
Participation and Democracy:

The Metamorphosis
of Civil Society in Hungary



The historic background of the renaissance
and development of the concept of civil
society in East Central Europe

After WW II, in the shade of the victorious Red Army and driven by a curious missionary spirit, the Communist parties in East Central Europe considered it to be their duty to cut the horizontal fibers of civil society, or to hinder their development. Society, as it was envisioned kneaded into an atomized mass, would deliver reliable and obedient subjects. The state, inter​twined with the Communist party, was engaged in demobilizing society by many different means; by the dismantling of demo​cratic and social actors; by monopolizing interest intermediation through the “etatization” of trade unions, the liquidation of the Constitutional Court, etc. The most effective means of demobi​lization was the atomization 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 de​struction of social networks and associations led to the destruc​tion of social identities and the destruction of value systems. The special exercise of power created a constant state of fear and uncertainty in society. This introduced a common sense of total vulnerability and the corresponding psychological escapism which helped to conceal a sense of humiliation. Political indif​ference, being forced to live in permanent lies, and the total loss of responsibility with regard to public welfare, became perma​nent features of social existence.

The liquidation of civil society was fortunately not com​pleted; undercurrents in civil existence were never eradicated from the collective social consciousness. Social networks sur​vived in semi-latency and semi-legitimacy. In the mid-1960s the slow regeneration of social networks started. The attitude of the Hungarian ruling elite was ambivalent. Given the trauma of the 1956 revolution and the subsequent unwritten compromise between the state and civil society during the Kadar-regime a certain degree of liberalization had to be tolerated. From the very beginning this process was highly contradictory. The elite prepared and began to implement reforms, but frightened by the possible political consequences, it started to impede the process and reinforce its position of power. The swinging between initiating and abandoning reforms was a political sleight of hand: a particular mixture of liberalization and paternalism. The results were only temporary and conditional extensions of freedom without any guarantees of rights.

This modern version of paternalism or enlightend socialist absolutism which was in harmony with the permanent precari​ousness and transitory character of Eastern European history, kept society infantile by reinforcing the “without us but for us” syndrome. People felt and were told constantly that they have little to nothing to contribute to the decision-making processes, but at the same time they wanted to believe (or truly believed) that their interests were taken into consideration by the “gods above”, who were at the end doing things for them but without them.

The seemingly successfully played game of “give and take” from the 1960s to early 1980s, when the deepening economic crisis of the Soviet bloc countries coincided with the erosion of the political system and encouraged by the development of the most powerful working class movement of 20st century, Poland’s “Solidarity,” Hungarian society started to mobilize itself.
The lesson of the 1956 revolutions in Hungary and Poland taught independent-minded East Europeans to look for alter​native methods in order to democratize their regimes and build up more autonomy and political, social and cultural freedom within the still stable framework of the bipolar world order. The first alternative vis-à-vis the romantic but hopeless upheaval and revolutionary war of small nations against the Yalta system, maintained and supported by the superpowers, was the intro​duction of economic reforms and a cautious, state-controlled opening towards the world economy without political changes in the 1960s in Hungary. The initial success of the “New Eco​nomic Mechanism,” significantly exaggerated by the western media, provided Hungary with the reputation as the “most cheerful barrack of the camp.” The internal contradictions of this reform experiment reached a climax in the early 1980s and led to the end of the unwritten compromise between state and society when the artificially maintained image of the country as an economic success story became untenable. This was the his​toric turning point for Hungarian society that then started to rid itself of the superimposed social muteness and political paraly​sis.

Self-mobilization from below, in different forms of grass​roots acivities, gradually emerged. Parallel with the increasingly open and evolving political and economic crises, the culture of silence and clandestine meetings were step-by-step replaced with a more open dialogue among formerly isolated circles of independent-minded intellectuals. Cautiously, the media got in​volved in the new critical discourse. The long list of taboo themes began to shrink. In other words, a new public arena emerged to discuss social, environmental, cultural and, in a re​stricted way, political issues openly and critically. A modern critical discourse of dialogue was born in Hungary.

In Poland, “Solidarity,” an alternative, non-communist trade union of shipyard workers in Gdansk quickly became a nationwide, self-supporting political, cultural, social and economic network and a metaphor for an emerging civil society containing and partly controlling official authorities. The political philosophers behind the movement deliberately built their strategy on non-violent actions, involving the party-state and their local authorities into a dialogue with the representatives of the officially unrecognized movement. The enforcement of dialogue, in the form of systematic negotiations, and radical demands were tempered at the same time with the readiness to compromise. Non-violence and strong solidarity characterized this unique East Central European social movement. The adjective “civil” was reborn and referred to those characteristics. “Civil” also meant autonomous, independent, non-military, and non-official.

