
Civil Society
in Eastern Europe?

The Case of Hungary



Trends and Shifts in Hungarian
Society in the Post-WW II Period

The most debated question in Hungary today is whether or not the political and institutional system is reformable. There are experts who are convinced that in spite of many important changes in the style and detail of the exercise of power, usually summed up under the label of “liberalisation,” the basic institutional and power structures have remained the same. Others point to the shift from the organisational principle of despotism to that of etatism, from the principles of a “one-party totalitarianism” to those of a one-party pragmatism, or the emergence of market mechanisms and elements of cultural, though not yet political, pluralism, and contend that these are real and substantive changes.

The economic crisis, however, is the consequence of the crisis of the given social system. Today Eastern Europe is facing a general social, political and ideological crisis, in addition to the crisis of legitimacy of power. The roots of this complex crisis can be found in the lack of democratic traditions, the well-known Stalinist voluntarism, dictatorship, extensive and coercive economic developments in the post-WW II period.

In order to facilitate the process of complete centralisation and “etatisation” after the communist take over in 1948, Hungarian society was systematically disintegrated and atomised. Traditional social networks – local, professional, cultural, religious and to some extent even family networks – were destroyed.

Society was demobilised by many different means; by the dismantling of democratic institutions; by the destruction of the autonomy of economic and social actors; by monopolising interest mediation through the “etatisation” of trade unions, the liquidation of both the Constitutional Court and independent mass organisations. The most effective means of demobilisation was the atomisation of society. Between 1930 and 1940 there were around 30,000 clubs and associations in Hungary. After 1945 their number dropped to less than 1,000. The lack of social articulation continues to be a dominant feature of present day Hungarian society that is acutely felt in the sphere of interest groups. This state of disintegration and atomisation has radically reduced people’s ability and freedom to protect themselves against the pressures of the ruling elite.

The substitution of diffuse generalities and pseudo-identities such as, “we are the country of steel and iron,” the destruction of social groups, networks, and associations led to the destruction of social identities and the destruction of value systems. But as recent sociological work emphasises, people were never – even in the worst, “dark” years – totally demobilised. After the mid-1950s, they began a secret struggle to regain their freedom to increase the scope of their activities.

Social networks survived in semi-latency and semi-legitimacy. In the mid-1960s the slow regeneration of social networks, or to use Habermas’ phrase “life world” began. The attitude of the Hungarian elite to this process was ambivalent. Given the trauma of 1956 and the subsequent unwritten compromise between the state and civil society during the Kádárist era, a degree of liberalisation had to be tolerated. But the Hungarian leadership was only able, or willing, to “liberalise” the country and not to liberate it. From the very beginning this process was highly contradictory. The elite prepared and began to implement a reform, but then frightened by the possible consequences, it started to brake the process and to reinforce its position of power. The swinging between initiating and abandoning reforms was a political sleight of hand: a particular mixture of liberalisation and paternalism. The scenario is quite simple: the ruling elite slowly widens the non-prohibited zone, without granting rights or without tolerating the assertion of rights. Liberalisation is thus only a temporary and conditional extension of freedom, it does not mean that rights are guaranteed. In this respect liberalisation is the opposite of democratisation.

This modern version of paternalism as a kind of enlightened socialist absolutism has produced an social infantilism. László Bruszt demonstrates the “without us but for us” syndrome:
 the fact that people in Hungary feel and know that they have little say in the decision-making process; but at the same time they hope, believe or only assert, that their interests are taken into consideration by the “gods” above.

On the other hand, this mechanism of “give and take” offers something when there are no consequences and takes back something when there are. This can become a dangerous game when, as it happened in the 1970s and 1980s, people began to mobilise themselves.

The process of the regeneration of social networks cannot, however, be halted by administrative tricks. In the last few years this process has significantly accelerated. In the cultural field, new alternative literary and artistic groups have been created; there is a strong religious resurgence galvanised partly by “basis communities”
 and alternative religious groups outside the established (official) churches. A whole set of colourful initiatives oriented more directly toward actual social and political issues have also come into existence. Among them we can find single issue movements such as the peace and environmental movements, as well as political and social clubs. From the early 1980s on, the movement of university “special colleges” emerged. In September of 1987, Hungarian populists founded the Democratic Forum and in the spring of 1988 independent groups and alternative movements formed an umbrella organisation, the Network of Free Initiatives. The League of Young Democrats (FIDESZ, the first independent youth organisation after 1956) was founded during the same period.

