has transformed the country into one with increasingly limited protections for civil liberties 

led by a recalcitrant political regime with a weakened fourth estate and judiciary. Early 

changes to the Hungarian constitution have consolidated power for the Fidesz-led 

government and have weakened the balancing role of the Hungarian Constitutional Court 

(Kovács & Tóth, 2011; Bánkuti, Halmai & Scheppele, 2012). In conjunction, governmental 

capture of the media (Krekó, 2022) and the suppression of operational space for civil society 

actors have effectively closed the public space for the Hungarian political opposition to 

operate (Serhan, 2017). 

Hungary’s shift into an illiberal regime is often discussed as part of a larger regional trend 

(Greskovits, 2007; Krastev, 2018; Bustikova & Guasti, 2017; Appel, 2019) and is frequently 

referred to in conjunction with Poland (Grzebalska & Pető, 2018; Drinóczi & Bień-Kacała, 

2019; Buzogány & Varga, 2021). Indeed, Hungary has become the quintessential example of an 

illiberal regime and, with particular consideration to Viktor Orbán, has become a rallying 

force not only within the European Union but more globally as well, for advancing a political 

system rejecting values associated with contemporary liberal democracies. This public 

perception of Hungary and especially Viktor Orbán has been played into by Orbán who has 

embraced this image of himself and Hungary among like-minded counterparts abroad. It is 

this positioning that plays the central role of Hungarian public diplomacy for the purposes of 

this discussion. 

4. Hungarian public diplomacy 

Hungary’s public diplomacy strength has historically been lackluster and has, by widely 

accepted measures, decreased in recent years. The 2021 Anholt-Ipsos Nation Brand Index 

classifies Hungary as the 32nd country in a study of the image of 60 countries (Ipsos, 2021). This 

result, down 11 positions from the 2005 ranking, shows that Hungary’s public diplomacy isn’t 

particularly remarkable and that it has shifted from a leader among Central European 

countries to a lower-than-average ranking (Szondi, 2008). As some authors have already 

highlighted, this is partly due to the lack of long-term Hungarian public diplomacy strategy 

and the “rarely synthesized or co-ordinated” efforts of a variety of PD actors (Nagy, 2012; 

Szondi, 2008, p. 202). Moreover, this decline has also been the consequence of Prime Minister 

Viktor Orbán’s political and economic reforms, which have damaged Hungary’s image abroad 

(Lawniczak, 2015). 

However, during this period “successful short term public diplomacy projects have 

already been carried out” (Nagy, 2012). Hungary’s accession to the European Union proved to 

be a successful public diplomacy effort supported by other Central European countries in the 

Visegrad Group that were also seeking their integration into the EU (Szondi, 2009). Other 

public diplomacy efforts include radio and television broadcasting until its closing in 2007, 
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the Hungaricum Club founded by Hungarian companies, several programs conducted by the 

Hungarian National Tourism Organization, the 19 Magyar Kulturális Intézet abroad, and the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Nagy, 2012; Szondi, 2008, 2009). More recent public diplomacy 

efforts supported by the Orbán government include the strengthening of the diaspora-state 

relations through the Balassi Institute and the hundreds of sports diplomacy events that 

Hungary has hosted and/or co-financed (Kantek, Veljanova & Onnudottir, 2021; Garamvolgyi 

& Doczi, 2021). The latter seems to be the star public diplomacy niche of Viktor Orbán, who 

appointed sports reporter Tamás Menczer as Secretary of State for the State Secretariat for 

Communication and the International Representation of Hungary (Kormany.hu, 2020). 

Additionally, there are a few more examples of government-financed initiatives to 

promote Hungary’s image. Some such examples can be found in a number of political think 

tanks and foundations such as the Common Sense Society, the Századvég Foundation, and the 

Danube Institute, which all publish in English and who seek to promote collaboration and 

transnational connection among thinkers while in practice defending the policies of Fidesz 

(Buzogány & Varga, 2018). The Danube Institute receives funding from the Hungarian 

government via the Batthyány Lajos Foundation (Danube Institute, n.d.) and the Századvég 

Foundation was founded by Fidesz (Buzogány & Varga, 2021). In the United States, the 

Hungarian Foundation, founded in 2012 by the Fidesz-led government, has reportedly 

received $21 million USD to spend on grants for US-based organizations (Vogel & Novak, 2021). 