The very existence and pervasive success of Solidarity proved throughout the region of the Eastern bloc that there was a chance for a peaceful challenge to the authoritarian-dictatorial Soviet type regimes and their apparatus from below. Naturally, the forms of organizing civil movements differed from country to country according to historical traditions, the nature of the dictatorship, political culture and social structure. A wide variety of civil initiatives, movements and associations emerged at the beginning of the 1980s in Hungary in the absence of a large and strong independent moral authority like the Catholic Church in Poland, which was an integrating umbrella movement. There was, however, a strong tendency for cooperation and solidarity among these civil groups, called “alternative social movements,” at the early stage of their existence. There was a unifying and consciously shared concept of civil society that had its origin in the tradition of Hungarian political thought. István Bibó, a prominent and independent political writer and historian, intro​duced the metaphor of “small circles of freedom” in one of his essays written after WW II.
 This concept was then used and de​veloped further by the emerging student movement, the envi​ronmental and peace groups and the mushrooming civil initia​tives, from the populist writers to the first independent trade union (established in 1988).

The vision commonly shared by the alternative movements and new civil organizations was the natural growth of these “small circles of freedom” into interdependent networks and alliances. They gradually emerged and became a common denominator by the second half of the 1980s.
 This period, 1985-1988, can be seen as the “golden age” of the emerging civil society in Hungary. None of the actors of the emerging civil sphere questioned the mission behind the program and even if they put the emphasis on their individual and unique existence, they expressed a great deal of solidarity with each other. Rivalry among these groups was of secondary importance in comparison to the unifying force of challenging the authorities of the party-state. It was often the case that there was an overlap in their activities and membership since most of these initiatives had a dual character: they had a tendency to present themselves as West European-type “new social movements” (one issue movements etc.), like the Danube Circle of environmentalists or the Dialogue peace movement, and some of their leadership and rank and file insisted to the non-political, “professional” character of their activity, even in moments when their political role was obvious. Others participated in order to find appropriate indirect forms of challening the system. This dual character made the new social movements less vulnerable vis-à-vis officialdom, at the same time it hindered the chrystallization of a new value system and ethical base for the emerging civil society.

Revitalization of Democracy:
The Emergence of Civil Society and the Opening up of Political Space in East Central Europe
The emergence of civil society in Hungary from the mid-1980s resulted in a broader mobilization and the gradual participation of increasing parts of the population. There was an obvious change in social and political attitudes, especially among citizens in larger cities and a growing discontent in the rank and file and middle-rank leadership of official mass organizations that were controlled by the party and the secret police, such as the National Assembly of Trade Unions or the People’s Patri​otic Front. This process of self-mobilization and the erosion of official monopolistic organizations reached its climax when the Communist party’s open-minded and reform-oriented members started to organize their own internal “reform circles” in 1988–89 against the will of the more conservative majority of their leadership.

Despite this enormous breakup and the spread of civil movements, the majority of society still did not believe that fundamental changes could take place and continued to live in skepticism or fear. Many of the new initiatives were fragile, vul​nerable and uncertain about their future. They were early targets of threat, intimidation and penetration by secret agents. In the fall of 1987, another new social movement, the Hungarian Democratic Forum was launched by populist-nationalistic writers and intelligentsia in the presence of Mr. Pozsgay, then the most reform-minded member of the Central Committee of the Communist party.
 The quasi-independent character of the movement and the very fact that some radical, prominent representatives of the non-nationalistic, so called “urban” democratic opposition were excluded provoked a fatal cleavage in the op​position. This split had serious consequences for grassroots movements in general, as well as for the future project of civil society.

