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Summary

This research paper offers a new conceptualization
of the crisis of the liberal international order (L10)
as an endogenous phenomenon. It argues that,
contrary to many IR accounts, the most severe
contemporary challenge to the L10 comes from po-
litical actors within the system of liberal democratic
states — actors empowered by the very mechanisms
of democratic governance that they currently seek
to delegitimize. The actions of the second Trump ad-
ministration in the United States, both domestically
and internationally, offer a prominent example.
Empirically, the paper analyses the evolution
of the illiberal playbook, pioneered by Russia and
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utilized, at the regional level, by Viktor Orban’s
government in Hungary to challenge the EU from
within, and, at the systemic global level, by the
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about the “inside” and the “outside” of the system
of democratic states.

Ville Sinkkonen

Leading Researcher

Global Security and Governance
Finnish Institute of International Affairs

Sinikukka Saari

Leading Researcher

Finland and Northern European Security
Finnish Institute of International Affairs




Contents

Introduction

1. Analytical framework

1.1 Liberal democracy, the L10, and their critics

1.2 Contesting norms: Transnational networks of discontent

1.3 Strategies of norm entrepreneurship: Brokerage, wedging,
persuasion, and coercion

2. Analysis: Russia, Hungary, and the United States as illiberal
norm entrepreneurs

2.1 Russia

2.2 Hungary and the Orbdn government

2.3. The United States

Conclusions

Bibliography

FIIA RESEARCH PAPER 4 Contesting the liberal international order from within

18

20



Introduction
Liberal democracy is in peril, both domestically and
at the level of the liberal international order. Across
Western democracies, the ascendant populist far
right has politicized and, in some cases, actively
challenged core principles and practices of liberal
democracy, notably the strong role of constitutional
protections against unfettered majority power.!
At the international level, the liberal rules-based
order is effectively collapsing as the United States
has withdrawn from its position of “hegemonic
leadership” and manifested negligence towards
the very rules and norms that formed the basis of
that order.2 What is to follow is still unclear. Some
predict continued chaos,? others predict great power
competition* or attempts to (re)create spheres of
influence around emerging regional powers.® Still
others suggest a more benign but nevertheless trans-
formed world of multiple overlapping orders.®

What is the source of this pressure on liberal de-
mocracy and, by implication, the liberal international
order, hereafter referred to as the L10? The political
science literature on democratic backsliding” has
long acknowledged that the most severe challenge
currently comes from within liberal democracies
themselves. This occurs through the subtle and in-
cremental weakening of democratic institutions and
norms by (democratically) elected incumbents, as
seen, for instance, in the actions of Hungary’s Prime
Minister Viktor Orbdn.? Yet the IR literature also

Engler et al. 2024; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2025; Mudde 2019.
Ikenberry 2018.

The New York Times, 11 Jan 2026.

Fong and Chong 2024.

Toft 2025.

Flockhart 2016; Acharya 2017.

For a seminal account, see Bermeo 2016.

Bermeo 2016; Svolik 2019.
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contains accounts that conceptualize the challenge
as exogenous, coming from authoritarian states, such
as Russia, towards liberal democracies. In this vein,
the abundant literature on hybrid influencing and
interference® has argued that liberal democracies,
by their very nature as pluralist and open systems,
provide “openings for authoritarian actors to
interfere in democratic society”.1? Arguably, at the
international level, internal challenges to the L1o and
the liberal democracy underpinning it have been less
analysed. Yet their existence has become evident and
is currently highlighted by the policy agendas of the
second administration of Us President Donald Trump.
Internationally, the Trump administration has shown
animus towards traditional allies in instances such as
Vice President JD Vance’s speech at the 2025 Munich
Security Conference; the National Security Strategy
(nss) published in December 2025; and the unprece-
dented threats to take over Greenland from Denmark,
another sovereign state and steadfast NATO ally. Do-
mestically, the administration has systematically tar-
geted key liberal democratic institutions - the courts,
the free press and the Federal Reserve - and attacked
civil freedoms, notably in the recent state-sponsored
violence in Minnesota.

This paper suggests that the crisis of liberal
democracy and the liberal international order
is increasingly characterized by an endogenous
challenge. While authoritarian states certainly
continue to challenge liberal democracy and the
LIO, this paper argues that the most consequential
challenge these systems currently face comes from
actors within the system of liberal states: political
actors within those states who are empowered by
the very mechanisms of democratic governance that

9 Wigell 2019, 2021.
10 Wigell 2021, 2.



they then criticize and even seek to delegitimize.
These actors not only question policy outcomes,
but also the core characteristics of the political
order of which they are part. This observation steers
analytical attention towards the tools and strategies
that states, and actors within those states, use to
challenge liberal democracy and the L10. Relatedly,
it underlines the cross-national diffusion of such
strategies and, in doing so, highlights transnational
networks that connect these actors and serve as
ecosystems for amplifying the challenge to liberal
democracy and the L10. Against this backdrop,

this Research Paper analyses the evolution of the
challenge to Western liberal democracy and the L10
by focusing on the ideas and norms that challenger
actors promote. What is their aim? What kind

of normative order, if any, do they envisage as a
replacement for the liberal one?

To elucidate the suggested endogenous challenge
to liberal democracy and the L0, this paper focuses
on three case studies.!! First, it analyses Russia as an
“influential outsider”. The role of the Russian case in
this analysis is to illustrate its pioneering develop-
ment of anti-liberal and anti-democratic influencing
tools and tactics, initially in the territory of the
former Soviet Union and subsequently in the West.

It is argued that Russia has provided a playbook that
resonates with illiberal and “post-Western” forces
abroad, and that many authoritarian, hybrid and,
most recently, also democratic forces have utilized
to challenge liberal democracy and the L10. Second,
the paper analyses Hungary under Prime Minister
Viktor Orbdn’s government. Orbdn is an example

of an illiberal actor who has copied elements of the
Russian playbook and used them first to dismantle
liberal democracy domestically and then to challenge
the liberal democratic order of the European Union
(EU), of which Hungary is a member. Orbdn is also a
key player in the emerging transnational ecosystem
of nationalist-conservative political actors. Finally,

11 Notwithstanding the Russian case, the scope of the paper is
limited to challenges to liberal democracy and the Li0 in the West.
These are not the only relevant democracies in the world, and
challenges from the so-called Global South, for instance, also have
the potential to transform the Lio and liberal democracy. However,
this paper focuses on a form of contestation that is argued to be
unprecedented and highly consequential, namely that occurring
within the camp of Western (liberal) democracies.
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the paper analyses the United States, which is an
important case from multiple perspectives. First, it
is the original architect and, by virtue of its military,
economic and ideational power, the ultimate guaran-
tor of the post-war L10. Without its engagement - a
scenario that is increasingly plausible - that order
could simply cease to exist or at least transform in a
profound way. The Us therefore has the potential to
dismantle the order, or to transform it from within.
The fact that the current Us administration has shown
disregard for liberal democratic principles both at
home and abroad is therefore of crucial importance.
The paper proceeds in three stages. First, it
presents and discusses the analytical framework,
defining the key concepts and situating the analysis
within the existing literature on norms, networks,
and transnational influencing in international
relations. It then introduces a categorization of
strategic tools available to actors in their challenge
to liberal democracy and the L10, followed by an
analysis of the three case studies of Russia, Hungary
and the United States. Finally, the paper offers some
concluding remarks.