Clearly, the Hungarian government has not restrained from engaging in any form of public 

diplomacy to engage foreign audiences; however, it is unclear how effective these efforts have 

been in making American audiences pay attention. 

Most of the information transmitted to foreign audiences about Hungary in the last years 

has been related to Orbán’s political and economic reforms, as well as his attitude and 

position toward certain international issues. According to Jungblut’s (2017) study on 

Hungarian public diplomacy, 89% of the text in Hungarian official websites highlighted a 

political “first actor” as the face of public diplomacy, 37% of those being Orbán that “first actor” 

(p. 390). This hyper-focus on the Prime Minister has clearly been intentional, since Mega Film 

Publishing House was hired “to manage PM Viktor Orbán’s presence on social media sites,” 

and is reminiscent of President Trump’s hyper-presidentialization and deinstitutionalization 

of public diplomacy (Lawniczak, 2015, p. 222). 

Before Trump, Orbán’s government was not particularly praised by American audiences. 

In fact, “[r]elations with the USA and most large EU member states [cooled] as a consequence 

of controversies over Hungarian reforms” and “[a]ccusations against the Hungarian 

government [were] made primarily by the American and German diplomacy” (Sadecki, 2014, 

pp. 28-30). Nevertheless, there has been an increasing interest in Hungarian illiberal politics, 

especially within American conservative circles, that goes beyond the official public diplomacy 

institutions. 

5. The presence of Hungary and Orbán in American conservative dialogue 

5.1. Methodology 

To analyze the prominence of Hungarian public diplomacy within American conservative 

circles, as well as the impact of Tucker Carlson’s interview with Viktor Orbán, we have 

conducted the following study using quantitative and qualitative methods. 13 of the largest 

American conservative outlets with opinion or commentary sections were analyzed to find 

mentions of Hungary and Viktor Orbán from January 1, 2019 to September 30, 2022 to compare 

the trend of articles and content before and after Carlson’s interview in 2021. These outlets 

and the focus on opinion and commentary pieces were selected to capture the conceptual 

place of Hungary and Viktor Orbán within American conservative thought rather than pure 

frequency with which either actor appeared in American conservative headlines. For each 
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outlet, a Google search was made for any articles published within that time period that 

included the word “Hungary” or derived words such as “Hungarian.” To be thorough, a 

keyword search within the official websites was then made to double check the articles 

containing relevant information. This permitted analysis of the overall trend of the number 

of articles focused on Hungary and Viktor Orbán. A separate further analysis was conducted 

of the content of the articles to assess how both Hungary and Viktor Orbán were portrayed. 

5.2. Results 

A total of 1643 articles were analyzed. Some of the articles showcased in the Google search 

were excluded from the study because of the following reasons: 

- The link gave an error when opening it. 

- The link forwarded to a list of articles. 

- The word “Hungary” or derived was only mentioned in the title of a suggested article. 

- The word “Hungary” or derived was only mentioned in an author’s biography. 

- The word “Hungary” or derived was only mentioned in the comments of the article. 

- The word “Hungary” or derived was only mentioned in the description of a photo. 

Another share of the articles was marked as irrelevant because there was a mention of 

“Hungary” or a derived word in the text, but it was referring to: 

- A demonym, the place of birth or origin. For example, “Hungarian athlete.” 

- A physical location. For example, “the 2022 World Aquatics Championships in Hungary.” 

- A member of an institutional membership. For example, “the Visegrad Group is 

composed by Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia.” 

- A historical entity, event or fact. For example, “Austro-Hungarian Empire” or “the 

Hungarian Revolution of 1956.” 