During the 1980s, there were great expectations from representatives of Western social movements and intellectuals interested in East-West dialogue, that these new initiatives and grassroot movements, the predessessors of velvet revolutions, were going to deliver much needed fresh air, innovative energies for the West and would vitalize the somewhat alienated and overbureaucratized West European democracies. These expectations generally led to disillusionment for different reasons. First, the activists, organizers and political philosophers of the democratic oppositions and new social movements were themselves unprepared for the fundamental systemic changes and defined the ideologies of their movements according to the traditional political patterns of the inter-war periods or, in the best cases, followed Western political patterns. In other words, a lack of intellectual and political innovation characterized the changes in the political system and the process of party-building in Hun​gary and elsewhere in East Central Europe in 1988–1989, when the rapid political party-building process began. The only movement that was able to reveal the obvious signs of social and political innovation in Hungary instead was an umbrella movement, the Network of Free Initiatives. The Network was primarily organized by those independent intellectuals and activists who were excluded from the quasi-independent Hungarian Democratic Forum because of their “urban” radicalism and cosmopolitan attitudes. Instead of taking one definite ideological stance, the Network defined itself as an umbrella organization with the clear mission to offer shelter, moral and political support for other social, grassroots initiatives and to provide networking possibilities among them. This was certainly a new and fresh approach, completely missing from Hungarian political tradition. In fact, the organizers of the Network were themselves puzzled about their own undertaking. Surprisingly, this new idea proved to be attractive and within a few weeks thousands of individuals and groups joined the Network. This unique initiative, however, was unable to avoid the fate of others and despite its early success and popularity, a small but influential faction of its elected leadership turned it into one of the liberal, political parties at the height of the party-building fever.
 Although the Network died, the idea of horizontal cooperation among independent actors survived and still has potential as yet not utilized at both the domestic and international levels. 

Another innovative and promising initiative was the regular cooperation among East Central European oppositional and alternative movements in order to strengthen each other’s case and support each others’ activities.
 This rather risky and unprecedented enterprise bore fruit, including a growing regional, i.e., Central European, awareness about a shared, common identity and strengthened the need for solidarity. Cooperation occured not only among the main democratic oppositional movements, such as Charter ‘77, Solidarity, and the Hungarian democratic opposition, but also among smaller movements and groups, like the environmentalists, peace groups and profes​sional circles. In order to protect the emerging civil society and its new social movements throughout East Central Europe, Va​clav Havel, the spokesman for Charter ‘77, suggested to establish an alternative European Parliament for social movements. Multilateral discussions about the proposal in Prague were con​stantly interrupted by the police and it was only after the col​lapse of the ancien regimes that the initiative could materialize. The Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly, established in 1990 in Prague, is the only international institution of civil society which is an offspring of the efforts to create civil networks across borders in the 1980s that shows a significant amount of continuity in pro​tecting human rights and supporting local grassroots initiatives for democratization.

The New Stage
of Institutionalized Democracy

Rapid party formation and the first free elections resulted in the establishment of new institutions of representative democracy that radically changed the dynamics of civil society. An overwhelming majority of former civil society activists became members of the new political elite and occupied the highest positions of leadership in the newly established or redefined institutions and political parties. In their new positions, their perception of civil society versus state relations changed dramatically. The leaders and the ideologues of the new political elite claimed, already before the first elections, that the time for social movements was over. They played their historic role, stating that grassroots mobilization was unnecessary, if not dangerous, to the new democracy; and the well-articulated field of political parties provided an efficient arena for the competition of ideas, ideologies and social-political alternatives. According to this credo, everyday political involvement of citizens is unnecessary; their role should be restricted to maintaining the functioning of the new institutions and to legitimizing the new political regime by giving their votes every four years in “fair and unharrassed elections”.

The emergence of new parties, at the final stage of the collapse of the one-party system, was an absolute historic neces​sity as well as part of the process of institutionalization of social movements at the end of their initial phase of mobilization. Alan Fowler correctly identified that civil society is the place where interest groups turn themselves into political parties, competing to become the ruling regime
. In the case of Hun​gary, as well as in other countries of the region, one has to alter this general truth according to the special socio-economic and historic context. A gap developed historically between rulers and ruled due to the lack of strong middle classes who after the phase of saturation of wealth would act as mecenas and support the social and cultural sphere. In the absence of a strong demo​cratic culture, the values of solidarity, social responsibility and citizenship could not develop. Citizens view themselves and were indoctrinated to view themselves as helpless, ex​posed subjects at the mercy of the state and its authorities. For good historical reasons citizens (who are still called state-burghers) and official authorities were – and still are – mutually suspicious of each other. This special relationship between rulers and the ruled is important in order to get a realistic picture of the present state of civil society in East Central Europe. Power is still often seen today as a special type of private property and not as a socially determined relationship that includes a set of duties towards the community and based on permanent feedback mechanisms and interdependencies.