1. Analytical framework

1.1 Liberal democracy, the L10, and their critics
“[C]hallenging the status quo does not necessarily
imply that political parties display anti-system
rhetoric that questions democracy as such”.2 The
observation by Engler et al. is worth quoting, as it
summarizes a key point that also informs the analysis
in this paper: challenging the liberal democratic sta-
tus quo, either at the domestic or international level,
is not necessarily an attack on democracy as people’s
self-rule. Rather, it is the liberal in liberal democracy
that is particularly threatened at this moment. Liberal
democracy as a domestic form of governance is a
combination of two elements: it builds on electoral

12 Engler et al. 2024.



democracy®® but adds the liberal element of protect-
ing individual and minority rights through constitu-
tional checks on electoral majorities and executive
power.4 Yet it can be questioned whether electoral
democracy - and free and fair elections - can work
in practice without the civil rights and freedoms
highlighted by different notions of liberalism.

Recently, liberalism at the domestic level has
been increasingly challenged by the populist far
right, which has put forward an “illiberal”, or “ex-
treme majoritarian”, version of democracy that re-
jects the counter-majoritarian checks on the “will of
the people” that are central to liberal democracy.!®
This challenge is behind processes of democratic
backsliding, defined as the gradual weakening of the
system’s democratic attributes, such as civil liberties
and checks and balances, by democratically elected
incumbents, without dismantling democracy alto-
gether. ¢ This last point is key, since acting formally
within the confines of democratic institutions lends
legitimacy to the incumbents’ actions.

The liberal international order, also sometimes
referred to as the rules-based international order,
has represented the extension of liberal political
ideas to the international sphere in the post-World
War era. The L10 was largely built by, and around,
the United States as its “leading state”!” and “first
citizen”.!® The L10’s key organizing principles
have included “economic openness, multilateral
institutions, security cooperation and democratic
solidarity”*° and it has been underpinned by the
ideas of “sovereign equality, respect for human
rights, democratic accountability, widely shared
economic opportunity, and the muting of great
power rivalry, as well as collective efforts to keep the
peace, promote the rule of law, and sustain an array

13 According to the V-Dem Institute, core requirements for electoral
democracy are that “suffrage is extensive; political and civil society
organizations can operate freely; elections are clean and not
marred by fraud or systematic irregularities; and elections affect
the composition of the chief executive of the country. In between
elections, there is freedom of expression and an independent media
capable of presenting alternative views on matters of political
relevance” (Coppedge et al. 2025).

14 Coppedge et al. 2025.

15 Mudde 2019.

16 Waldner and Lust 2018.

17 Williams 2025.

18 lkenberry 2018.

19 lkenberry 2018, 7.

of international institutions tailored to solving and
managing common global problems”.2°

While the Us has been the L10’s undisputed he-
gemon, its hegemony has relied upon a strong role for
multilateral institutions, notably the United Nations,
in coordinating international affairs based on shared
principles of conduct.?! The L10 was also a progressive
set of ideas, underpinned by the belief that states
move forward “in terms of liberal democracy” and
that the international system is capable of reform.??
The L10 was thus a community of norms - collective,
intersubjectively shared ideas that create shared
expectations regarding the future and regulate what
kind of behaviour is acceptable and what should lead
to sanction, punishment or reprimand.?3

Clearly, the L10 was never an ideal system.
Even before its current crisis, it had been criticized
both from the outside and from the inside. Its own
architects, notably the United States, have some-
times blatantly disregarded its core norms - think
of sovereign equality and the Iraq War, or human
rights and Guantdnamo Bay - thereby undermining
the legitimacy of their leadership. The L10’s crisis has
thus frequently been framed as one of leadership, as
an “exit” from American hegemony, giving way to
a more multipolar system where the rising powers
of the “Global South”, such as China, India, Brazil
or Indonesia, play a bigger role? and promote their
own conceptions of potential international orders.?

Yet it appears that the distinction between
insiders and outsiders in terms of allegiance to liberal
democracy and the L10 is rapidly becoming blurred,
and framings that pit authoritarian and democratic
states against each other as systemic rivals therefore
miss the mark.?6 In contrast, the crisis of liberal
democracy and the liberal international order is, as
argued in this paper, increasingly self-induced.

20 Deudney and lkenberry 2023.

21 lkenberry 2018; Jahn 2018.

22 lkenberry 2018, 11.

23 Martha Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Katzenstein, 1996.

24 Cf. Kupchan 2012; Acharya 2018; Tunsje 2018; Cooley and Nexon
2020; Ikenberry 2024.

25 Sinkkonen et al. 2026.

26 Recent examples include Kroenig 2020; McFaul 2025.
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1.2 Contesting norms: Transnational networks of
discontent
There is nothing new about states seeking to
influence political processes and outcomes in other
countries, whether democratic or authoritarian.?” In
the post-Cold War period, liberal democracies ac-
tively attempted to transfer liberal norms and prac-
tices - the rule of law, human rights, the protection
of minorities, and an open market economy - to
democratizing countries through a variety of tools.?
Prominent examples, however flawed in practice,
include the Freedom Agenda of the George W. Bush
administration, through which the us intervened
to achieve democracy in the Middle East, and the
EU’s enlargement and neighbourhood policy (ENP).2
These policies were designed to influence the polit-
ical processes and practices of target countries and,
importantly, the norms underpinning those prac-
tices. They have not been purely altruistic exercises
but have also been motivated by material interests
- putting in place “liberal reform coalitions” able to
deliver political outcomes suited to the needs of the
Western “democracy promoter” in question.3°

Yet, by the late 2000s, Western optimism about
such democracy promotion had largely vanished,
due to the aforementioned misdemeanours of key
players in the L10, disappointment over the “illiberal
turn” in the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood, and the
unfulfilled promises of the Arab Spring revolutions.3!
In the 20105, attention turned instead to attempts
by authoritarian states to influence democracies
using various tools of hybrid interference.3? Liberal
democracies were thought to be particularly vul-
nerable to the “wedge strategies” of actors such as
Russia or China because of their very nature as open,
pluralist societies.33

What is new, as argued in this paper, is that
the challenge to liberal democracy and the L10 is no
longer exclusively “external”, as, for example, Wig-
ell conceptualized it.3* Rather, political actors within

27 Bubeck and Marinov 2017; Tomz and Weeks 2020; Levin 2016, 2024.

28 Diamond 2008; Carothers 1999; Sikkink and Keck 1998; Risse et al.
1999.

29 Borzel and Risse 2009; ENP, see https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/
european-neighbourhood-policy_en.

