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following Orbán’s successful reelection 
in 2014. They may try to emulate and 
adapt democradura elements such as 
Fidesz’s increasingly tight control of 
the mass media and civil society. Or 
they could be inspired by its manipula-
tion of the electoral system, which al-
lowed it to win a 66.8% majority on a 
sub-45% vote share by increasing pro-
portion of single-member district seats 
and the extension of voting rights to 
ethnic Hungarians living in neighbor-
ing countries.  Alternatively, they may 
instead adopt potentially popular ele-
ments from Fidesz’s rhetoric and policy 
agenda, such as the confrontational 
stance towards foreign companies and 
international financial institutions, or 
the mandatory public works program 
for long-term social benefits recipients. 
Such appeals would not necessarily 
infringe on formal democratic institu-
tions but will undermine liberal social 
and economic policies.

Beyond the Hungarian model, the 
prospects for democratic stability in 
Eastern Europe will be affected by the 
rapidly evolving balance-of-power 
contest between Russia and the West. 
(Cameron and Orenstein 2012) While 
the importance of this struggle is most 
obvious in Ukraine and other EU ac-
cession hopefuls in Russia’s “backyard” 
(especially Moldova and Georgia), it 
also has important reverberations for 
the new East European EU members. 
One possibility, already hinted at by the 
rapprochement between the Putin and 
Orbán governments, is that Russia will 
try to play a more active role in East Eu-
ropean politics by providing an alterna-
tive source of economic and political 
support for governments and parties 
who run afoul of the EU’s liberal demo-
cratic establishment. This would mark a 
return to similar Russian efforts in the 
early 1990s and while at the time those 
initiatives ultimately failed, Russia’s 
stronger current economic position, 
coupled with the weaker EU leverage 
among its new members, could poten-

tially lead to a more balanced geopoliti-
cal competition between the erstwhile 
Cold War rivals. However, Russia’s 
heavy-handed actions in Crimea and 
Eastern Ukraine lower the political ap-
peal of playing the “Russian card” and 
may even trigger a rallying around the 
EU flag in an effort to counter the Rus-
sian threat. While the relative strength 
of this countervailing phenomenon de-
pends on country/group-specific his-
torical memories – not surprisingly the 
strongest anti-Russian reactions have 
come from Poland and the Baltics – 
Russia’s newfound military and politi-
cal assertiveness in Eastern Europe may 
well strengthen the appeal of Europe 
among East European elites and pub-
lics. While this scenario by no means 
guarantees the institutionalization of 
well-functioning liberal democracies in 
the region, it will at least avert for now 
the threat of genuine regional authori-
tarian backsliding.
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Redistribution and        
Regional Independence 
Movements

by Laia Balcells 

The fall of 2014 has arrived with several 
important events related  to  secession 
and regional autonomy in  Western 
Europe. The people of Scotland voted 
in September to stay in the United 
Kingdom in an unprecedented inde-
pendence referendum in the European 
Union. The regional government of  
Catalonia  is  intending  to  hold  a  sim-
ilar vote early in November, although 
both the Spanish government and the 
Constitutional Court have denied the 
possibility of a referendum on inde-
pendence (Chapell 2014) and thus it is 
unclear how events will unfold in this 
region. 

The political geography of redistribu-
tion, to paraphrase Beramendi (2012), 
is highly intertwined with demands 
for independence by ethnic or national 
groups (Bolton and Roland 1997). At 
first glance, this might seem less the 
case of Scotland, a net recipient of re-
distribution in the United Kingdom, 
but it is clearly the case of Flanders and 
Catalonia, which are net contributors 
in their respective countries. In Cata-
lonia, support for independence has 
rocketed since 2010, after a Constitu-
tional Court ruling against Catalonia’s 
new regional Constitution (i.e. Statute 
of Autonomy), which implied further 
devolution. In Catalonia, grievances re-
lated to political horizontal inequality 
(Cedermann et al. 2011) and unstable 
federal agreements have met unhappi-
ness for what is perceived as excessive 
regional redistribution towards other 
regions. Redistribution motives are 
nonetheless often hard to distinguish 
from identity-related factors (Klor and 
Shayo 2010). In Spain, for example, 
both the Basque Country and Catalo-
nia, those regions with the most salient 


