Conservatism and
Hungary's Transition
George Schopflin

^ H he last two years have witnessed the collapse of
1 communism in Hungary and its replacement by a
A democratically elected coalition government led
by the moderate-conservative Hungarian Democratic
Forum. Examination of the circumstances of the transition and of the sort of political ideology motivating the
new government are critical for assessing the prospects of democratic Hungary.
According to the usual Budapest version, communism in Hungary simply rotted away. Like every truism,
this contains an element of truth and begs a number of
questions as well. Above all, it demands almost insistently, why? Some answers are to be found in the past
—in the regime of Janos Kadar and the way in which
that system was put together after the revolution of
1956. Other answers are found in the very particular circumstances of the mid-1980's—when the system ran
out of steam, but was unable to create a new infusion of
energies, because of the way in which it had been put
together. Crucially, Kadar's own role as a conservative
innovator who could not move with the times when the
need arose requires particular scrutiny.1

After 1956, Kadar had to reestablish power, reorganize a communist party that had fallen apart in the revolution, break down the resistance of the population, end
the general strike, and liquidate the institutions that the
revolution had generated. He could not be too fussy

about the means, and he did not have much of a choice
either. Kadar's tactics were to use every possible lie
and all forms of coercion to destroy the opposition to his
rule. By the early 1960's, Hungarian society was thoroughly cowed.
Kadar, however, was not himself a Stalinist, and he
did not want to rule over a country run solely on the basis of terror, even were that feasible. Pivotally, he drew
from the 1956 revolution the lesson that the people
were not to be trusted with power. If they were given a
choice, they would not exercise it in the way that he
wanted; on the contrary, all sorts of undesirable political goals would be pursued, like establishing a multiparty system, instituting workers' self-management,
and creating a functioning civil society. In Kadar's
view—and this can be deduced from the kind of political system that he subsequently established—political
choice was to be the preserve of the few, of "honest
socialists" like himself.
From that time, Kadar's tactics could be described
as having evolved toward a strategy of depoliticizing
society and keeping it docile through economic concessions. To this end, the system needed both economic and administrative adjustments, many of which
had political implications. Perhaps more by good luck
than design, Kadar moved toward a situation in which
the communist party would continue to insist on its monopoly of power, but this monopoly would be exercised
in a "discretionary" rather than an absolutist manner.
The formula offered considerable flexibility in dealing with society, in managing power, and in routinizing
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The nature and characteristics of the Kadar system have generated an
extensive literature in Hungary, notably Laszl6 Lengyel, V6gkfejlet (Final
Denouement), Budapest, Kozgazdsagi & Jogi, 1989. See also Laszl6
Bogar, Kirt6r6si kisGrleteink: egy modernizacids csapda anatdmiija (Our
Attempts to Break Out: The Anatomy of a Pitfall in Modernization),
Budapest, Kozgazdsagi & Jogi, 1989.
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administration. Essentially, it gave the governing elite
wide-ranging discretion in the exercise of power—
there were no fixed criteria for anything. This meant that
each and every concession remained just that—a
concession—and could not be transformed into a right.
It provided opportunity for pragmatism—much admired by those in the West who entirely failed to understand the true nature of the system—and created just
enough social space for different groups to find some
satisfaction.
The trouble with this degree of discretion was that it
gradually but irremediably undermined the system of
power itself. A power elite is not a small club of people
who know each other personally. Rather, it is a complex
organism, and, as such, it requires some basic ground
rules, some relatively clear and understandable criteria
for the exercise of power, and a legitimating ideology.
In Hungary, as in other communist countries in the
1970's, the official ideology lost this cementing quality,
and it was not replaced by anything other than the ideology of power itself, coupled with the external threat of
Soviet intervention.
The party offered a deal to intellectuals and the intelligentsia (the difference being that the former create values while the latter administer them as teachers, lawyers, managers, and engineers) that constituted the
heart of the Kadar system. One of the roles of intellectuals in one-party systems is to act as the mirror in which
the ruling elite sees itself reflected; the elite's self-confidence and morale depend crucially on this, in the absence of genuine legitimation through free elections.
Kadarism sought to co-opt the intellectuals and intelligentsia in order to use their talents.
The co-optation of the creative intellectuals was particularly problematic, but here the system hit upon a brilliant device. Instead of being forced, as they had been in
the 1950's, to stand up and proclaim that "socialism was
the most marvellous system in the world," the intellectuals
were allowed to say, in effect, "the system that we have
here in Hungary is full of defects, it does not work very
well, it is open to criticism on a whole variety of grounds,
but it is the best that we can hope to have." This formula
completely demobilized critical intellectuals and built
self-censorship into their public utterances.
The character of the system was, then, deeply opportunistic. There were no fixed standards; everything was
subject to the needs of the day, decided on by a political leadership that had largely lost its vision. It knew it
wanted to hold on to power, but it could no longer justify
its existence in any terms other than those of power.
The ideals of equality, modernity, and rationality—central to the Marxian idea of the future—were gradually
lost as power-holders and intellectuals recognized that

the system could not be adapted any further to meet
these goals.
This left the party with the threadbare proposition that
it was the agent of a "revolution," which no one took
very seriously. This position made it impossible for Kadarism to come to terms with the (genuine) revolution of
1956. For Kadar, the events of that year were forever a
"counterrevolution," because his regime had defined
its own legitimizing myth in having seized power as a
Marxist-Leninist party against the anticommunists. That
was as far as the Kadarist integration strategy went.