It is worth mentioning the high percentage of irrelevant articles with a mention of 

Hungary, as it represents a higher percentage than the relevant articles. This is due because 

of several reasons. Almost 60% of irrelevant articles come from The National Interest (44%) and 

The American Conservative (15%). The first has a deep focus on history, therefore, several 

articles from this outlet explore the history of the Austro-Hungarian Empire or its role in 

other nation’s histories. The latter has a few authors that have lived in Hungary for short 

periods of time while writing articles for the outlet, therefore, there are a lot of mentions of 

Hungarian colleagues and places that were irrelevant to Hungarian politics or state of affairs. 

Common to all outlets is the increasing presence of Hungary in sports competitions as 

reflected in Hungary’s sports diplomacy strategy, as well as the mention of Hungarian-born 

billionaire George Soros, present in many articles, but not always involving Hungary in the 

story. Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, there are also several articles 

that remind the list of NATO members, including Hungary, but without making any further 

mention of the country. 

Out of the 1643 articles found in Google searches and websites, only 558 proved to be 

relevant to our research. Relevant articles included main stories about Hungary and 

Hungarian politics, as well as mentions of Hungary as a political actor. 
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Table 1: List of total, excluded, irrelevant and relevant articles for each American 

conservative outlet analyzed. 

Outlet Total articles Excluded Irrelevant Relevant 

National Review 168 81 20 67 

The American Conservative 518 224 107 187 

Human Events 25 5 9 11 

Fox News Opinion 24 2 10 12 

The New American* 16 0 0 16 

Front Page Magazine 42 8 22 12 

Dissent Magazine 17 0 8 9 

The Washington Free Beacon 38 3 20 15 

PJMedia 72 14 37 21 

Washington Examiner 111 24 39 48 

American Greatness 118 7 67 44 

Daily Caller 108 27 37 44 

The National Interest 386 13 301 72 

Total 1643 408 677 558 

Percentage 100% 24,83% 41,21% 33,96% 

*Results were retrieved from the website directly. 

Source: Own elaboration. 

As shown in Table 1, there is great disparity of relevant results between outlets, the most 

prominent being The American Conservative with 187 (more than 33% of the relevant articles). 

Dissent Magazine, Human Events, Front Page Magazine and Fox News Opinion are at the bottom 

with 9, 11, 12 and also 12 relevant articles, respectively. However, the importance lies in when 

these articles were published. In 9 out of the 13 outlets there is a clear trend of increasing 

relevant articles with a mention of Hungary from 2019 to 2022 (see Figure 1 and Figure 2). In 

the remaining 4 outlets, fewer than 10 relevant articles were identified per year, 3 of which 

had the highest number of relevant articles in 2021 while still indicating an increasing trend 

from 2019 to 2021. Hence, only one outlet shows a decreasing trend in relevant articles from 

2019 to 2022, Dissent Magazine, with 4 articles in 2019 and 0 in 2022. It is important to note that 

the number of 2022 articles collected reflects only a portion of the year. Consequently, this 

amplifies the significance of an increased number of articles published on Hungary in a 

shorter period of time. 
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Figure 1: Number of relevant articles published in the different media outlets from 

January 1st, 2019 until September 30th, 2022. 

 

Source: Own elaboration. 

Figure 2: Number of relevant articles published in the different media outlets from 

January 1st, 2019 until September 30th, 2022, excluding the outlier The American 

Conservative. 

 

Source: Own elaboration. 
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Within the 558 relevant articles, Hungarian politics were the main story in 165 of them, almost 

30% of the articles. Regarding the time of publication, 4 outlets show a steady increase in the 

quantity of articles that focus on Hungary, 4 of them show an increase in articles until 2021, 4 

others don’t show any increasing or decreasing trend in their articles on Hungary and only 

one outlet provides a clear decline on relevant articles on Hungary, Dissent Magazine, from 2 

articles in 2019 to 0 in 2022. 

The clear increase of articles written about Hungary confirm the increasing interest of 

American conservatives in Hungarian affairs. The most prominent example of these 

increasing trends can be found in The American Conservative, which shifted from 13 relevant 

articles in 2020 to 59 in 2021 and 101 in 2022 and went from 2 articles on Hungary in 2020 to 

27 and 33 articles in 2021 and 2022, respectively. A second prominent example can be found in 

the Washington Examiner, where the number of articles increased from 2 in 2021 to 41 in 2022, 

and its articles on Hungary from 1 in 2021 to 12 in 2022. 