30 Dandashly and Noutcheva 2022, 416.

31 Dandashly and Noutcheva 2022.

32 Wigell 20109.

33 Wigell 2021.

34 Wigell 2019.
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established democracies are using strategies similar
to those used by authoritarian states to undermine
liberal democratic norms and practices and to
promote their own version of “illiberal” governance,
or “democracy without constitutional liberalism”.3°
To pursue their agenda, these actors have come

to function as norm entrepreneurs who possess
“strong notions about appropriate or desirable
behavior in their community”, driving them to
“promote the establishment, diffusion, and institu-
tionalization of norms” .36 Norm entrepreneurs can
reject prevailing norms, advocate new ones, or aim
to reinterpret existing norms and preferences.3’

In this paper’s view, the contemporary challenge
to liberal democracy does not present a clear new
ordering vision either at the domestic or the inter-
national level, but is rather organized as a rejection
of liberalism. Illiberalism refers to: “[A] cluster of
ideologies that articulate a rejection of some or all of
the different scripts of liberalism. It blends diverse
intellectual traditions and policy norms and practices
that promote majoritarianism, sovereignism, and
traditional hierarchies (social, sexual, gender,
cultural)” .38 The illiberal norm entrepreneurs work
in networks that transgress conventional bound-
aries between Western and non-Western, (liberal)
democratic and non-democratic. Adler-Nissen and
Zarakol conceptualize such an alliance as a “merger
of discontents” between populist political parties
from states in the “centre” of the LIo, and states in its
“semi-periphery”. The centre here refers to societies
“that feel a strong cultural ownership of both the la-
bel and symbols associated with the “West’”, whereas
semi-periphery pertains to “states that could be
classified as Western (or have been at times)” but also
as “non-Western (or have been at times)” - countries
like Turkey and Russia, and even Hungary.*

The literature on norms has long acknowledged
that a critical factor for a norm’s success is for states
to take up the mantle of norm leadership - particu-
larly when the state in question is a powerful one.*°

35 Dandashly and Noutcheva 2022, 419.

36 Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, 896.

37 Wunderlich 2020, 22-23; Ettinger and Collins 2025.
38 Laruelle 2024, 4.

39 Adler-Nissen and Zarakol 2024.

40 Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, 902-903.
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This is why the United States’ pivot during the first,
but particularly the second Trump administration

is so consequential. Turning away from its role as

the “first citizen” of the liberal international order,
the White House has instead joined forces with the
semi-periphery in voicing grievances and actively
contesting the norms and institutions that undergird
this order.* This apparent shift in stance led scholars
to conclude, even during Trump’s first term, that
“[a] hostile revisionist power [...] sits in the Oval
Office, the beating heart of the free world”.*

Below, this paper outlines four strategies that
actors and actor networks use to challenge liberal
democracy and the L10 and to promote alternative
conceptions of “illiberal democracy” and the inter-
national order.

1.3 Strategies of norm entrepreneurship: Brokerage,

wedging, persuasion, and coercion

The first strategy identified is brokerage: “an

entity’s efforts to create new connections among

actors around some common purpose, often with

the explicit aim of making itself the key mediator

between them”.* The aim is to create momentum

for challenging the existing order and to team up to

construct new norms and institutions.* Successful

brokerage is contingent on an actor’s position within

anetwork of actors; the agency of a broker is enabled

through that structural location.* An example of such

a position would be Hungary, which has, by virtue

of its structural position as an “illiberal” challenger

but still an EU member state, established itself as a

central node of an emerging transnational network of

national conservatives in the core of the Lio.
Secondly, this paper analyses wedging, which

many accounts also place at the centre of the chal-

lenge to liberal democracy and the L10.46 Wedging is

a divide-and-rule strategy that aims to exacerbate

existing divisions within a target alliance or society,

41 Stokes 2018; Norrlof 2018.
42 lkenberry 2017, 2.

43 Cooley and Nexon 2020.
44 Keck and Sikkink 1998.
45 Goddard 2009.

46 Wigell 2019, 2021.

thereby weakening its counterbalancing potential.#
Wedging can function at various levels of analysis: it
can be targeted at collections of states (e.g. interna-
tional organizations, alliances or bilateral relation-
ships) as well as at the domestic politics of a specific
state.*® Wedge strategies sow distrust by various
means, such as spreading disinformation or empow-
ering groups within the target society to challenge the
political status quo. An example par excellence would
be the various “hybrid” operations of Putin’s regime
in Europe and the United States, including sabotage
and multiple forms of information manipulation.*

In addition, two more conventional tools of
statecraft are considered, namely persuasion and
coercion. Persuasion refers to changing preferences
through communication. It is a “cognitive process
of information exchange and argumentation that
changes minds, opinions, and attitudes about
causality and effect in the absence of coercion”.>° By
persuading, an actor can link a norm to other norms,
or “construct frames that resonate with broader pub-
lic understandings of issues, thereby increasing the
persuasive power of their arguments”.>! Persuasion
draws on the “feelings, opinions and interests” of its
target audience.>? For instance, illiberal social norms
are often framed through securitization,>? which is
likely to increase their persuasiveness among many
actors in the L10’s semi-periphery and centre alike.

Finally, coercion is conventionally equated with
the threat or actual use of force.> For the purposes of
this paper, the category includes not only the kinetic
use of military force, but also “coercive diplomacy”>°
and different economic inducements.>¢ Coercion can
be deployed both internally and externally. Liberal
democracies and democratic practices have been
and continue to be supressed by force. An obvious
example of an external coercive strategy is the
Trump administration’s threat to take over Green-
land - territory of another democracy and NATO ally

47 Wigell 2019.

48 Tongfi and Simén 2025.

49 Beznosiuk 2025.

50 Finnemore and Hollis 2016, 450.

51 Flonk 2021, 1928.

52 Lebow 2007.

53 Buzan et al. 1998.

54 Schelling 1966, 2.

55 Jakobsen 2016.

56 Drezner 2003; for a catalogue of different coercive economic
instruments, see Baldwin 1985, 41-42.
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- either by negotiation or, if unsuccessful, by force.
Internally, attempts by leaders such as Erdogan, Bol-
sonaro or Trump to quell domestic dissent by force
are also examples of coercion as understood here.

Table 1 below summarizes the strategic tools
analysed in the paper.

The following section presents three case studies
to illustrate these tools in action. Based on these
examples, the paper draws conclusions regarding the
diffusion and emulation of these tools, while analysing
how and to what extent they have been augmented
during adoption by (still) democratic states.