Declining Legitimacy
This justification by power—"we rule because we
rule"—was vulnerable to any direct or threatened challenge to that power. In essence, it was a dangerously
flimsy support. Moreover, the strategy of trying to buy
peace through economic expansion made successful
management of the economic system crucial for keeping the system together. Once economic management
proved threadbare, as it did in the mid-1980's, it was
evident, though few accepted this in public, that as
long as Kadar remained at the helm, the system was
doomed to disintegration from within. The external proprieties were maintained, but the stagnation was unmistakable. Kadar, from having been a conservative reformer, had become an opponent of all change, a true
reactionary. That was the moment when Kadarism lost
the backing—political, intellectual, psychological—of
those intellectuals who had played such a vital role in
sustaining it from the early 1960's on.
Because the process of decline in Hungary was
gradual, there was no clear dramatic moment from
which it is possible to date the beginning of the end.
Nevertheless, the last months of 1986 saw increasing
signs of the growing alienation from the regime on the
part of the previously supportive intellectuals, as evidenced in the publication of Turning Point and Reform
(a critical assessment of the economy),2 the split in the
Writers' Union, and the growing pressure from journalists to be allowed to report more openly. By the beginning of 1988, it was widely accepted that a change was
essential, but the way in which this was to be effected
remained contested.
2
This semi-official critique of Hungarian economic policy was reportedly
drafted in November 1986 by experts at the Hungarian Ministry of Finance and
the Institute of Economics at the Academy of Sciences working under the
auspices of the Hungarian Patriotic People's Front. For a discussion of the
report, see Radio Free Europe-Radio Liberty, Radio Free Europe
Research (Munich), Hungarian Situation Report No. 4, May 18, 1987,
pp. 15-18.
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The central issue was, of course, the decline of the
economy and the growing recognition that economic
reform on its own was not enough. The political impediments to change would have to be removed, and that
obviously meant that the party's control over the political system and power would have to be loosened. The
recognition of this was the key element in the changing
consciousness of the intellectuals.
This shift in perception was evident in two broad
strands of society—the party reformers and the democratic opposition. The first current comprised historians, jurists, sociologists, and political scientists holding
official posts, who had for some time been calling for a
transformation of the party's political monopoly into
something more responsive to public opinion. The
democratic opposition, by contrast, had consciously
taken a stand outside officialdom and thus effectively
had chosen marginalization.3 At more or less this same
time, both currents began to advocate what has come
to be known as "constitutional communism,"4 by which
was meant a kind of one-party pluralism. The communist party would retain power, but this would no longer
be monopolistic; rather, it would be circumscribed by
legal and political constraints, thereby enabling the
market to function in the economy and the political
leadership to gain greater legitimacy. The key document from the democratic opposition advocating this
approach, "The Social Contract," came from the group
around the samizdat journal Beszelo. Its most striking
feature was a ringing call for Kadar to go; without Kadar's removal from the leadership, the document recognized, no change was possible.5 The party reformers were more circumspect in this respect, but they too
pushed for a political system with constraints on the
power of the party.6
By the early months of 1988, the tight control by the
party over intellectual opinion was a thing of the past,
and independent intellectual groups began to proliferate. Two groups stood out: the Hungarian Democratic
Forum, established by the populist current in September 1987, and the so-called democratic opposition. Although part of the opposition, the Forum was in many
ways more ready to deal with the communist party than
was the democratic opposition. This created constant
tension between the two. Both were committed to democracy, but the language of the populists was too nationalistic and too concerned with returning to "true
Hungarian traditions" for the democratic opposition's
tastes.
The social and cultural background of the two groups
also set them apart and contributed to tension between
them. The democratic opposition was drawn primarily,
though not exclusively, from the urban, Budapest, Jew-

ish middle class and intelligentsia. Quite a few of them
were the children of established communist figures and
had a communist background themselves, although
they had sloughed this off by the time they moved into
opposition and were now committed to human rights
and democracy. The populists were generally from
provincial cities, were of a more humble background,
were for the most part non-Jewish, and had never been
adherents of Marxism in any form.
By the spring of 1988, the situation in Hungary was
widely described as fluid and decaying. The party
leadership, above all Kadar himself, had no response
to offer except to make threatening noises. In effect, the
leadership was not leading, and the ferment in intellectual life was beginning to influence the party membership, which was far from unaffected by the country's
mounting problems and changing mood. The personality of Kadar was another important factor. Born in
1912, he was 75 years old at this time and was manifestly losing control. His obstinate refusal either to
change or to retire evidently persuaded his opponents
in the party to prepare a coup for his removal.