This blossoming of new social initiatives does not mean, however, that a strong civil society already exists in Hungary. Instead of using the overly optimistic and ideological term “civil society,” Elemér Hankiss suggests rather the term “second society.” Hankiss separates the concept of the first society, characterised by vertical organisation, downward flow of power, state ownership, centralisation, political dominance, legitimacy, etc. from the concept of a hypothetical alternative society which would be characterised by fully-developed, oppositional characteristics (horizontal organisation, upward flow of power, the autonomy of social and economic actors, etc.). He identifies the second society as an intermediate sphere “somewhere between the two.”

This second society is characterised by the absence of the characteristics of the first, and by the timid emergence of oppositional characteristics. Thus, this second society is a grey area, the empire of possibilities, a “no mans land,” where the governing principles and rules of the game of the first society do not work, but the principles and rules of a different type of social existence have only barely hardly emerged.

Crisis and New Political Discourse
in Hungary: The Activity of Grassroots Peace Movements

The independent peace movement, “Dialogue,” was organised in September of 1982, primarily by university students and young intellectuals. During the brief span of its independent activity, the group attracted thousands of young people and organised a number of successful activities of the sort not normally tolerated in Eastern Europe.

After visiting Dialogue in Budapest in September of 1982, E. P. Thompson wrote in Double Exposure that the group was well-informed about the western peace movement, with whom they hoped to enter into direct relations, and that “the mood was that of a search for a third way among the younger European generations.”

Dialogue had reason to believe that the authorities might accept a compromise, namely that the official Peace Council would tolerate the existence of an independent peace movement which would be an indication of a political liberalisation. In return, Dialogue would agree to distance itself from the political opposition. As it turned out, Dialogue’s efforts to separate the peace issue from that of human rights and political opposition played directly into the hands of the authorities.

An official report of the Central Committee Section for Party and Mass Organisations from March 1983 discussed the activity of the National Peace Council (NPC) – which included numerous attempts to co-opt the unofficial peace group.
 The report indicated that the semi-legal activities of Dialogue would not be tolerated much longer by the government and that peace movements outside the Peace Council would not be legalised. The report said: “The (Dialogue) group does not have any significant mass support, but its influence is growing. At the present time Dialogue groups are operating in Budapest, Szeged, Debrecen and Pécs. Their ideas are in equal measure mixed, immature and self-contradictory, giving rise to controversy even within their own ranks. Pacifist efforts making their appearance in church and religious circles are also on the increase.

The National Peace Council has taken up and continues to maintain contacts with the majority of spontaneous groups, and tries to influence their activities. […] The Party organs and organisations have not always paid sufficient attention to directing and supervising the peace movement. Uncertainty can be observed in relation to how the new peace phenomena and, in particular the independent initiatives of the youth, are to be judged. The National Peace Council, social organisations and movements have not been able to integrate spontaneous peace initiatives within the bounds of their own framework.”

The Political Committee resolved that peace groups would be “brought into connection with the united movement directed by the NPC,” and that the Party should isolate and expose “those efforts which seek to use the peace movement as a pretext for questioning the peace policies of our Party and government, our commitments to our allies, and the initiative for peace made by the Soviet Union and the socialist community.”

In July 1983, officials prevented the group from holding an international peace seminar in Hungary by refusing visas, expelling Western peace activists and detaining Dialogue members. The group soon disbanded after members faced police harassment, saying that its chief aim – dialogue with the authorities, the very reason for the group’s name – had become effectively impossible.

Although there were no organised grassroots peace movements in Hungary after the dissolution of Dialogue, some aspects of the peace issue found a permanent place on the agenda of independent clubs, movements and circles. Since 1983, the Club movement has become more influential, making room for grassroots environmental activity. Especially after Chernobyl, the connections between the use of nuclear energy, environmental pollution, militarisation, the nuclear arms race, etc. were broadly discussed in independent circles. The emergence of a new type of grassroots movement in other Eastern European countries – especially Freedom and Peace in Poland, People for Peace Culture in Yugoslavia, and the East German opposition organised around the samizdat journal Grenzfall [Border Case] – represented a new way of thinking and reflected the emergence of a new value system, according to which peace, human rights and ecology are inseparable issues. This new consciousness gathered momentum and was very attractive especially to students and young intellectuals in Hungary.