2. Analysis: Russia, Hungary, and
the United States as illiberal norm
entrepreneurs

2.1 Russia

The role of the Russian case in this analysis is to
exemplify a key source of the illiberal playbook
that is also being used by democratic states and the
actors within them today. Russia has a longstand-
ing history of cultivating transnational illiberal

coalitions both outside and within democracies, and
of employing various wedge strategies to undermine
Western unity and the L1o. Although Russia is widely
regarded as an autocracy today, when it pioneered
these strategies in the late 1990s and early 2000s,
its system of government was still commonly re-
ferred to as “democracy”, “managed democracy”*’
or - as it branded itself in propaganda - “sovereign
democracy”.%8 Russia thus created an illiberal hybrid
governance model that has drawn admiration from
illiberal populists near and far.*® Furthermore, as
Adler-Nissen and Zarakol (2021) have pointed out,
Russia’s longstanding ambivalent positioning -
simultaneously inside and outside the community
of Western democracies - has amplified its trans-
national influence. This identity-related ambiguity
has enabled Russia to convincingly appeal both to
populist forces within the core of the L0 and to
political movements located in its semi-periphery.®

57 Krastev and Holmes 2012; Colton and McFaul 2003.
58 Orlov 2006; Morris 2018.

59 Keating and Kaczmarska 2017.

60 Adler-Nissen and Zarakol 2024, 614.

TOOLS OF TRANSNATIONAL POLITICAL
INFLUENCING BETWEEN DEMOCRACIES

Type of tool Type of activity
Advocacy,
Brokerage coalition building,
norm entrepreneurship
Wedging Covert, hybrid
Persuasion Discursive
Coercion Overt use of force

Table 1. Tools of transnational political influencing between democracies

Definition

Forging new connections among actors around a common purpose,
such as constructing new norms and institutions, often with the

aim of making oneself a key mediator between the actors.

Weakening the target society by exacerbating existing divisions,

with the aim of undermining its internal cohesion.

Changing preferences, opinions and attitudes

through communication and argumentation.

Influencing the behaviour of others through coercion
or the threat of force, using tools such as economic

sanctions, military force, or threats thereof.

FIIA RESEARCH PAPER 4 Contesting the liberal international order from within 9



Hence, Russia has successfully - and paradoxically -
presented itself as a great power within the existing
LIO and simultaneously as a representative of “the
world majority” seeking to change it.

In the immediate post-Soviet years, Russia
embarked on a dual transition, seeking to establish
both a market economy and democratic governance
at the same time.% However, unlike in many Central
European states, there was no major disqualification
or removal of the old Soviet elites, including those
from the intelligence services. As early as the 1990s,
Russia’s nascent democracy came increasingly under
the influence of so-called political technologies -
the manipulation of political processes that fused
Soviet-era active measures with the new political
realities.5? As Andrew Wilson argued at the time, both
authoritarian and democratic labels missed the point
regarding this manipulated Russian “virtual politics”:

In a democratic state, authority derives
from some type of election process, how-
ever imperfect. In an authoritarian state,
authority is asserted rather than earned
(though it may still be accepted by many).
The key to ‘virtual politics’, however, is
that authority is invented.®

It is this manipulative element that is at the core
of Russian political influence operations both within
the country and abroad. These manipulative methods
were initially developed for domestic use, but they
were quickly scaled up to the wider post-Soviet
space, particularly in Ukraine and Belarus.5 This dif -
fusion was facilitated by similarities in political en-
vironments, overlapping elites, and interconnected
markets and energy flows. Russian foreign policy
interests were present in its political influence opera-
tions from the outset, even if they were rarely carried
out by officials. Volodymyr Polokhalo, a Ukrainian
political scientist, describes the role of Russian polit-
ical technologists in Ukraine as follows: “They aren’t
just making money, but serving as Russian agents
of influence, ‘distributors’ of Russian interests”.6°

61 Hahn 2002.

62 Wilson 2005.

63 Wilson 2005, 122.

64 Wilson 2005, 129-150.
65 Wilson 2005, 58.

Through electoral and political interference, Russia
ensured that pro-Russian elites also remained in
power in the former Soviet republics.

Despite significant efforts, Russia’s ability to
control political developments in the former Soviet
republics was limited: the political and societal
trajectories of the post-Soviet states began to
diverge, and many countries sought to deepen ties
with the West. Within a short time span, protesters
took to the streets in Tbilisi (2003), Kyiv (2004), and
Bishkek (2005), calling for free and fair elections and
a more Western political orientation. These events
brought about leadership changes in the respective
countries, although they failed to bring lasting
solutions to democratic challenges. Russia increas-
ingly viewed Western support for democracy - both
within Russia and across the post-Soviet space - as
hostile interference.%

These domestic and external experiences of
weakness, combined with resentment over the
loss of great power status, contributed to a marked
reorientation of Russia’s political priorities by the
mid-2000s. Key objectives included restoring Rus-
sia’s international standing and sphere of influence,
strengthening its armed forces and intelligence ser-
vices, and relaunching more proactive international
influence and interference operations in a variety of
countries.®” The manipulation of political systems
abroad - the Russian-style industry of deception
- emerged as a major avenue of Russian external
interference and influence.

Using the framework of this study, Russia’s
early illiberal interference and influence abroad
during the 1990s and early 2000s rested on broker-
age, wedging, and coercion rather than persuasion.
Russia developed new concepts such as “sovereign
democracy” and strategies that merged liberal
terminology with illiberal and manipulative content.
Brokerage was also at play when Russia used regional
organizations it had established - such as the Col-
lective Security Treaty Organization (2002) - to pro-
mote its legislation and practices as regional models.
Wedging and coercion also played a significant role

66 Saari2014.
67 Paul and Matthew 2016.
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in Russia’s early strategy. It financed, corrupted,
and assisted parties and politicians aligned with its
interests and conducted targeted disinformation
campaigns to bolster its allies and discredit rivals.®®
It used these tools of manipulation to drive a wedge
into post-Soviet societies and to benefit politically
from the lack of cohesion in the target states.
Furthermore, at times, coercion and the threat of
violence were applied - consider the poisonings
of Russian politician Yuri Shchekochikhin (2003)
and former Ukrainian president Viktor Yushchenko
(2004), for instance. While these manipulative
techniques were well known among local observers
and regional experts, they largely escaped broader
international attention.®®

Around 2007, Russia’s broad-spectrum
interference abroad intensified, grew more active in
its opposition to the L10 and the European security
order, and expanded westwards. The war against
Georgia (2008) marked a turning point in the
post-Soviet space as it more explicitly merged inter-
ference operations with coercion. Russia also began
testing a variety of asymmetric strategies against
Western states, targeting their international standing
and reputation as well as their democratic societies.
The explosion of multilevel international interac-
tions, the growing influence of non-state actors, and
the dominance of information technology and social
media - particularly from the 2010s onwards - ele-
vated political interference to an entirely new level
of sophistication and reach.

Russia activated its full hybrid arsenal against
Estonia as early as 2007, following the relocation
of the Bronze Soldier statue. The episode involved a
coordinated campaign combining criminal actors,
proxy youth-group activists, and disinformation
to apply pressure and to deceive both Estonian
actors and the international audience.” Through the
campaign, Russia applied a wedge strategy within
Estonian society to drive different societal groups
further apart and sow distrust within the country. It
also aimed to diminish trust in democratic and 10
principles by discrediting Estonian and EU norms
and practices as “double standards” and “nationalist
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revanchism”, and by evoking historical images of
Estonian Nazi sympathisers.