Although this attitude towards power has changed sig​nificantly in the transition period, the paternalistic and authori​tarian elements are identifiable as significant determinants of the relationship between civil society and the political elite. Any di​rect challenge of party leaders or government representatives is seen as improper, outrageous or scandalous. This also applies to journalism. Direct speech, e.g., questions directed to account​ability, transparency and any form of civil control are still so​cially unexpected and rare phenomena in the everyday social practice. The lack of answers or bagatellizing the questions from the side of authorities is accepted as normal behaviour and is largely tolerated by the local population as well as the media. Fact finding and investigative journalism is almost entirely ab​sent and scandals that reach the public usually die out or are without consequence or proper explanation. Generally speaking, politics and politicians are still seen by the majority of society and their related organizations as untouchable, alien terrain, something out of the competence of the public. The “it was al​ways like that, and it remains so, what can we do?” attitude which characterized the pre-1989 period was seriously chal​lenged and shaken-up by the new social movements of the 1980s. After the first democratic elections in 1990, the new gov​ernment and the political elite, represented by the parliament, did their best to restore old cliches and attitudes. Continuity is a strong element of public institutional life. The restoration of authoritarian patterns of behaviour between citizens and their institutions is a strong and powerful tendency in 1997.

This “fallback”, happened relatively fast and smoothly in an almost unnoticeble way. “Things went back to their normal track” – an early joke says – “the only difference is that we are ruled by six parties instead of one.”

Theories of transition largely agree that after the first unharrassed free elections, the process of implementing democratic institutions need a phase of consolidation.
 Usually, social movements and organizations which previously played a vital role in mobilizing society and increasing the participation of citizens in public affairs, become institutionalized or coopted by the new regime. Civil society can express itself in a large variety of forms, from individual initiatives through social movements, clubs, associations, societies and other organizations. It is, how​ever, never a mechanical total sum of these existing or potential formations. To quote Alan Fowler, “civil society is the location from where legitimacy must be obtained if one is to talk of a democratic political system.”
 Civil society in this sense is rather a philosophical concept than a set of organizations.

It is the terrain of social-reflection, self-articulation and autonomy which inherently presupposes and necessitates a spe​cial self-organizing version of the public arena, where the critique, the control and containment of any existing and prevailing power-monopolies, such as the state, the army, the police or transnational organizations like multinational companies (World Bank, IMF) can be practised. Civil society has to be seen as a potential, ad hoc melting pot and battleground of diverse interests and actors, ranging from public individuals to international NGOs. This public arena is, therefore, never homogenous; it rather constitutes itself as a permanent regrouping and renegotiating process between and among newly born and old actors. Its non-constant social fabric and catalized interdependencies are built on the autonomous and voluntary will of the individual who actively takes part in social and political affairs. The uninterrupted social need for civil society stems from democracy-deficiencies. This special social space or public arena assumes citizens’ participation in social processes and interactions as well as a strong consciousness of being a citizen. This interrelatedness is correctly emphasized in recent literature on civil society and NGOs. Lars Jorgensen for example envisions civil socitety as a “meeting place for debate and common endeavour” the basis of which is “the right of each individual to participate in the workings of society, and the recognition that periodical elections and referendums […] are not sufficient.”
 Mary Kaldor suggests that “the advantage of the language of civil society is precisely its political content, its implications for participation and citizenship.”
 In other words, there is nothing stable and mechanistically identifiable in civil society, especially not as far as “institutions’ are concerned. In East Central Europe, many newly born so-called “non-governmental” organizations declared themselves as advocates and embodiments of civil society. The term NGO is in itself a negative concept and can be seen as an attempt of delegating welfare-state responsibilities to society. It is often the case that duties, and tasks, which were previously seen as unquestionably governmental, now have been delegated to non-governmental agencies.

The breakdown of the communist party-states in East Central Europe, coupled with the crisis of the welfare states in the West naturally gave birth to NGOs both in theory and practice. The negative definition of NGOs, similar to terms like “post-communism” or “post-Cold War,” refer to the lack of something, to the given chaos, uncertainty and unpredictability of our transitory epoch. This situation naturally comprises positive tendencies and possibilities like the further articulation of the need for social democratization and participation of citizens in decision-making, and a further articulation of civil societies as mentioned above. NGOs could play an important and vital role in buttressing and facilitating these tendencies. This positive scenario, however, is far from being an absolute necessity and is only one among other, more negative pictures. In many cases in East Central Europe, they are not at all genuine agents of an authentic civil society. More often than expected, they are creatures of governments or politics or individuals who are using them for power struggles, or hiding illegal activities, sometimes personal interests.