The Fall of Kadar and the Party
The Kadarist leadership was forced to permit the
convening in May 1988 of a party conference—an
event where all the party bodies are represented. Although such a conference ostensibly lacks the weight
of a congress, Kadar's opponents used this venue to
remove him. The new leadership, however, turned out
to be much weaker and more divided than expected. It
looked afterwards as if removing Kadar was the only
point on which they were agreed. Karoly Grosz, the new
party leader, essentially looked toward some kind of an
authoritarian model combining economic efficiency
with high levels of coercion; Imre Pozsgay and the party
reformers, by contrast, were increasingly attracted to
an open, democratic system. For all practical purposes, the outcome was a stalemate.7
3
On the background to the democratic opposition, see George
Sch6pflin, "Opposition and Para-Opposition in Hungary," in Rudolf L. T6kes,
Ed., Opposition in Eastern Europe, London, Macmillan, 1979.
4
See, for example, Mihaly Bihari, Reform 6s demokrAcia (Reform and
Democracy), Budapest, E6tv6s, 1990; also Istvan Schlett, "Approaches to
Reform of the Political System," in Az opportunizmus d/cseVefe (In Praise
of Opportunism), Budapest, MagvetS, 1990; and Bela Pokol, Politikai reform
6s modernized (Political Reform and Modernization), Budapest,
Magvet6, 1989.
5
"The Social Contract," Besze76\ June 1987.
6
See fn. 3.
'George Schopflin, Rudolf L. T6k6s, and Ivan Volgyes, "Leadership
Change and Crisis in Hungary," Problems of Communism (Washington, DC),
September-October 1988, pp. 23-46.
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Grosz was essentially immobile during the summer
months, while Pozsgay permitted the news media to
widen their already extensive freedom to comment and
criticize. The months between the beginning of September and the end of November 1988 represented a
critical watershed. In September, with a more determined leadership, the communists might just have
been able to seize the agenda and push through a reform program of their own. By the end of November, it
was too late. During those weeks, Hungarian society
became aware of the weakness of communist rule and
of its own mounting political weight. Moreover, the party
conservatives' last redoubt, the Brezhnevite Soviet
Union, had also disappeared. In the past, the hardliners had always been able to quash criticism at home
by invoking Soviet disapproval. This pretext for doing
nothing evaporated as Mikhail Gorbachev's reform
program progressed.
From the end of November, overtly political organizations began to spring up, and Hungary began to take
on the appearance of a multiparty system. The Hungarian Democratic Forum had already moved into the public arena in September. The democratic opposition established itself as the Alliance of Free Democrats in
December, and the so-called nostalgic parties—the Independent Smallholders and the Social Democrats,
who had taken part in the post-1945 coalition and had
been briefly revived in 1956—once more returned to
the political stage.8
Inside the communist party, the reformers argued
that change was urgent and would work only if pluralism was instituted; otherwise, Hungarian society would
not accept the authority of the political leadership, and
hence the people's energies could not be mobilized.
Party hard-liners disliked this message, but were
stripped of all counterarguments by their fear of popular upheaval a la 1956 and by their lack of an intellectually viable alternative strategy. The breakup of the party's political monopoly was merely a question of time.9
The party attempted to maintain control over the situation in the time-honored way, to assimilate ideas and
phenomena alien to it and thereby to draw their sting.
This was clearly one of the factors behind the decision
to permit celebration of March 15 as Hungary's national
8
Rudolf L. T<5k6s, From Post-Communism to Democracy: Politics,
Parties, and the 1990 Elections in Hungary, Bonn, Konrad Adenauer Stittung,
1990; and idem, "Hungary's New Political Elites: Adaptation and Change,
1989-90," Problems of Communism, November-December 1990, pp. 44-65.
9
See Attila Agh, "The Year of Party Formation: Crises and
Organizations"; Mihaly Bihari, "The Sociology of a Party Congress"; and
Istvan Kukorelli, "The Legislature in the First Year of the Multiparty
System," all in Sandor Kurtan, P6ter Sandor, and Laszlb Vass, Magyarorszig
politikai evkdnyve 1990 (1990 Hungarian Political Yearbook), Budapest,
Aula-OMIKK, 1990.

day (commemorating the date in 1848 when a massive
demonstration in Buda and Pest inaugurated a national
revolution in Hungary), something that small groups
from the opposition had been doing unofficially for
years. The preparations for the ceremonial reinterment
of Imre Nagy and his collaborators came on the agenda
at more or less the same time. Here, too, the party,
faced this time with directly accepting the collapse of
its legitimacy (for to accept that Imre Nagy had been
murdered judicially constituted just such an admission), gave way with only a minimum of struggle. The
ceremony itself, held on June 16, marked a symbolic
turning point. Thereafter, the legitimacy of the party as
the sole ruling body was at an end.
In the summer of 1989, the party finally sat down with
the diverse opposition parties as well as other traditionally communist-run social organizations at a round table to work out the method of handing over power and
to construct a new political system. Work on drafting a
new constitution had been going on for some time in the
Ministry of Justice, but the political sanction for the
transformation came from the round-table agreement
in September.10
No one actually expected what happened in October—the complete collapse of the party-state, of the
communist system in its entirety. The communist party
held a congress at the beginning of the month and was
deeply split between reformers and conservatives. A
dubious compromise was patched together, by the
terms of which the party reconstituted itself as the Hungarian Socialist Party. This appeared to break the spell,
and what remained of the nomenklatura system vanished. Party discipline over parliament and government
went too, so that on October 23, the anniversary of
the outbreak of the 1956 revolution, Acting President
Matyas Szuros formally declared Hungary to be a
"Republic" and no longer a "People's Republic." Communist rule was over.