Besides the “club movement,” the movement of university colleges has played a significant role in the process of re-politicising and opening up civil society in Hungary. In the period between 1983–1988, the István Bibó College of Law was the organisational centre of several political seminars and meetings where taboo questions such as environmental issues, minority problems (the Gypsy and the Jewish questions, and the status of the Hungarian minority in Romania) and peace and human rights questions (including the system of Yalta, East–West relations and the militarisation of East European societies) were openly and broadly discussed. There has been a tradition in the Bibó College to invite Western, and if possible, Eastern experts, public figures, writers, politicians and sociologists to these debates. Members of the European Parliament, END activists, West German Greens, Polish historians and sociologists, and Hungarian dissidents became everyday guests during the period from 1985 to 1988. Being part of the network of institutions of higher education, Bibó College played a significant role by circulating information about these meetings. The College Bulletin and their journal Századvég [The End of the Century] is also popular among intellectuals outside student circles, with a circulation of 5,000.

Step by step, during the first part of the 1980s the network of specialised colleges, instead of being the source of a new power elite aligned with the status quo, became the source of independent political thinking and action. A decisive step was taken by the college movement towards political discourse in late 1986 when its leading activists signed the East–West Memorandum.

Unexpectedly, in the summer of 1987 at the END Convention in Coventry, the NPC signed the “END Appeal” defining itself as an independent peace movement. As a response, in September, a declaration was issued by independent intellectuals, including the Greens, representatives of the club movements and the Colleges – raising specific issues that should be addressed before NPC’s application to END was accepted. Some of the most important claims were: (1) the NPC’s dissociation from the 1983 HSWP position opposing independent peace activity; (2) the NPC’s commitment to campaign against the imprisonment of conscientious objectors and for the introduction of alternative military service in Hungary; (3) the NPC’s acceptance of the END Appeal’s declaration of joint responsibility by the superpowers in the arms race, etc.

Although the whole context of East-West dialogue deserves more attention and analysis, let me now focus on one of the most burning issues in Eastern Europe: the issue of conscientious objection. The existence of conscientious objection and the demand for alternative military service was never really a problem for the Hungarian public in the previous decades. The Kádárist consensus had excluded any open debate on such an issue.

Religious pacifism started to gain impetus at the end of the 1970s. Members of a Catholic “basis” community, the followers of the excommunicated Catholic priest György Bulányi, repeatedly refused military service, even when faced with imprisonment.

Hungarian law does not permit conscientious objection. Article 336 of the Penal Code provides for sentences up to five years of imprisonment for those who refuse military service. Since 1977, however, members of some small sects – Nazarenes and Seventh Day Adventists – have been allowed to do alternative military service. The authorities have not, however, extended this right to Roman Catholics.

The position of the Hungarian Catholic Church concerning conscientious objection is unprecedented even in Eastern Europe. The Polish Catholic Church openly supports conscientious objection and the East German Evangelical Church more tacitly supports this. The Catholic leadership in Hungary issued a declaration condemning conscientious objection in October 1986. Imre Miklós, the State Secretary for Religious Affairs, expressed the government’s position, saying that conscientious objectors are committing an “offence against their families and countrymen” and that their position is “morally untenable.”

From 1987–1988 significant changes could be seen in the official attitude towards independent peace activity including conscientious objection. Even the trial of the first political objector, Zsolt Keszthelyi, reflected the changing atmosphere. Keszt-helyi’s bold statement is itself proof of the emergence of a new way of thinking among the younger generation: “I, the undersigned, Zsolt Keszthelyi, hereby declare that I wish to refuse military service for political reasons. I am not inclined to put my trust in a ‘people’s democratic’ army which is not placed under the control of a government elected through universal suffrage, involving competing political programs. I think that by this action, in my struggle for a free press, I can contribute to the creation of a society free of fear, in which the management of social affairs is determined by responsible individuals of conscience and not by unquestioning faith and fear.”