Challenges and Possibilities
in the Era of Globalization

Recent research on civil society and NGO development draw attention to the fact that NGOs represent only one group of organizations within civil society and that they are not neccessarily able to build alliances with other organizations like mass movements and human rights groups. This is a global, not only East Central European phenomenon. Andrew Clayton points out, that “many NGOs have been reluctant to take a more political role in relation to the state and prefer to focus on service provisions.”
 Drawing some conclusions from the Hungarian experience of the transition period, we have to agree with Clayton that NGOs do not necessarily strengthen civil society and in certain cases thay can even lead to its marginalization and destruction. 

One of the main problems with the newly born NGOs is their legitimacy in local societies. The legitimacy problem stems from the scarcity of resources and local mecenas. Therefore, NGOs either turn to the state, automatically accepting control and interventions from authorities or look for external resources. In both cases accountability and transparency become questionable. It is also very often the case that western (mostly American) donors, sometimes led by the best motives, are unable or reluctant to analyse local social, political and cultural conditions and, therefore, are unable or reluctant to select the most appropriate candidates. In most of the cases those who receive internal financial support are those who are already in the external circle of a global NGO elite. They possess not only the necessary English, Internet and application-writing skills, but are able to talk “civil society” using the most trendy NGO-language and fashionable buzzwords. 

These anomalies and internal contradictions are worth mentioning during the very sensitive phase of civil society development after the period of mobilization for democracy and the emergence of grassroot initiatives and alternative social movements. Certain categorical distinctions seem to be necessary. First, the transition from the “movement phase” to institutionalization does not include NGO development exclusively. Membership organizations, trade unions and human rights groups can contribute to the strengthening of substantive social democratization without considering themselves as NGOs. Second, many of the 50,000 registered NGOs in Hungary seek other interests – political, profit or personal prestige – while “talking” civil society. These negative tendencies must be mentioned, since the temptation to idealize NGOs as new panacea remedying the state is rather high.

NGOs are creatures of the post-1989 world disorder, characterised by the weakening of the welfare-state, the collapse of the socialist party-state and the crisis of the nation-state. As such, they certainly have a potential role to play in the emergence of a new social order with new rules of interaction whose structure is still difficult to envision. As the concrete examples of East Central European NGO and CSO (Civil Society Organization) developments show, there is a significant amount of positive potential to become conscious about the role in strengthening democratic values, mobilizing society for participation, contributing to a new civil culture of decision-making and dialogue in order to strengthen each others’ bargaining capacities with authorities on local, national and international levels. It is important to stress, however, that we are dealing with a potential and not with unavoidable neccessities. Lars Jorgensen formulated this precisely:

“There are some risks in taking on civil society. It is of course perfectly legitimate for NGOs not to be openly political or to take sides in whatever constellation of parties or factions which is forming at a given moment, but they must recognized that their work has political aspects and relate to the authority of the state and to the political development of their society”.
 

With some cautious optimism, we can say that similar to the case in many Southern countries, in East and Central Europe many NGOs are

“beginning to see themselves less as project implementors and more as civil society actors. Some are moving from supplementing service delivery projects with advocacy, others are set up explicitly as influencing organizations, in order to further develop certain social values. In conclusion, we may say that there is a potential for NGOs to become even more important players in their societies and ultimately to attain greater results then they can by limiting their work to providing services”.

An undemocratic relationship, based on new dependency between western donors and eastern NGOs can seriously undermine and bias this potential. Therefore, a critical assessment of their relationship and its development during the transition period is of crucial importance. Sometimes, but not always, well-intentioned donors superimpose their values or policies on recepients who then act rather as dependent agents than genuine actors of their local civil sphere. Because of the scarcity of domestic resources, a growing dependency on state support and an uneven, rather dependent relationship with western donors, combined with a growing rivalry rather than solidarity among NGOs, the very vision and program of civil society has a strong tendency to fade away in Hungary. This tendency is parallel to and often reinforced by the emergence of a global and local NGO elite with a high level of technical skill and “networking capital.” This tendency contributes to the fake image of a “virtual” civil society.