Shaping a New System
The system that replaced the communist party-state
in Hungary was put together in some haste and through
a series of last-minute deals during the round-table negotiations of the summer of 1989, at a time when the
opposition groups represented at the table still assumed that the communists would continue to be a major force in politics. To assure control over the commu1o

On the round-table negotiations, see Andras Bozbki, "The Road to the
Transformation: The Opposition Round Table," Mozgd VilAg (Budapest),
August 1990, pp. 23-38.
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nist government apparatus, they established a strong,
unicameral parliament. They also established a constitutional court, but it was not clear how much influence
this untried institution would have in the political system. The presidency was weak, largely ceremonial, although individual incumbents might be influential behind the scenes. Even the strong parliament was
subjected to certain checks by a new institution—the
referendum, which allowed issues to be brought before
the parliament if requested by as few as 100,000 signatures. This last institution's potential for mischief was
considerable, at least in the longer term. However, the
attempt by the Hungarian Socialist Party in July 1990 to
organize a referendum on the mode of electing the
president turned out to be a complete fiasco, with a
turn-out of only 14 percent, as a result of which it was
declared invalid.11
Between November 1989 and March 1990, the country engaged in a long, drawn-out campaign to elect the
new National Assembly. The chief competitors were the
Hungarian Democratic Forum and the Free Democrats,
not the post-communist Hungarian Socialist Party. Past
conflicts between the first two groups now ripened into
bitter and often vindictive hostility. Moreover, each of
the two incorporated within itself contradictory political
currents. The Free Democrats discovered that they
could apparently widen their appeal by offering the voters a radical anticommunist program based on the rapid introduction of a market system. At the same time,
this party also included a strong Social Democratic element that stressed social protectionism. How these two
tendencies were to be reconciled was never made
clear. The Forum, while largely reflecting the views of
provincial, small-town, middle-class and petty-entrepreneurial elements, as well as a strand of Christian
Democracy, also had to contend with radical populists
in its ranks.
In the elections, which were held under an unbelievably complex voting system, the Forum emerged decisively as the largest single party. The Free Democrats
failed to match the promise of early polls and their good
showing in the first round of voting. The Forum's leader,
Jozsef Antall, persuaded the Independent Smallholders' Party and the Christian Democratic People's Party
to join his party in a coalition, which gave the government a comfortable majority of 229 seats in the 386seat parliament (see Table 1).
The Forum won essentially for two reasons. Hungarian opinion was impressed by its call for moderation
and, equally, was unimpressed by the AFD's promise

of radical change. In this sense, the Forum's victory reflected caution about the future and a fear that the selfconfidence projected by the AFD would bring about an
unacceptable upheaval. Issues like the introduction of
anti-Semitism and the outbreak of ethnic hostilities
across the border in Transylvania were relevant only on
the margins. For the great bulk of Hungarians, the
election was decided largely on bread-and-butter
issues—i.e., who looked more capable of leading the
country back to Europe.
On May 2, the newly elected parliament assembled
for the first time and learned, much to the consternation
of the Forum's coalition partners, that the Forum and the
Free Democrats had secretly reached a deal over a
wide range of issues on the running of parliament and
political life.12They agreed that the president of Hungary, to be elected by parliament for a four-year term,
would be the noted Free Democrat, Arpad Goncz.
There was agreement, too, on the staffing of the 10 permanent and 5 special committees of the parliament; on
establishing an independent body to supervise radio
and television; on requiring a two-thirds majority in parliament only for the adoption of basic laws affecting the
system; and on one or two other, lesser issues. As the
leader of the largest party, Antall emerged as prime
minister-designate.
The political compact reflected the efforts of the Forum and the Free Democrats to feel their way rather
gently into the new political system, a system that was
untried and in the hands of individuals relatively inexperienced in democratic politics. The deal essentially excluded the smaller parties. Indeed, there was even
some hostility to it from radical populists within the Fo-

" I t was held on July 29, 1990. Legislation on referenda required a
50 percent turnout for their results to be valid.