In November 1987 the issue of conscientious objection was discussed at an East-West conference in Budapest, organised by Eastern and Western independents, i.e., the Bibó College and the European Network for East-West Dialogue. The success of the conference was a moral and political victory for grassroots initiatives, for “détente from below” and for East-West citizen’s diplomacy. The statement that was drawn up and signed by the majority of participants urges demilitarisation between and within the East and West. “This includes nuclear and conventional disarmament, respect for the right of conscientious objection and the creation of a democratic peace culture.” The NPC, a participant of the meeting, refused to sign the statement, being uncertain of the outcome of this new kind of dialogue. Representing an official point of view, the General Secretary, Miklós Barabás, in an open discussion about the issue, announced that “a martial spirit runs in the blood of the Hungarians, due to their permanent struggle for freedom in the last four centuries against invading empires.” This “official” evaluation, however, soon began to shift.

After March 1988, when Bishop László Paskai, the President of the Conference of Hungarian Catholic Bishops, suggested that the Prime Minister consider alternative military service for certain groups of Hungarian youth, Barabás initiated an open discussion with independents.

There was also increased grassroots activity from below. The independent East-West Circle, established after the Budapest meeting, sent its appeal to the government, party and church leadership and organised an international seminar for conscientious objectors in May, in Budapest. In June, the East-West Circle presented a citizen’s proposal for non-military forms of national service with around 800 signatures and a draft bill of 17 paragraphs on conscientious objection to the President of Parliament. As a sign of the new official attitude, the Hungarian press reported on these events and discussions and it was officially announced that a new bill is expected in January 1989.

According to the suggestion of the previously discriminated against independent East–West Circle, service to the fatherland is a duty, but citizens must have the right to decide what manner of service is acceptable. The East-West Circle also recommended the immediate release of the 158 imprisoned conscientious objectors in Hungary. To everyone’s surprise, the Hungarian authorities released Zsolt Keszthelyi on January 11, 1989, without any explanation. This unexpected step can be taken as a symbolic sign of a significant change in the official position, not only vis-á-vis civil disobedience, but also vis-á-vis bloc discipline, i.e., this is a reflection of the growing independence of Hungarian foreign policy as well.

This is, of course, only one example. Similar processes have emerged or developed further in the fields of ecology and human rights. Hitherto taboo subjects, such as political pluralism, the monopoly of mass communication and freedom of association, have become part of a widening political discourse. This does not mean that all of these problems will soon be solved, but at least they cannot be neglected any longer.

How can we explain this new socio-political constellation? True, without Gorbachev’s new initiatives this would not have happened in Hungary or elsewhere in East and Central Europe. But it would be a crude simplification to restrict ourselves only to external factors. The growing intensity and number of grassroots movements and the growing solidarity between independent actors and groups plays an equally important role. It would be difficult to prove whether this growing solidarity is a result of a deepening crisis or a self-generating natural process, a causa sui. Both may be true. The very existence and popularity of independent political and social organisations such as FIDESZ, the Network for Free Initiatives and the East-West Dialogue Circle is also a proof of the need for the self-defence and self-articulation of civil society.

Dialogue, and What is Behind It

Dictatorship in Hungary today finds itself in the process of meltdown. “Dialogue” between the alternative/opposition camp and the party/state began at the beginning of 1988. Photos of “dangerous dissidents,” deprived of passports not so long ago appear in the official press, together with MSZMP [Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party] cadres; people are surfacing on TV who for years were barred from all official publicity. All that, however, does precious little to alleviate the economic woes of the “civil society” referred to so abundantly by both sides. Permitting demonstrations and greater opportunities for free expression are no remedies for economic decline and profound poverty. A touch of glasnost will not heal the wounds of the society and of the economy.

In actual fact, the situation has changed very little, and the pace and intensity of the promised renewal are less than convincing, despite all the open talk. The dictatorial command of the economy has remained unchanged; social demands are met on a symbolic rather than on a real level, such as declaring March l5th a national holiday.
 At the same time, the 120,000 signatures collected on a petition demanding reconsideration by the Parliament of the Bős–Nagymaros hydroelectric dam have not succeeded in putting the issue back on the table.

True, the newly hatched social movements have gained much public attention, but their strident voices, often deliberately distorted, cannot make up for the increasingly angry silence of the masses that are still waiting. These dangerous circus acts may, at any time, be followed by sudden and dramatic developments.