Even at this point, Moscow employed persua-
sion strategies alongside brokerage and wedging.
Notably, it advanced the concept of Russkii Mir
and institutionalized it through the establishment
of the Russkiy Mir Foundation in 2007, which
was designed to promote the Russian language,
culture, and a broader Russia-centric worldview.
The Russian Orthodox Church - known for its
direct alignment with the Kremlin’s foreign policy
agenda - served as another channel of influence,
particularly within the post-Soviet space.” Overall,
however, the impact of this active persuasion strat-
egy remained limited at this stage.

Another pivotal phase for Russia’s democratic
interference and softer illiberal influence started
with Putin’s return to the presidency in 2012. At
the end of 2013, Russia made Ukrainian President
Viktor Yanukovych an offer he could not refuse.
Having helped drive Ukraine’s economy into acute
crisis, Russia offered a steep gas price discount
and a $15 billion loan. Yanukovych had already
postponed signing an association agreement with
the EU, triggering mass protests in Kyiv’s Maidan
Square in November. The December signing of the
Russia-Ukraine deal further inflamed protests,
culminating in the collapse of Yanukovych’s regime
in February 2014. War ensued and escalated sharply
with Russia’s full-scale invasion in February 2022.
In this violent manner, Russia has sought not only
to assert geopolitical control but also to re-entrench
illiberal values and norms and to impose its authori-
tarian model of governance on Ukraine’s democratic
system.”? The destruction of democracy was pursued
through coercion in the occupied territories and, af-
ter 2022, extended to areas under Ukrainian control.

In Western Europe, by contrast, Russia’s
post-2012 strategy rested mainly on brokerage and
wedging. Although Russia’s active persuasion strat-
egies in the West were limited in their success, it did
exercise significant soft power - to use Adler-Nissen
and Zarakol’s terminology - among populist forces
in the “centre” of the liberal international order, as
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well as within states in the “semi-periphery”.” As
Keating and Kaczmarska observe, moral conserv-
atism, illiberal governance, strong leadership, and
anti-Western foreign policy positions have proved
particularly resonant among populist politicians and
segments of the electorate in the L10’s core.” Russia
has thus inspired them and acted as a significant
norm entrepreneur and role model for political
movements within Western democracies and in the
semi-periphery alike. For instance, the so-called
Russian foreign-agent laws - which stipulate that
non-profit organizations that receive foreign fund-
ing must declare themselves foreign agents - have
been a prime example of how Russian authoritarian
norms and institutions have diffused globally.
Within Europe, both Hungary and Slovakia have
adopted such laws.

Furthermore, Russia’s wedging strategy in the
West has gradually tilted towards coercion. At first,
it employed largely covert hybrid measures to attack
Western democracies. In June 2016, the United
Kingdom’s referendum on EU membership took
place, followed by the election of Donald Trump as
Us President in November. During these campaigns,
Russia experimented with sophisticated political
technologies aimed at mobilizing niche voter groups
in both countries. While the extent of Russia’s
influence remains subject to debate, evidence of in-
terference is well established.” Since 2022, Russia has
also engaged in more strategic coercion, increasingly
exploiting overt hybrid and coercive tactics in Europe.

2.2 Hungary and the Orbdn government

In recent years, the fundamental liberal values of
the European Union have been contested from
within the Union itself. The driving force behind
this contestation has been the government of Hun-
garian Prime Minister Viktor Orbdn and his Fidesz
party.’ Since coming to power in 2010, Orbdn has
systematically demolished Hungarian democracy.”
At the same time, his government has sought to
“undermine the Union as a whole (...) to make it a

73 Adler-Nissen and Zarakol 2021, 612.

74 Keating and Kaczmarska 2017, 8; Adler-Nissen and Zarakol 2021,
612.

75 Seee.g. Kimetal. 2018.

76 On the symbiotic relationship of the party and Orban acolytes, see
Anghel and Jones 2024.

77 Ibid.

more ‘hospitable environment for autocracies’”.” To
do so, Orban has made himself a central player in an
increasingly well-organized transnational network
of illiberal political forces, taking advantage of Hun-
gary’s position as an EU insider. Moreover, Orban’s
Hungary has increasingly adopted obstructive tactics
in EU decision-making.” Today, Hungary is an
electoral autocracy®® within the supranational liberal
democratic structure of the Eu, which has been aptly
characterized as “both the context in which the
Hungarian government operates and an integral part
of the Hungarian regime itself”.5!

Yet Hungary was not always an illiberal or
obstructive EU member state. At the time of joining
in 2004, the country was considered one of the
most promising post-Communist democratizers,
which had “redefined its values in accordance with
the fundamental values of the EU” .82 However,
as Anghel and Jones®: point out, by 2010, Viktor
Orban had already gained control of the Fidesz party
and transformed its ideology into Christian eth-
no-nationalism. Orb4n then stepped up his game,
consolidating Fidesz’s ideology - and his own grip
on power - at the national level with constitutional
and legal reforms and by staffing key institutions
with loyalists.8* Subsequently, emboldened by the
humiliating experience of an IMF/EU bailout during
the 2008-2009 financial crisis, Orban took his
challenge to liberal democracy to the EU level .8

During roughly the first half of the 2010s, Orbdn
maintained an “appearance of constructive and
legitimate conduct”®® at the EU level and cast do-
mestic developments as efforts to improve the sys-
tem so that it would better comply with EU law and
values.®” Fidesz became a member of the influential,
centre-right European People’s Party (EPP), and in
exchange for Fidesz’s votes, the EPP provided pow-
erful political protection for Orbdn against mounting
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criticism of his domestic actions in the European
Parliament and other EU institutions.®® During this
time, Orban used the strategy of persuasion to try to
reform the EPP “into a political alliance that would
follow the ‘authoritarian model’ of Hungary”# and,
more broadly, to reform the EU following his model
of “illiberal” or “Christian” democracy.

I would like to make it clear that the com-
mitment of Hungary and the Hungarian
Government to the European Union cannot
be questioned. Hungarian politics has built
on this foundation for the past thirty years
(-..) We want to shape decision-making
here by means of debate, reasoning and
persuasion. I suggest that those who do not
like our country’s opinion should oppose

it with their own arguments. (Orbdn in the
European Parliament, April 2017)%°

At this stage, Orbdn’s strategy of persuasion
could be cast as positive norm entrepreneurship,
as legitimate contestation of norms he did not
fully subscribe to. To an extent, Orbdn has never
fully ceased to act in a constructive manner. For
instance, the concerns regarding the conduct of
Hungary’s EU presidency in 2024 were only partially
proven right. Visnovitz and Jenne (2021) describe
this ambivalent behaviour as a “peacock dance”,
designed for international audiences with the aim of
increasing his political room for manoeuvre, not to
signal a willingness to leave.®! Since the late 2010s,
Orbdn’s behaviour in the EU has clearly become
more obstructive, while his ideological views have
become more explicitly articulated. In 2014, Orbdn
declared that Hungary would become an “illiberal
state”, calling for the “restoration of sovereignty in
the national, international, economic and cultural
spheres”.?2 The concept of sovereignty is evidently
key to Orbdn’s aspirations: in his view, Hungary
needs an independent foreign policy, as opposed
to accepting vassalhood or subordination.® The