12
The text of the agreement was published in N6pszabads£g
(Budapest), May 3, 1990.

Table 1: Results of 1990 General
Elections in Hungary
Party
Hungarian Democratic Forum
Alliance of Free Democrats
Independent Smallholders
Hungarian Socialist Party
Alliance of Young Democrats
Christian Democratic Party
Independents
Agrarian Alliance
Joint party candidates

Percentage
of votes

Seats won

42.49
23.83
11.40
8.55
5.44
5.44
1.55
0.26
1.04

164
92
44
33
22
21
6
2
2

SOURCE: From Andras K6r6senyi, "Parties and Voters—Parliamentary Elections in 1990," Mozgd VilAg (Budapest), August 1990, pp. 39-51.
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rum itself, although the preeminence of Antall was sufficient to overcome it. Without a deal of this kind, however, it would have been extremely difficult to run Hungary, and opposition could well have degenerated into
sterile criticism. On the negative side, the compact
showed up the relative fragility of the Forum itself. More
important, it drew the opposition into co-responsibility
with the leadership of the Forum without any compensating access to power. Over time, such recourse to
closed deals might run the risk of impeding the opposition in performing its essential task of offering an alternative to the existing government.
Although the Forum's parliamentary faction comprised a blend of both radical populists and Christian
Democratic elements, the government announced on
May 16 was dominated by the latter wing, to which Antall belonged. Eight portfolios went to the Forum, including interior, foreign affairs, and defense; three to
the Smallholders; one to the Christian Democratic People's Party; and three, including finance and foreign
trade, to independents. Antall stressed that the government would pursue a policy of introducing an all-encompassing marketizing reform, whereby the share of
the state in the economy would decrease from 80 percent to an eventual 20 percent. It also said it would invite foreign capital to participate in the privatization,
which was to be gradual rather than sudden.
Antall's program, announced on May 22, was more a
statement of general principles than a detailed, stepby-step blueprint for change.13 It enunciated four basic
principles. First, the government intended to pursue a
strategy of freedom, rule of law, and affording individuals—through the restoration of freedom of enterprise—the opportunity to realize their ambitions and exercise their initiative; it would be a government of the
entire people and would look to wind up the remnants of
the previous regime. Second, the state was seen as an
enabling body rather than as an oppressive one. Third,
as far as economic transformation was concerned, the
government was fully aware that the worst still lay
ahead. It undertook to make a serious assessment of
the situation and to seek remedies within the framework
of a social market economy (a concept that included
social safety nets and protection of the environment).
And last, in foreign affairs (but having important cultural
and social implications), returning to Europe would be
the watchword.
Antall referred specifically to such heavy burdens

from the past as an aging population, low life-expectancy, and poor public health. These problems would require a complete overhaul of health and social services, which would only be possible if the economy
could be turned around and set on a path of growth.
The housing situation would also have to be completely
reshaped, as well as education. And the legal system
required considerable change.

Prospects for Political Stability
Both the government and its program were approved
by parliament with 218 votes in favor, 126 against, and
8 abstentions. However, the success or failure of Antall's government would depend in the first place on
whether or not it could revitalize the economy—after all,
it had been the economy that brought the fall of the
communist system and the installation of a democratic
one. Politically, the new government benefited from the
near-universal public agreement that democracy was
the best possible system for the country; there was
negligible support for authoritarianism. Moreover, as
the product of free elections, the new government had
considerable legitimacy and self-confidence. At the
same time, everyone—parties, politicians, and the
electorate alike—were inexperienced and sometimes
had quite unrealistic expectations of what democracy
could achieve.
The Forum, as mentioned, was divided. While its
Christian Democratic and liberal reform wings could
cooperate effectively, the populists could make considerable trouble as the only group in the Forum with a
clear and well-established ideology. Unlike the other
groups in the coalition, they were articulate and could
mobilize support for their views. The Forum's allies
were also an element of instability because they only
shared some of the Forum's platform and philosophy.
This was especially true of the Smallholders, who had
been elected on the promise of returning all land to the
peasants who had held it in 1947, or to their heirs. The
Christian Democratic People's Party was rather backward-looking and amateurish. The strains within the coalition were evident as early as May, when the Forum
went behind the backs of its partners to conclude the
agreement with the Free Democrats. They surfaced
again in mid-July, when a proposal that religious instruction be made compulsory in the schools caused a
furor and had to be withdrawn (the Christian Democratic elements broadly favored the measure, while it made
the liberals uneasy).
At the outset, the parliamentary opposition seemed
more cohesive and more professional. The Free Demo-

13
For a translation of Antall's presentation of the basic principles of his
program to the National Assembly on May 22, 1990, see Foreign
Broadcast Information Service, Daily Report: East Europe (Washington,
DC—hereafter, FBIS-EEU), pp. 45-57.
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crats had strong leadership, and the Young Democrats
were an innovative and energetic group. (And, of
course, the Hungarian Socialist Party itself was highly
experienced politically.) The Free Democrats were not
content to limit themselves to acting as a loyal opposition to the government. However, their ability to act as a
genuine opposition was constrained by internal division between the ascendant neo-liberal free-market
current and a weaker Social Democratic current.