“Talking civil society” can provide the common denominator for western donors, the new NGO-elite, and local governments who want to coopt them. It can be a lucrative method to display the “right” liberal democratic values and at the same time avoid the uncomfortable consequences of strong and genuine civil societies. Coopting and over-taking means surpassing and weakening. A new network of dependent NGOs rather undermines than serves the interest of civil society.

Mapping Institutionalized Civil Society:
Political and Economic Intertwinings
in Hungary in the Late 1990s

It is difficult to differentiate between positive and negative examples provided by real quasi and fake NGOs. There is a long list of acronyms about existing organizations which call themselves NGOs and civil society organizations. A good number of variations from real NGOs to Quasi-Phantom (QUANGOs), Donor-driven (DONGOs); Money-making (MONGOs); Maffia-led (MANGOs); to simply Fake (FANGOs) “nongo-vernmental” organizations can be identified in social practice.

QUANGOs are quite typical in Hungary as semi-indepen-dent organizations, financed and/or protected by political parties or state authorities. By the time the new and uncertain political parties realized after their Sturm und Drang-years that they still need regular contacts with the “civil” world, the civilian support-base has seriously eroded or disappeared.

Certain political parties, like the ruling Hungarian Socialist Party, successfully dominate “civil organizations” that originated before 1989 and whose structuration shows a significant continuity, where as others are trying to create new organizations in order to access donor support.

Motivated by power struggles and elections, political parties have a tendency to approach organizations which try to represent less mobile and rather marginalized groups of society such as pensioners, The National Federation of Large Families, the Society of Those Living below the Subsistance Level, the Association of Hungarian Women, etc., with considerable success.

The strongest intertwining occurs with some of the so-called umbrella organizations such as, the Federation of Civil Associations
, the Civil Parliament or the Civil Roundtable. Although they do not have concrete and identifiable programs, they enjoy a significant amount of public financing and media cover. Very often there is a personal overlap in their leadership. TESZ is the legal successor of the People’s Front Patriotic, an archetype of fake civil (FANGOs) organizations of the ancien regime. It takes advantage of the “old boys network” in fundraising and maintains a nationwide network of local offices. Their representatives refused to answer questions when we tried to interview them about their perception of civil society and about the practical methods they employ to reach their goals. The reluctance of their representatives to appear publicly and the fear of accountability reveals a total lack of perception or indifference to what civil society is or should be. Their ability to survive and fundraise within the circle of old-new apparatuses reflects the fakeness of the officially supported NGOs and explains the lack of enthusiasm in society for the “NGO sector”.

Fake and quasi non-Governmental and “civil society” organizations provide an obvious opportunity for pre-1989 apparatchicks and politically discredited figures, such as the former General Secretary of the official Peace Council in the 1980s, to cleanse themselves and regain legitimation in the domestic and international arena. FANGOs and QUANGOs are responsible for the discreditation of the program of civil society and the growing skepticism concerning NGOs among the population.

Another umbrella organization, the Civil Union, has 86 members whose acitivites range from social, humanitarian issues to health care and the protection of the environment. Upon request they deliver background material and reports to ministries. During the 1994 election campaign they supported predominantly socialist candidates who, after being identified, organized a Parlamentarian Club to discuss legal and civilian questions.

A typical organization of survival and continuity is the Association of Hungarian Women. It was founded in 1989, the year of miracles as the successor to the Hungarian Women’s Council, an archetype of state-socialist fellow traveller institutions. The program and the value system supported by AHW is very much in the mainstream of progressive women’s organizations. They organize short courses for all categories of women throughout the country to make them conscious about their rights as equal citizens both in the home and at their workplace and condemn the conditions leading to prostitution, instead of condemning the prostitutes themselves. In sharp contrast with their frequent appearance and high profile in the international arena of civil organizations like the last UN Womens Congress in Beijing, their grassroots activity is unnoticable and they have virtually no recognizable impact on civil society. In other words, they do not exist as a reliable advocacy group even if the density of their network and the level of formal institutionalization is relationally high.

QUANGOs like this have no chance of becoming genuine grassroot organizations of civil society. Based on historical experience of dictatorship and authoritarian rule, Hungarian society is highly suspicious and skeptical of officially sponsored institutions that claim independence. In the majority of cases they are institutions of continuity with an obvious tradition of organizational style, network and clientele. They are civil organizations or NGOs from above, which alienate rather than atract people. They serve the interests of the state and the political parties, not civil society, at the same time, giving the impression of an active NGO world with a high organizational density.