88 Kelemen 2020, 2025; for criticism, see European Parliament 2013.
89 Suuronen 2025, 7.

90 Orban 2017.

91 Visnovitz and Jenne 2021.

92 Suuronen 2025, 1-2.

93 Visnovitz and Jenne 2021, 691-692.

migration crisis of 2015-2016 was a key moment in
Orbdn’s contestation of the EU’s guiding principles.
The at times uncontrolled migrant influx was
presented by Orban as a failure of the EU’s liberal
migration policy and, by extension, of Western
liberal democracy more generally.%

At the policy level, Hungary refused to imple-
ment EU law related to the management of migra-
tion pressure and thereby challenged the primacy
of EU law and the institutions enforcing it. In 2024,
the Court of Justice of the European Union (cJEU)
ruled that Hungary had failed to take the necessary
measures to comply with the Court’s 2020 judgment
regarding access to international protection and
the rights of asylum seekers. The Court also held
that this failure to fulfil obligations constituted an
unprecedented and exceptionally serious breach of
EU law that runs counter to the principle of sincere
cooperation.® Hence, the Court ordered Hungary to
pay a lump sum of €200 million and a daily penalty
of €1 million for each day of delay. Orb4n framed the
ruling as judicial activism and stated: “Hungary has
always been on the side of rebellion against judicial
activism. I don’t think we can stop migration if we
don’t rebel against the laws and court rulings that
are now in force.”% Following Orban’s refusal to pay
the fine, the Commission launched the so-called off-
setting procedure to deduct the fine from U funds
designated for Hungary.

Since the late 2010s, Orban has increasingly
resorted to wedging and brokerage strategies within
the EU. In April 2017, he launched a “public consul-
tation” sent to Hungarian households called “Let’s
stop Brussels”, in which citizens were asked how to
deal with EU policies that “threaten Hungarian inde-
pendence”.®” That same year, Orbdn’s government
introduced the “Lex CEU”, a change to Hungary’s
education law, which targeted and ultimately
expelled from the country the Central European
University (CEU), founded by us financier George
Soros.%8 The ¢JEU later found that the legislation
breached EU law.®° In 2019, Orban launched a smear
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campaign against Commission President and fellow
EPP politician Jean-Claude Juncker,!? a tactic that
he has recently repeated against current Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen. These campaigns
included disinformation and attempts to meddle
with the treaty-based functions of EU institutions.
One example was a picture of von der Leyen and
Alex Soros - son of George Soros, Orban’s liberal
arch-enemy - with the text “Let’s not dance to the
tune they whistle”.10

In terms of brokerage, a key development that
severed Orbdn’s relations with traditional allies was
Fidesz’s departure from the EPP in 2021. Even prior
to that, the election victory of Poland’s Law and
Justice (PiS) in 2015 provided Orbdn with an “illib-
eral” ally, highlighting his parting with traditional
ties to Germany.'%? In 2017, the EPP set “red lines”
for Fidesz’s behaviour regarding anti-EU rhetoric
and democratic backsliding at home, which Fidesz
subsequently crossed.!% In 2020, the EPP backed a
proposal for a Rule of Law Conditionality Regulation
that would allow EU funds to be suspended for a
member state in violation of the EU’s rule-of-law
norms.* Hungary, in turn, blocked the passage of
the EU’s new seven-year budget for several months.
By then, the EPP had engaged in an internal revision
of its rules to allow for the expulsion of a member
party. In anticipation of expulsion, Fidesz left the
EPP group in March 2021.1%

Fidesz then remained outside the European
Parliament’s political groups until, right after the
EP elections in June 2024, Orbdn, together with
the Czech and Austrian far-right premiers, formed
the new Patriots for Europe (PfE) political group.
The PfE absorbed most member parties from the
former Identity and Democracy group to become the
third-largest EP political group.1% In a high point for
Orbdn’s brokerage strategy, he and his allies created
an institutional platform for an illiberal “sover-
eigntist” bloc - MEGA -which “aims to reshape the
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landscape of European governance and address the
pressing issues faced by the continent” .7

More broadly, Orbdn has sought to make
himself a central node in a transnational network of
national conservatives. The goal of this exercise is
twofold. First, it is to increase the agency of national
conservatives as a counterforce to the liberal “Grand
Coalition” in Brussels.1% Second, the Orbdn gov-
ernment has explicitly sought to make Hungary the
“intellectual powerhouse” of this emerging ecosys-
tem. Key sites for intellectual exchange and network
brokerage include the Conservative Political Action
Conference (cpac), which Orban has regularly vis-
ited and even hosted in Budapest in 2025, as well as
the National Conservatism (NatCon) conferences.%
Additional hubs include think tanks, notably the
Danube Institute and the Mathias Corvinus Colle-
gium (Mcc), and venues for intellectual exchange
such as the Bdlvdnyos Free Summer University and
Student Camp.

Finally, within the EU’s top institutions - the
European Council and the Council of the European
Union - blocking behaviour has become a persistent
feature of the Orbdn government’s EU policy.
Blackmailing other EU member states, even in vital
foreign and security policy decisions on Ukraine’s
EU membership, financial assistance to Ukraine, and
sanctions against Russia suggest, first, the success
of his brokerage strategy - allying with other “illib-
erals” to oppose the EU’s foreign policy line in these
matters - and second, a readiness to add elements of
coercion to his strategic toolkit.

While Orbdn’s approach towards Ukraine and
Russia is well established and while his government
has treaty-based rights, including veto powers, to
pursue this approach in the U, the fact that (mainly)
one member state has continuously and increasingly
resorted to blocking tactics has raised questions
about Orban’s motives and, relatedly, about his
government’s commitment to the principle of
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108 Mraz 2024.
109 Patriots for Europe Foundation 2025.
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sincere cooperation.!!? The absence of other member
states (except, to some extent, Slovakia) supporting
Orb4n’s views and positions has also raised questions
about Hungary’s relations with Russia. Interestingly,
while the previous PiS-led governments in Poland
shared key elements with Orban’s positions on the
EU’s fundamental rights and migration matters, Slo-
vakia’s current Social Democratic government shares
some of his positions regarding Ukraine and Russia.
Relatedly, Orbdn’s quest for influence in the
changing global political landscape through the
development of bilateral relations with China and
other autocracies often runs openly counter to the
EU’s joint foreign policy decisions. In this context,
concerns about possible external interference by
the EU’s economic and political competitors and
adversaries - channelled via Hungary into EU deci-
sion-making - have become increasingly relevant.1!

2.3 The United States

In the past decade or so, the willingness of the
United States to uphold the core principles of the
liberal international order has eroded significantly.
The idea that maintaining and developing the LIO is
in Us interests was broadly shared across the polit-
ical spectrum throughout the Cold War and the first
two decades of the post-Cold War era.!!? The erosion
of this foreign policy common ground has been both
a bottom-up process, in which Americans have
gradually grown tired of Us military adventurism
along with the negative externalities of globaliza-
tion, and an elite-driven one, in which partisan
wrangling over domestic policy and the need to ca-
ter to vocal minorities have increasingly spilled over
into foreign policy questions.!!3 This foreign-policy
drift does not neatly track the liberal-conservative
divide, as calls for a more restrained foreign policy
appear on both sides of the political spectrum, even

110 Sincere (or loyal) cooperation refers to the general principle laid out
in the Treaty on European Union, which states that the Union and
the Member States shall, in full mutual respect, assist each other
in carrying out tasks that flow from the Treaties (Article 4(3) TEu).
While member states are competent to pursue their own foreign
policies, the principle nevertheless applies, and the Treaties include
several specific loyalty provisions for the cFsp. See Van Elsuwege
2019, 2024.