In December 1988 the first handbook of the new social movements and organisations was published, entitled Lel-tár [Inventory].
 The majority of the forty newly established organisations described therein – apart from cultural, professional and conservative groups – are political and interest-oriented in scope.

During the latest period of ferment even the cultural and ecology-related groups have become politicised. Among them, the Danube Circle, organised in 1984 for the purpose of disseminating information about the ecological and economic arguments against the building of the dam, is the most widely known. In the past the Circle emphasised the apolitical nature of environmental protection. By 1988 activists of splinter groups, the “Danube Movements,” have changed course, openly accepting political confrontation with the power structure, which is accelerating the pace of construction. They proceeded to organise their September meeting, designed to awaken international public opinion, jointly with the International Wildlife Fund, the International Rivers Network, and with an independent Hungarian youth movement – the Federation of Young Democrats.

The Hungarian Democratic Forum, founded in September 1987, is the largest of the new political organisations. Its primary objective is “the rebuilding of a nation in disarray.” This organisation described itself in Inventory as follows: “In these times of national peril there is a need for the unification of all forces into a broad-based spiritual coalition.” HDF’s mission is “to follow those historic traditions that […] have striven to coalesce national and social interests with the demands of the times, and to communicate them to the nation […].” The movement, voluntarily assuming the task of hewing out a third way, “accepts neither the label of establishmentarianism nor that of opposition” while emphatically wishing to retain “its coalition-like structure open to all honourable ideas and initiatives in the interests of the country.” According to the ideologues of HDF, “issues of Hungarian destiny” may be resolved by the Forum’s action to uncover and organise “the best of Hungary’s spiritual and intellectual forces from every social stratum.” In addition, the Forum intends to support all those spiritual-cultural objectives and movements that are involved in the renewal of public education, “the hallmarks of which are quality, humanity and traditional national values.”

This platform appeals primarily to the provincial intelligentsia and the “populist” intellectuals in Budapest. Such popularity stems in part from forcefully surfacing nationalist sentiment, long suppressed under insincere internationalist slogans. With its middle-of-the-road stance, HDF distances itself from the democratic opposition, with its emphasis on willingness to compromise. Thanks to its 13,000 members and its numerous branches across the country, the HDF could easily turn into a political party without becoming a dangerous antagonist of the MSZMP. HDF was well-connected from its inception. At the initial meeting, Imre Pozsgay (then Secretary General of the “Popular Front,” currently minister without portfolio) in his introduction conveyed greetings from Károly Grósz (then Prime Minister, currently Secretary General of MSZMP). There are several party members among the organisers and leaders. Due to continued deterioration in the economy and the radicalisation of the intelligentsia, this initial advantage may backfire.

No common ground exists between HDF and either the radical intelligentsia or the many groups concerned with environmental protection, human rights and religious freedom. To bring together these groups, the Network of Free Initiatives was launched in a “Call to Action” on March 17, 1988. The “Call” held the chance for the broadest possible coalition of newly organised movements and civic initiatives. Among its members, it counted representatives of every major alternative movement save those of HDF. The focus of the “Call” was on a dialogue between society, in the early stages of self-organisation on the one hand, and the governing party, which showed signs of disintegration, on the other. The “Call” emphasised that the responsibility for the unfolding crisis rested primarily on the shoulders of the power holders. It urged the party to accept responsibility and to handle the conflict arising from the crisis non-violently. At the same time, the “Call” stressed society’s responsibility to participate in forming its own destiny. The Network’s purpose was to guard against “the splintering of the forces of democracy” and to enhance the effectiveness of the dialogue by coordinating the viewpoints of groups interested in such a service.