Underdeveloped Conservatism
In coming to power, the Hungarian Democratic Forum and the conservative tendencies it represented not
only lacked administrative experience, but also had
very few ideas from which to derive a governing strategy. The HDF lacked the broad ideas by which to define
conservatism at all, and it was not well placed to formulate a specific strategy for transforming a communist
order into a democratic order.
In postwar Western Europe, conservative parties had
evolved in two broad streams: a traditionalist current,
which emphasized religion, the family, and national traditions and culture as its primary intellectual sources;
and a neo-conservative stream, which was much more
dynamic, and looked to free markets and individual enterprise. In Hungary, however, the communist regime
had quickly eradicated the few, halting postwar attempts to create a conservatism more modern than that
which had existed in the interwar period. For four
decades, conservatives were either silenced or felt
constrained by having to engage in a dialogue with the
representatives of official communist doctrine.
After the 1956 revolution, neither nationalism nor religion proved effective in mobilizing opposition to the existing regime in Hungary. Religion was neutralized by a
mixture of blandishments and threatened coercion.
Much the same could be said for nationalism. Although
the Soviet-imposed communists could never hope to
be accepted as the legitimate agents of nationhood—the communist and nationalist agendas were
too far apart for this—a sort of modus vivendi from
which both benefited could and did come into being.
Consequently, when the right emerged blinking into
the sunlight after the collapse of communism, it did so
naked. Being right-wing was, evidently, to be anticommunist, although seeing that everyone, including the
newly minted Hungarian Socialist Party, condemned
the communist period, this was hardly a distinguishing
position. It was difficult to put together a conservative
agenda in any positive sense, and in this connection,
the press of time did not help.

From one particular perspective, the conservatives
of Hungary were in a genuine difficulty. Their visceral
wish to return to the precommunist period and do away
with everything that communism had wrought as alien
and repellant placed them in a paradoxically radical
position. This was because there were aspects of the
communist revolution—however partial and distorted it
may have been, it did constitute a social revolution—that could not and would not be undone. Some of
these irreversible effects of communism included the
ending of rural overpopulation and low agricultural output; the corresponding rise of urbanization, the growth
of an urban proletariat, and the spread of industrial
working methods; the generation of a near-universal
demand for modern citizenship and democratic rights;
the widespread acceptance of Western consumerist
aspirations; and the disappearance of the prewar
elites.
In basing itself on some of the ideas of the pre-modern, conservative, semi-authoritarian system of the interwar period, the new government was sidestepping
these enormous changes in social structure, political
attitudes, and values and sliding toward toward intellectual irrelevance atatime when new ideas were badly
needed. Instead of trying to assess the situation in its
real terms, the rightist intellectuals backstopping the
new government—primarily the populists—preferred
to continue as they had always done, to refer to their
mission as that of the voice of the nation, and to try to
understand what was happening through traditional,
affective means, rather than modern, rational ones.
Their weapons were fiction and poetry rather than statistical tables; the "true son" of the nation, they said,
can "understand the tragedies of his people from within," and has no need of dry academic argumentation.
This approach left those with the task of governing dangerously exposed to making decisions by no rational
criteria—assuming they were listening to their intellectuals at all.

The Populist Mind-Set
The intellectuals of the Right clustered around the
pre-modern values of nation, religion, tradition, and
family, and showed little readiness to countenance the
concepts of individualism and markets that have animated neo-conservatives in the West. Indeed, such
ideas have, instead, been central to the program of the
Free Democrats—illustrating the confusion between
Left and Right in Hungary.
In summary form, the populists begin from the proposition that the nation is the pivot of existence, that it is an
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organic community held together by affective bonds,
which, in turn, are threatened by alien, modern practices. For the populists, the nation is also a moral category, so that much of their discourse is couched in
heavily moralizing language, which can often be highly
manipulative. In this perception, individual choice and
personal accomplishment must be subordinated to
the collective good; consumerism is condemned as
selfishness.14
Somewhere at the back of the populist mind-set is the
ideal of the self-reliant, largely autarkic peasant family,
clearly patriarchal, which is the repository of the finest
values of the Hungarian nation, to which the commercial economy is alien, and for whom agricultural activity
is largely for subsistence rather than being oriented toward commodity production. Because such peasants
scarcely exist in contemporary Hungary, the populists'
ideal type has tended to be discerned instead in the stable family, with two or three children, with modest aspirations, with a relatively low educational level, but feeling
superior to the lumpenproletariat, not least because the
term "lumpen elements" tends to be a code word for the
Gypsies, who are viewed as being "outside" the Hungarian nation. In effect, the populists articulate the apprehensions and desires of the lower middle class and upper working class, many of whose members are firstgeneration migrants to the city and fear the challenge of
competition, democracy, and modernity.
Although anti-Semitism is not an automatic corollary
of this set of attitudes, the Jewish question inevitably
arises in populist discourse because, as a result of the
very particular patterns of Hungarian history, Jews
were among the primary modernizers in the 19th century and hence are seen as the bearers of the alien values
of modernity. Some, though by no means all, of the populists have brought anti-Semitism back to the political
agenda by, in effect, arguing that Jews cannot become
members of the Hungarian nation, and thus their ideas
in politics are suspect and alien.15 There lurks the suspicion among some populists that establishment of a
liberal democracy in Hungary is tantamount to letting
the Jewish liberal milieu " 'assimilate' the Hungarian
nation to its style and thinking." 16