111 See Szalai 2024.

112 Brooks and Wohlforth 2016.

113 See e.g., Musgrave 2019; Kupchan and Trubowitz 2010; Trubowitz
and Harris 2019; Busby and Monten 2018.

if critiques of international institutions, alliances,
and liberal values are not uniformly shared.!!* On the
MAGA right, the challenge to liberal-internationalist
thinking has revolved around culturally grounded
identity politics, challenges to elite-led institutions
(domestically and globally), economic nationalism,
and the protection of a Judeo-Christian “West”.11>

These grievances have aligned with President
Trump’s long-held foreign policy views, namely
opposition to immigration, climate change denial-
ism, free trade scepticism, disdain for free-riding
(democratic) allies, and contempt for overly
constraining international institutions.!!® Even
in his first term, in place of earlier foreign policy
discourse that frequently stressed Us commitment
to democracy and human rights, the Trump team
offered sovereignty, patriotism, a defence of Western
civilization, and a negative reading of freedom.?’
These themes are on prominent display in the second
Trump administration’s policy practice as well as in
its new National Security Strategy, which posits that
Europe is threatened by “civilizational erasure”, and
lists “[c]ultivating resistance to Europe’s current
trajectory within European nations” as one of the
administration’s transatlantic priorities.!8

As was the case during his first term, President
Trump has continued to engage prominently with
and elevate the status of key right-wing leaders in
Europe, including Orbdn, Italy’s Giorgia Meloni, and
Slovakia’s Robert Fico. More broadly, the Republican
Party and the MAGA ecosystem have attained a cen-
tral position within the “extensive patterns of diffu-
sion, emulation and brokerage among present-day
right-wing movements and parties”.!'* While many
of the actors engaging in such brokerage have no
strict formal affiliation with the current holders of
power in Washington, D.C., they excel at advancing
the administration’s agenda by bolstering right-wing
illiberal networks and amplifying their narratives.

Platforms that MAGA acolytes and American
conservative political operatives provide for
their fellow travellers are also critical enablers of

114 On how a more restrained brand of foreign policy enjoys support on
both sides of the political spectrum, see Ashford 2021.
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brokerage. For instance, the Conservative Political
Action Conference has become an increasingly
important site for diffusing norms and cultivating
shared bonds on the global right. Originally an an-
nual domestic affair, cpAc gatherings have now been
held in Mexico, Brazil, Australia, Japan, Korea, Israel,
Hungary, and most recently Poland, “represent|ing]
the convergence of global strains of far-right
politics”.120 The conferences have not only given a
platform to European populist leaders, including
Orbdn and Fico, but have also functioned as a means
for the American right to internationalize its agenda.

Another example of brokerage is the cultivation
of international networks by think tanks linked
to the Trump movement, including the Heritage
Foundation and the America First Policy Institute.!?!
The apparent success of the domestic Trump tem-
plate - prepared prior to the election in, for instance,
Heritage’s Project 2025 playbook - has led European
right-wing think tanks and politicians to take these
overtures more seriously than in the past.1?? It is
not only Heritage’s post-election clout, but also its
links to Trump’s orbit, that make the institute an
attractive partner for sharing “best practices” when
it comes to issues such as immigration, climate,
gender, abortion, and sovereignty. A shared long-
run objective is to challenge the legal and regulatory
framework of the European Union, as well as
national legislation pertaining to key issues such as
climate and abortion.!?3

The right-wing media ecosystem has also
enabled the dissemination of information conducive
to the MAGA cause.'?* This includes established chan-
nels like Fox News, upstarts in the vein of Newsmax,
as well as popular podcasts hosted by MAGA lumi-
naries such as Senator Ted Cruz, Tucker Carlson, and
Steve Bannon. Social media has also been key in cre-
ating the infrastructure that enabled Trump’s rise.1?°
Since the ban on President Trump’s Twitter account
(now X) was lifted in 2022 by Elon Musk - the com-
pany’s owner and the world’s richest man - Trump
(and MAGA) have regained an important platform to
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123 Roberts 2025.
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125 See e.g. Zhang et al. 2024.

spread their views globally. There are also credible
reports suggesting that Musk has used X to boost
certain candidates and his own tweets, and to target
specific groups of voters, thus fostering political
polarization through algorithms during the 2024 Us
presidential election.?¢ In Europe, ahead of the 2025
German parliamentary elections, Musk invested time
and energy in boosting the AfD cause, spreading dis-
information beneficial to the party and even giving

a live global platform to party leader Alice Weidel.1?’
For European right-wing movements, therefore, the
allure of the MAGA world stems “not just from the
legitimacy provided by their connections to MAGA
election winners; they also hope to leverage the fact
that their Us counterparts control large parts of the
attention economy through social media”.1?8

In addition to brokerage, wedging is a key com-
ponent of Trump’s political modus operandi. On the
one hand, he seeks to divide international relations
into transactional bilateral relationships that should
ideally accrue maximal gains to the United States.!?°
On the other hand, Trump also harbours an ingrained
hostility towards the European Union, which he has
insisted was set up to “screw” the United States.!3°
Not only can the Union stand toe-to-toe with the us
on matters of trade, but the European project also
represents the kind of liberal globalist bastion that
the MAGA ecosystem and some in Trump’s admin-
istration find antithetical to their identity-political
project.'3! In this line of thinking, it pays to divide
the EU and European societies, whether to weaken an
economic competitor or an ideological foe. The new
National Security Strategy enshrines this approach in
America’s foreign policy toolkit.