The Network has been only partially successful in fulfilling its mission. While the “Call” stimulated the activities and inter-group communication of the smaller, isolated movements, initiatives and individuals and counted (in the spring of 1987) as a psychological and political breakthrough, the most potent need in that phase of society’s re-politization was for the self-definition of each particular group. The period of feverish articulation, of shaping independent political parties, sometimes an excruciating effort, has been an inevitable development, one that to some extent continues to this day. The initial period of fear during the fall of 1988 has given way to a phase of increased self-esteem. The thrill of free organisation and the possibility of rapid transformation into politicians has overwhelmed the need for broader cooperation. Paradoxically, most groups, often even the smallest, entered the fray with demands for coalition. The euphoria, at times bordering on narcissism, may be explained by the fact that the new movements emerged in a political vacuum following 33 years of political nirvana. At the beginning they had no audience; while the power structure hinted at willingness to dialogue, in practice it reached for the truncheon. The broader masses of society were partly afraid and partly incapable of responding to the political choices offered. The effects of the experiences of the past decades - the artificial atomisation of society; successful post-1956 consolidation efforts at suppressing political awareness; the differing degrees of freedom in the capital versus the provinces, the continued existence of semi-feudal social relations perpetuated under a socialist guise – all have taken their toll on society. The demands of the movements are radical, but their mass support slight. Interchange between manual workers and/or the population living in provincial isolation on the one hand, and the radical intellectuals of the capital on the other, is not easy. In this respect Hungary is very different from Poland, where labour and the intelligentsia have long found ways to collaborate.

By means of simultaneous threats and promises, the power structure sought to capitalise on the rivalry among the alternative organisations and their relative isolation from society. “Only those organisations” – they intoned from on high – “having a platform and by-laws and accepting the principles of the Constitution, may participate in discussions with the Party.” In the meantime, the truncheons were busy. Obviously, at this juncture, the alternatives chose to comply and regrettably, too often they did this without thorough analysis, and with a self-deceiving assurance.

Relinquishing its original objective of creating horizontal connections to strengthen solidarity and communications, a politically active minority, employing the slogan of “achieving a high political profile,” turned the Network of Free Initiatives into a political membership organisation.

Undeniably, the Federation of Free Democrats, created in November 1988 during a national meeting of the Network, has made its presence felt in public life through its announcements and public events. It has remained, however, the radical enclave of the urban elite intelligentsia which has voluntarily relinquished the task of building broader social solidarity.

Simultaneously, part of the Network Council decided to continue the work of networking albeit with a more modest scope.

Although not yet evolved into a party, the Free Democrats conduct party-like activities. So far, outlines of a high political profile have not yet materialised, but the “Statement of Principles” bears witness to their liberal, bourgeois-radical, social democratic, and reform-communist roots. It appears that the only political attitude not acceptable to the philosophy of the party organisers is that of the “anti-political” which eschews traditional political categories. Thus, having fit into the traditional political mold, the development of a many-sided social net has been squeezed out completely.

Similar processes are taking place in rival alternative organisations, in HDF, and in the Endre Bajcsy Zsilinszky Friendship Society which espouses an ideology somewhere between that of the populists and the free democrats.

Among the new organisations established in 1988 perhaps the only one reacting in a non-traditional way to the developing political-ideological crisis is the Federation of Young Democrats [FIDESZ]. Even though FIDESZ is specifically the organisation of young intellectuals, with a membership of about 2,000, like that of the Federation of Free Democrats, their presence in public life is probably the most multifaceted as well as the least dogma-bound, due to regular canvassing of the country by its members and their spontaneous responses to such issues as environmental protection, education, and the recall of discredited parliamentary representatives. Their foreign affairs working group is unique in that not only does it develop and maintain ties to independent movements in Eastern and Western Europe, but it also initiates acts of solidarity. Protests mounted against the jailing of Vaclav Havel and the Czech peace activists, or the memorial organised for the 20th anniversary of Jan Palach’s death demonstrate that the ideal of “Central-Europeanism” inspires deeds as well as slogans. Of all the political movements, ecological awareness and activities are greatest in FIDESZ; in addition, FIDESZ is the first – and so far the only – organisation to form a women’s group.

By placing special emphasis on building a civil society, as opposed to political competition, and based on the principle of non-violence, FIDESZ corresponds to some of the new independent movements in Eastern Europe, primarily Charter ‘77 and the Polish Freedom and Peace Movement, as well as to Western European grassroots movements. While all the above- mentioned movements are in their formative stages, and there are a variety of choices for their further development, FIDESZ has made the greatest progress toward a novel conception of politics and a new, global view and value system which points towards the creation of a new political culture:

“FIDESZ does not support the theory that gaining government power would result in democracy. We do not believe that any new organisation attaining power would by itself bring about human and civil rights. This is because the ultimate guarantee and repository of democracy is a democratic, politically aware society, not the State. The existence of political parties vying for power is an essential, but not sufficient, condition [for democracy]. Our task is not to grasp the power to govern; rather to promote grassroots organisation in the hope that the reborn society, building on its own communities, will be able to choose its own government. This requires each individual’s effort to join with like-minded others to create their own communities, movements, organisations. FIDESZ would be just one among these, as an organisation of young people whose paramount political principles are respect for human and civil freedoms without fear and oppression.”