ing principle is, of course, perfectly proper, but this
should involve a wide-ranging open debate about the
definition of nationhood, its functions, and its objectives
in the 1990's. The nearest the government came to this
was the prime minister's declaration that he was spiritually the prime minister of all Hungarians, i.e., including those living in the post-World War I successor
states as well as those in Hungary proper.17
The second reference point is religion, which found a
concrete expression, for example, in the proposal (subsequently withdrawn) to introduce compulsory religious education in schools.18 In broader terms, religion
was the basis of a social protectionist attitude according to which the state had far-reaching responsibilities
for the welfare of the nation—a view that could, in turn, be
utilized to legitimate an etatist, interventionist strategy.
That leads directly to the third reference point, etatism itself. To judge by the policies of the government, it
is reluctant to accept the introduction of the market,
and, indeed, was elected on a "moderate" platform that
promised only a slow movement toward marketization.
Rather than contemplate a big-bang approach to privatization, the policies of the government have tended to
favor a privatization from above, with considerable
powers given to state agencies. It was inevitable that
this would reproduce some, though not all, of the worst
features of the communist party-state and would give
rise to the standard problems of patron-client networks,
the parasitic relationship of state to society, the blocking of initiative and energies, and the restriction of
choice.19
The fourth reference point concerns the language of
public discourse and the debates themselves. The coalition found itself in a difficult position with respect to
the media, which are overwhelmingly staffed by individuals whose thought-world and attitudes are far more
open to liberal-rational ideas than to the "Christian mid-

14
The second issue of Szizadveg (Budapest) for 1990 is devoted
entirely to the question of populism. See, in particular, the article by Maria
Heller, Denes Nemedi, and Agnes Renyi, "Debates on Population Growth,
1963-1986," pp. 69-105.
15
See the writings of Istvan Csurka, passim. Sandor Csoori, in many
respects the most prestigious spokesman of the populists, has also implied
that Jews are outside the definition (his definition) of Hungarian culture.
See his "Daylight Moon," Hitel (Budapest), Sept. 5, 1990.
t6
lbid.
17
See FBIS-EEU, June 4, 1990, pp. 41^12; ibid., Aug. 14, 1990, p. 20;
and Antall's speech of May 22, 1990, loc. cit.
18
There was an interesting parallel here with Poland, where the
legislature reportedly passed a law outlawing abortion. See The Independent
(London), Oct. 2, 1990.
19
On some of the consequences of state-directed privatization, see
Kalman Mizsei, Ed., A privatizicids kihivis Kozer-Kelet-Eurdpa'ban (The
Challenge of Privatization in East-Central Europe), Budapest, MTA
Vilaggazdasagi Kutat6 Intezet, 1990.

The Government's Foci
Although the ruling coalition, to be fair, has not openly endorsed the perspectives of the populists, it has
done little to distance itself from them either in the eyes
of Hungarians. In essence, it appeared to have four major reference points in formulating its strategy. The first
of these is the "nation." Using the nation as a legitimat67
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die course" professed by the government. This was
largely by happenstance and not because, as the government tended to believe, journalists and communicators were in the pockets of the main opposition party.
Whatever the reality, the government came to feel
that it was not being treated even-handedly by the media, that the media were dominated by liberal intellectuals who excluded alternatives like its own, and hence its
sensitivity to media treatment grew by leaps and
bounds. This was no doubt made worse by the inexperience of the government and its ministers in handling
criticism and by the frequently personalized and moralizing tone of media comment. In any case, demands for
tighter government control of the media, with an unmistakably authoritarian flavor, began to be heard, especially from among the populists.20 This anti-liberal paranoia was a serious obstacle to the modernization of
Hungarian conservatism.
The hesitation of conservatism in Hungary to modernize itself had a further, undoubtedly unintended
consequence—to an extent, it began to pull the liberal
opposition onto its own ground. In part, this was predictable, inasmuch as in all political systems, the government sets the agenda and the opposition responds
to it. If that agenda was primarily concerned with questions of what constituted the Christian and European
values of Hungary, then the opposition was bound to
become involved, and neither would be focusing on
strategic policy issues facing the society.
The Free Democrats regarded themselves as the
protagonists of liberal European values. Where they
were weak, however, was in formulating a conception
of the role of nationhood in politics. If anything, they
tended to dismiss it uneasily as an irrelevant leftover
from the past, which was manifestly a mistake on their
part. The result seems to have been that the main opposition party felt itself vulnerable on the national issue
and reacted—even overreacted—when the government made reference to it. (At one point, the Free Democrats walked out of the National Assembly in response
to Foreign Minister Geza Jeszenszky's claim that the
government coalition was the only authentic representative of European values in the parliament.)21 Were the