The rise in the quantity of articles alone is not sufficient evidence to convincingly 

demonstrate American conservative affinity for Hungary. Indeed, while no study was done to 

analyze the quantity of articles published in liberal outlets for comparison, it is reasonable to 

expect that similar trends would be seen. To that point, there are ample examples of liberal 

outlets criticizing the policies of the Hungarian government or Viktor Orbán. However, our 

analysis went beyond simply quantifying the number of articles published. We also analyzed 

the content of the articles. 

A total of 146 articles out of 558 (26%) defend the illiberal actions taken in Hungary, praise 

Hungary’s politics or praise the leadership of Viktor Orbán. The majority of these (93) were 

found in The American Conservative, of which most were written by Rod Dreher, a senior 

editor who spent several years in Hungary and could be considered a prominent public 

diplomat for the country. He has called himself an “Orban fan” and constantly suggests in his 

articles that “American conservatives have a lot to learn from Orban” (Dreher, 2022a, 2022b) 

–note how he makes the reference of learning from Orbán instead of learning from Fidesz or 

Hungarian politics, emphasizing again the hyper-presidentialization of public diplomacy. In 

these articles we find praise of Hungarian politics with “[t]hey deserve our whole-hearted and 

full-throated support” (Jasper, 2021) or “let’s make America more like Hungary” (Carlson, 

2022), and also praise of the Prime Minister like “Orban, not far right, just right!” (Caldwell, 

2019) or “[t]ogether the two, along with Hungary’s Viktor Orbán, are the brightest leaders in 

all of Europe in the Trumpian model” (Malloch, 2022). In contrast, a handful of articles 

unreservedly criticized Orbán and Hungary. What was marginally more common (but still less 

common than instances of praise for Hungary) were qualified and nuanced criticism. For 

example, “We should not hold up Viktor Orbán as an American model, but neither should we 

interpret him without regard for his nation’s history and culture” (McLaughlin, 2022). 

Nevertheless, these remained a small minority of the total and no discernible pattern emerged 

to the outlets which published them or their frequency. 

A second focus of our research was on the prevalence of Viktor Orbán as the primary 

actor when mentioned. Out of the 558 relevant articles, 64% mention Orbán and 41% of these 

articles highlight the Prime Minister as the main actor. Whether the article is dedicated to 

Hungary or just shortly mentions a political aspect of Hungary in a different story, Viktor 

Orbán seems to be present in most of the articles and his presence has increased with time. 

In 8 out of the 13 outlets, there was an increasing mention of Orbán across years, whereas 9 

of them showed an increase in portraying Orbán as the main actor. In 3 of the outlets there 

was an increment in Orbán’s mention until 2021 (only 2 of them having Orbán as main actor), 

one outlet showed a decreasing trend, and one other kept a steady number of articles 

throughout the years. When compounded with the aforementioned praise focusing on Orbán 

rather than Fidesz or the Hungarian government as a whole it strongly suggests that 

Hungary’s public image, at least among American conservatives, is largely driven by the 
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behavior of the prime minister. Articles in The National Interest, American Greatness, The 

American Conservative and Human Events not only mention the role and power of Orbán as a 

main actor in Hungary, but they also use the term “Orbánism” in a reference to good country 

leadership and an ideology that could be applied to the United States, as they suggest with the 

term “American Orbánism.” 

6. Discussion 

The trends exposed in the study confirm that there has been an increasing interest among 

American conservative outlets in Hungary and Orbán from late 2021 onward. Tucker Carlson’s 

interview with Viktor Orbán definitely contributed to the success of Orbán’s presence in the 

American media and political discourse ⎼only after the interview was Orbán invited to speak 

at the Conservative Political Action Committee (CPAC)⎼, but it is not clear whether this event 

was pivotal in this success or not. 