Espousing and proclaiming the value of independence, moral conviction and solidarity are certainly encouraging signs in a society turned narrow-mindedly materialistic, largely apolitical, cynical or fearful. They portend the birth of a new spirit without which neither emergence from the deepening many-levelled crisis nor the marshalling of energies for construction of a new society is possible. Without them, slogans demanding change, from any corner, will sound empty.

During its first year of existence, FIDESZ has progressed from initial police harassment and threats of arrest and house searches to regular press and TV appearances, a significant advance indeed. In general the initial threatening attitude of the power structure appears to be toning down to willingness to negotiate, as if the initial floundering were being replaced by a more considered strategy.

When the Independent Small-holders’ Party announced resumption of its activities in November 1988, the one-party system de facto ceased in Hungary. Citing the fact that it had never officially been disbanded, the Small-holders’ Party considers its existence unbroken (since before World War II) and does not wait for official recognition. Subsequently, the Social Democrats and the People’s Party have also re-emerged. The latter, suggested by its name, is a cooperative populist party; in reality it continues left-wing peasant party traditions. The Hungarian Independence Party and the Christian Democratic Party have also announced the beginning of their organisational activities. Sharp debate about the dilemma of becoming a party is raging in HDF. The Federation of Free Democrats, while believing the time is not yet ripe for becoming a party, nevertheless functions as such.

Looking back on long-standing historical traditions, the parties, in renewing their activities, are plagued by severe generational and power struggles. Their weakness, however, is most apparent in routine political activity and programs affecting concrete demands. Behind these problems lies the failure of a clear conception of the future based on the actual situation. The platforms, eerily resembling one another, are no more than collections of popular slogans, with the MSZMP itself borrowing freely from them, having switched tactics just in time.

The situation is fluid and chaotic; the forms of pluralism are well nigh baroque while the contents are nearly unknown. It is not known, for example, what responsibilities and burdens the slogan “Let’s join Europe” – present in almost all platforms – will mean: deepening poverty for the majority of society and consequently more social unrest and polarisation or, conversely, unification and balanced social development, a “civilising” of the economic, political and cultural life of society. The platforms never detail the various ways of becoming part of Europe.

Despite the contradictions and childhood ills characterising the era of transition, genuine democratic transformation is taking place in Hungary. More than at any time in the post-World War II era, the international situation favours democratisation. In Hungary, just as in Poland, the prospects of the democratic forces are enhanced by the moral crisis of the power elite. In the given situation, some form of negotiated power-sharing is seen by the power elite as the most obvious solution. Naturally, power-sharing can be for show, but it can also be meaningful. The elite needs the appearance of power-sharing in order to shift some of the responsibility for the deepening economic hardships. To this end, they are making a number of concessions unimaginable before, permitting almost unrestricted freedom for alternative voices, while employing more refined methods of manipulation to try to thwart the coalition of opposing groups. There is one thing the elite, is certain about although it reveals signs of uncertainty and disintegration as a result of fractional fights and the lack of a new ideology: it wants to retain power. The majority, therefore, is willing to make sacrifices and to compromise. Having recognised the inevitable fact of some kind of restructuring, it also accepts the necessity of accomplishing this non-violently, as a pre-condition for possible Western economic aid. The game has not yet been decided. Even if it tolerates unprecedented freedom, the power structure retains its monopolistic position with regard to the forces of coercion, mass communication and the major industrial complexes. Formal power-sharing would perpetuate the status quo, which it is willing to tolerate. That is why the elite is striving to integrate the inexperienced, still relatively weak political organisations into the prevailing political structure. Outlines of a coalition initiated from above are appearing on Hungary’s political horizon.

As to the shape of such a coalition, much depends on the independent movements organised from below. Critical determinants include whether these movements are able to overcome, within a limited time, their initial identity crises, develop their programs into concrete, realistic, and constructive demands, enlist the major, so far passive segments of society into their ranks, and whether they are able to leave behind the worst traditions of Hungarian political culture and suspend fruitless rivalry at least while the initial compromises are being worked out.
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