Free Democrats to allow themselves to be preoccupied
by petty squabbles over which party is the most "European" in outlook, it would not enhance the parliamentary process.
When a political party or governing coalition relies on
categories that are of only limited value in drawing the
cognitive map by which the political situation can be
understood, its solutions will be ineffective or counterproductive. This is already seen in the delay and uncertainty in formulating an economic program. In the medium term, a major economic crisis could easily leave
Hungary's government stripped of its legitimating ideology, its self-legitimation undermined.22
The government already suffered a loss of prestige in
the local government elections of September 1990,
where it lost heavily to the opposition parties. Its ability
to handle its responsibilities was seriously tested with
the taxi drivers' blockade at the end of October. Taxi
drivers, incensed at a 75 percent increase in fuel
prices, barricaded the bridges and main road junctions
in Budapest in protest. The issue here was not the price
rise itself, but the fact that blockades were set up
throughout the country; in other words, virtually the
whole of society chose to involve itself in a symbolic action supportive of the blockade. The initial response of
the government was one of near panic—to dismiss the
taxi drivers' action as illegal and threaten the use of
force to end it. It was only later that the government
showed itself ready to compromise.
The lesson of the blockade was that society expected early action to resolve the economic situation. The
government's difficulty was that its lack of a clear philosophy forced it into a shallow pragmatism that was
hard to distinguish from hand-to-mouth opportunism. In
the event of a crisis greater than the blockade, this absence of any ideas underpinning the government's
actions could leave it seriously depleted of intellectual
resources and subject to collapse. The question is
whether, in a relatively untried democracy like Hungary's, a collapse of this kind would only bring down the
government or would destroy the fragile new system as
a whole.
22
On crises of legitimacy, see Andrew C. Janos, Politics and Paradigms,
Stanford, CA, Stanford University Press, 1986, pp. 142-46, and the literature
reviewed there.

20

Csurka, again, made repeated calls for government control over the
electronic media.
21
See FBIS-EEU, Sept. 12, 1990, pp. 22-24.
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Walesa's Leadership and
Poland's Transition
Voytek Zubek

I

n August 1980, out of almost total obscurity, Lech
Watesa burst onto the national and international
scene, and over the course of the 1980's, he ascended to the position of Poland's internationally renowned national leader. But at the end of the decade,
his role in Poland's politics had begun to change and
by mid-1990, he had become engaged in a bitter political struggle against part of Solidarity's leadership. If the
presidency of Poland is the reward for Watesa's struggle, the price of victory may be his image as the leader
of the Polish nation.
Watesa's elevation to the position of Poland's leader
and to the status of a world-famous figure occurred in a
complex process that unfolded throughout the 1980's
and involved three basic elements: first, his own talents
and personality; second, calculated efforts on the part
of Poland's intellectual and cultural figures to promote
his image as the nation's leader and to surmount traditional historic prejudices that would have made him unacceptable to the society's intelligentsia milieux; and
third, Watesa's attractiveness to the Western mass
media.
When Walesa's considerable personal talents are
enumerated, no single one among them is so overwhelming that it alone could be deemed responsible for
his political odyssey. Rather, a range of talents and attributes converged to help shape his political ascent in
the peculiar conditions of Polish society in the 1980's.1
Courage and persistence are among Walesa's chief
personal assets. He had already established himself as
a bold and stubborn opponent of the communist system in the 1970's, when both the considerable strength

Voytek Zubek is Assistant Professor of Political Science at the University of Alabama-Birmingham. He
has written numerous articles on Polish and Soviet
politics.

of the government and his own nearly total obscurity as
a grass-roots labor leader allowed the authorities to
harass him at will. By the end of the 1970's, he was
among the first workers to join the incipient independent labor movement,2 and he did so at a time when
struggle against the system took far greater courage
than it took to battle the disintegrating communist regime in the late 1980's as a famous national leader.
Walesa has also shown a great deal of political common sense3 and an ability to see the "big picture," a
tendency that has usually led him to further his career
and political goals through compromise and coalitionbuilding. Watesa's trademark has been political moderation and his open self-advertisement as a balancing
factor between extremes,4 or at least as a proponent of
the lesser evil.
However, one of Watesa's most compelling talents
was his ability to sway working-class crowds through
impromptu, improvised speeches. Watesa's folksy
sense of humor, avuncular pose, and manner of
speech, full of working class grammatical idiosyncracies and accentuated by his muted peasant-working
class accent, built a natural bond of almost familial acceptance between him and the crowd, and their enthusiasm propelled him into the position of their tribune.
Even more unusual is Watesa's ability to engage in a
symbiotic relationship with Poland's top intellectuals
while at the same time maintaining a pose of almost dis-

1
One could reach such a conclusion upon reading a collection of
essays written by Watesa's friends and associates: Lech Walesa, Gdansk,
Wydawnictwo Morskie, 1990.
2
See Tadeusz Nowak, Zanim powstala Solidarnoii (Before Solidarity),
Gdansk, Norbertinum, 1990.
3
Wojciech Jaruzelski himself exclaimed: "A strong man, with such
political instinct." Gazeta Wyborcza (Warsaw), Dec. 19, 1989.
4
He exhibited such behavior from the outset of his political career. See,
for example, Gdahsk—Sierpieh 1980 (Gdansk—August 1990), Warsaw,
IWZZ, 1981.
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