In Trump’s second term, moves by adminis-
tration figures to meddle in European politics have
thus become brazen and concerted. In his (in)famous
speech at the Munich Security Conference in February
2025, Vice President JD Vance criticized the Union
and its member states for suppressing the will of the
majority, called EU Commissioners “commissars”,

a term associated with Soviet political control, and
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lamented “the retreat of Europe from some of its
most fundamental values”. He also cherry-picked
examples suggesting that liberal Europeans were
persecuting conservatives in places like Sweden and
the UK - a long-rehearsed right-wing tactic.!32 On
the sidelines, Vance controversially met with AfD
leader Alice Weidel, nine days before the German
elections.!® In the same vein, Secretary of State
Marco Rubio described the decision by the German
Intelligence Agency to declare the AfD “right-wing
extremist” as “tyranny in disguise”.!** In Romania,
just days before the rescheduled first round of the
presidential election in May, the Us embassy in
Bucharest posted on social media about “censoring
opponents or ignoring the electorate”.!3> The core of
such arguments is that Europe and the us no longer
share the same understanding of the values that have
defined the transatlantic community.13¢

Republicans in Congress have also joined
these efforts to support anti-EU forces. The House
Judiciary Committee, chaired by Trump’s ally Jim
Jordan, has been holding hearings on “Europe’s
Threat to American Speech and Innovation”. The
committee has heard testimony from European
politicians on Europe’s digital regulation and other
purported attempts at censorship, including claims
of restricted religious freedom.!3” The committee
recently released a report accusing the EU of censor-
ing political debates and interfering in elections.!%®
Elsewhere, a letter penned by the Republican chair
of the House Foreign Affairs Committee criticized
the EU for double standards with respect to Poland.
The document alleged that the EU had allowed Don-
ald Tusk’s government to illegally withhold funding
from the Law and Justice party, and permitted a firm
affiliated with George Soros to channel money into
election advertising for pro-European presidential
candidate Rafal Trzaskowski.!*° House Republicans
are also pursuing links with the AfD to help the
party stave off “persecution” by the German state
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that “resembles the authoritarianism of the Soviet
Union”.1%° This is where wedging bleeds into persua-
sion: the administration and its political allies seek
to redefine and reframe concepts such as democratic
values, free and fair elections, and free speech to
align with the politics of the Trump administration
and MAGA’s ideological predilections.

The Trump administration’s wedge strategies
within individual European states also go beyond
attempts to influence national elections. The
administration has, for instance, sought to cajole
European cities, companies, and institutions into
complying with its anti-DE1 (Diversity, Equity
and Inclusion) agenda.'*! While many European
entities have rejected such forays, some companies
doing business with the United States, as well as
institutions receiving us government funding, have
been willing to bend to the administration’s will.142
Recent reports also suggest that Us embassies
have been instructed to engage with host-state
authorities on immigration questions with the aim
of achieving “host government and stakeholder
support to address and reform policies related to
migrant crime, defending national sovereignty, and
ensuring the safety of local communities”.143

Finally, the Trump administration has also
displayed a willingness to openly utilize coercion by
linking different policy sectors to strong-arm other
states, including fellow democracies. To date, the
most blatant example has been Trump’s threat to use
military force against NATO ally Denmark, combined
with his threat to impose targeted tariffs against eight
European countries, unless Copenhagen agrees to sell
Greenland to the Us. These threats - currently off the
table - not only directly challenged the transatlantic
core of the L10 but also toyed with violations of the
most fundamental rules of public international law.
Elsewhere, when the European Commission issued
a fine of €120 million to X under the Digital Services
Act,'* us Deputy Secretary of State Christopher
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Landau argued that “the nations of Europe cannot
look to the Us for their own security at the same time
they affirmatively undermine the security of the us
itself through the (unelected, undemocratic, and
unrepresentative) EU”.1*5 This effectively links us
security guarantees under NATO with EU digital reg-
ulation. Such policies and comments signal disregard
not just for the security and economic foundations

of the LIO - the us-Europe alliance, free trade and
economic interdependence - but also challenge

the Union’s prerogative to regulate the worst forms
of hate speech and protect the rights of European
citizens to transparency and data privacy.

Conclusions

This paper highlights four key takeaways from the
analysis. First, contestation of the foundational
principles of liberal democracy and the liberal in-
ternational order is not the preserve of authoritarian
states, but also takes place between democracies.
Indeed, the dichotomy between the “inside” and
the “outside” of the club of democratic states

is less clear-cut than much research and public
debate would suggest. On the contrary, illiberal
networks that challenge liberal democratic norms
and practices cut across both national borders and,
even more importantly, the borders between “the
democratic” and the “autocratic”. This “merger of
discontents” is organized in increasingly efficient
and powerful ways that easily evade the attention
of policymakers looking for threats within old,
established categories.

Second, those concerned about the resilience
of liberal democracies and the liberal international
order would be well advised to pay close attention to
developments inside the national political systems of
key states. Across all three case studies, the discred-
iting of liberal norms and the dismantling of liberal
democratic institutions began at the domestic level
and was only thereafter “scaled up” to the interna-
tional level. In the Russian case, the manipulative
techniques that are typical of Russian interference
attempts were first developed for domestic use,
then scaled up to the post-Soviet space, and subse-
quently diffused to the wider international realm.

145 Landau 2025.

In Hungary, Viktor Orb4n first captured the Fidesz
party and, by installing his ideology of Christian
ethno-nationalism in it, consolidated his own power
at the national level through constitutional changes
and by politicizing the civil service - before taking
his “illiberal” challenge to the EU level. In the United
States, a radical incarnation of conservatism grad-
ually took hold in the Republican Party, paving the
way for an administration that judges international
partnerships by value-based likeness, especially in
the case of countries it deems to belong to the same
civilizational grouping as the United States. At the
same time, long-shared Western values such as
universalism, respect for human rights, and liberal
democracy have given way to sovereignty, patri-
otism, a defence of “Western civilization”, and an
expressly negative rendering of freedom.

Third, there appears to be a “tipping point” that
triggers a state to scale up its offensive against liberal
democracy, one that has to do with experiences of
weakness and humiliation. In the case of Russia, its
inability to keep post-Soviet states in its sphere of
influence, as manifested by the willingness of states
like Ukraine to turn to the West instead, together
with the perceived loss of great power status, led the
country’s leadership to reorient its political priorities
in the mid-2000s. From then on, Russia’s priority
has been the restoration of its international standing
and sphere of influence through an increase in sheer
material force as well as through more proactive
international influence operations. For Hungary,
the experience of humiliation stemmed from the
financial and economic crisis of the late 2000s and
early 2010s, when the country, in the context of the
Eurozone’s financial and debt crisis, had to accept a
conditionality loan from the 1MF. This led Orbdn to
emphasize the need for a foreign policy independent
of the whims of investors and other international
elites with self-serving interests, which arguably
fuelled the ensuing antagonism towards the Eu. For
the United States, Trump’s “Make America Great
Again” slogan tells the story of a us with declining
international standing and respect, which then
serves to justify his more assertive foreign policy that
is allegedly firmly rooted in the United States’ “core”
national interests.

FIIA RESEARCH PAPER 4 Contesting the liberal international order from within 18



Finally, future research should tackle the
empirical puzzle of whether liberal democracies
also contest liberal norms, or whether this pertains
only to those democracies that are “backsliding”.
In other words, do democracies begin questioning
the normative tenets of other democracies only
when they themselves are on the brink of losing
their democratic qualities? Relatedly, is democracy
best understood as a set of fixed, clearly delineated
categories of “liberal” and “electoral” democracies
and their counterparts, “competitive” or “closed”
autocracies? Or is it, rather, the case that democra-
tization is an ongoing process of continuous struggle
over democratic values?

These are questions that future research would
do well to address. It appears, in any case, clear
that “only a contested norm can ever be a good
norm”.1#¢ Thus, allowing for and enhancing the
possibilities for legitimate contestation over demo-
cratic norms would not weaken, but rather increase,
the resilience of liberal democracies and the liberal
international order. @

146 Wiener 2020.
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