Orbán’s success among an American audience has not gone unnoticed. In October 2022, 

Orbán opened an official Twitter account. His bio read “Freedom fighter, Husband, Father, 

Grandfather, Prime Minister of Hungary.” The particular choice to self-identify as a “freedom 

fighter” is an identifier that he has claimed in the past (for instance at his speech at CPAC 

Dallas) and plays into the role of Orbán as a figure leading the charge for traditional values in 

Europe. It is also worth noting who he followed. Among the first and few people followed, 

were various heads of state and government, but also other, more controversial political 

figures such as Marine Le Pen of France, Geert Wilders of the Netherlands, Tom van Grieken 

of Belgium, Andrej Babis of the Czech Republic, and Silvio Berlusconi and Matteo Salvini of 

Italy. There also are a number of conservative thinkers and personalities such as Tucker 

Carlson, Jordan Peterson, Patrick Deneen, and the aforementioned Rod Dreher who authored 

many of the pieces included in our study. Orbán also tweets exclusively in English, a 

phenomenon not common among non-native English-speaking European leaders, and his 

fifth tweet explicitly tongue-in-cheek questioned former U.S. President Donald Trump’s lack 

of presence on the platform. 

This English-speaking Twitter account of the Prime Minister Viktor Orbán is a step 

further towards the deinstitutionalization of public diplomacy, by sending the message to 

foreign publics directly himself instead of relying on official institutions. As well as it is 

exemplified in Trump’s use of Twitter, Orbán is highlighting his figure and his private Twitter 

account as the official source of information for foreign audiences interested in Hungary, 

clearly representing the aforementioned phenomenon of hyper-presidentialization of public 

diplomacy. 

7. Conclusion 

The increasing interest of American conservatives in Hungary and, more specifically, in Viktor 

Orbán represents an emerging form of public diplomacy. The potential of individual actors to 

produce and conduct public diplomacy for the promotion of a country has resulted in the 

deinstitutionalization of public diplomacy, where Viktor Orbán has acquired the main role of 

promoting the country with his own means, including American conservative outlets and, 

more recently, Twitter. It is a role that Orbán has played into and that has proven to be highly 

successful for Hungary. Hungary’s hosting of CPAC in Budapest and Orbán’s subsequent 

invitation to CPAC Dallas has elevated the profile of the prime minister among conservative 

American audiences, and has proven to be a resource for the hyper-presidentialization of 

Hungarian public diplomacy. 

One obvious limitation of our study is that it focused on a small segment of American 

conservative rhetoric. While we sought to focus on a range of outlets from foreign policy 

focused outlets generally targeted to higher-educated audiences (sometimes requiring 

subscriptions) to more widely read and accessible outlets with a more general audience, we 
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did not capture other sources of discourse that are popular among segments of American 

conservatives (such as Breitbart or One America News Network). Thus, the general trends 

presented here should not be interpreted to necessarily represent the views of all American 

conservatives. 

To that same end, we were unable to find opinion polling on the attitudes of American 

conservatives toward Viktor Orbán or Hungary. Even general polls on attitudes of Americans 

towards Hungary would be immensely helpful in demonstrating the extent to which 

Hungary’s public image has changed in recent years. Having opinion polling on American 

attitudes delineated by political affiliation would be truly key to support our theory and is an 

added challenge to showing the efficacy of deinstitutionalized public diplomacy. It would be 

interesting to consider whether Hungary’s success among an American audience can be 

replicated among other global audiences. Indeed, there are groups of illiberal actors outside 

the United States who may find similar attraction to Hungarian policies. It would also be worth 

tracking how American perceptions of Orbán and Hungary change over time, particularly 

among American conservatives, and whether the deinstitutionalized and hyper-

presidentialized public diplomacy of Hungary will have a lasting impact on American audi-

ences in the long-term. The key question will be whether the success of deinstitutionalized 

public diplomacy among conservative audiences receptive to illiberal ideas will survive and 

find success in the long run, or whether playing into illiberal policies and ideology will have 

its own backlash effect and alienate audiences and international partners less willing to join 

the Hungarian model. 
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