The new-old political elite was eager to select their favorite NGOs and CSOs securing their budget and creating artificial cleavages among organizations, by discirmination. The leadership of the favorite FANGOs and QUANGOs is recruited mostly from second rank, discredited politicians or marginalized officials of the ancien regime, although ambitious activists from the younger generation are also ready to play the game. Once in position with a firm financial background FANGO and QUANGO leaders are talking civil society but behind their rhetoric, a post-communist version of neo-corporatism is taking shape. The world of CSOs and NGOs has doubled: beneath the hierarchy of the official or officially-controlled and dependent organizations, one can identify genuine and efficient CSOs and NGOs as well.

Although it is possible to find positive examples for real NGOs and civil society and human rights advocacy groups, neither their number nor their actual influence on the sphere and the political constellation seems to be strong enough to change the picture in a significant way in the short run.

An outstanding example is the Hungarian Foundation for Self-Reliance
. Their major concern is the development of the most deprived and marginalized social and ethnic group, the Roma community. They support those Roma groups, who have an income-generating plan. They lend money to those who have a proper vision about their existential survival and are able to show enough responsibility to realize their own plans. 

The Foundation is exceptional in its international recognition, thanks to its founder, Mr. András Biró.
 It was heavily supported by big American foundations such as the Ford Foundation and the Rockefeller Brothers Fund from the beginning.

Among the human rights advocacy groups the Legal Defense Bureau for National and Ethnic Minorities, The Martin Luther King Association, the Raul Wallenberg Society and the Hungarian Human Rights Center are the most effective and the best recognized ones. The Legal Defense Bureau supported by the “Otherness” Foundation concentrates on the violation of human rights of the Gipsy community. It is engaged in fact-finding, visiting clients, collecting documents, providing legal advice and initiating legal procedures.

The Martin Luther King Association and the Hungarian Human Rights Center protect the human rights of foreigners living and studying in Hungary who are victims of ethnic discrimination mostly based on color or their religious conviction. They provide legal aid and representation.

Conclusions: Searching for New Alternatives

In the post-Cold War period one of the greatest challenges for civil societies and its institutions is globalization. To be able to give adequate anwers to this challenge local NGOs and CSOs in Hungary and elsewhere in East and Central Europe have to be able to link and integrate their domestic activity into a global – or at least regional – context. Coming out of the somewhat narrow and parochial framework and political climate in which they are entrapped today, they should be able to find those donors who are able to cooperate with them as partners and equals for commonly shared values and goals in the global arena. This new stage for networking is already present, however its potential has not been entirely discovered or utilized.

The combination of local, regional and global activities is a neccessity stemming from the fact that local governments and states are constrained by transnational financial institutions, multinational companies and other agents of the globalized world market and are less and less able to solve burning social, environmental and human rights issues. This is true even if in many cases they refer to these tendencies as an excuse for their inefficiency, incompetence and ineptness. This is ironically the case in the newly democratizing countries of East Central Europe such as Hungary, where previous political leaders of the former communist regime came back into power as postcommunist or social democratic politicians who talk about the “iron law” and the lack of alternatives to global capitalism. Not so long ago this “lack of alternative discourse” was targeted on the hegemony of the socialist world order and its local representatives, the Communist parties. The overlap of the diametrically opposing ideologies expressed by the same actors is not an accident. It is based on the same worldview and political philosophy of powerholders who have little to nothing in common with the basic values of civil society. Their message is today as it was before 1989: “We are not responsible for anything, it is the Soviet Union and the state of affairs in international class struggle (yesterday) and the World Bank and the iron law of global capitalism (today) who decide, we try to do our best for you but you have to understand: there is no alternative.”

If the emerging NGO-world in Hungary and elsewhere in East and Central Europe is to work for strengthening democratization and civil society, they must formulate, express and represent alternatives themselves. This is possible if they act as independent and autonomous agents in our chaotic world.

The Number of Nonprofit Organizations in Hungary between 1862–1995
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The Number and Distribution of Nonprofit Organizations by Activities, 1995

Group of Activities
Foundations
Associational

Nonprofit

Organizations
Total


Number
Distr. %
Number
Distr. %
Number
Distr. %

Culture
2.471
15,8
1.856
6,7
4.327
10,0

Religion
831
5,3
285
1,0
1.116
2,6

Sport
999
6,4
6.091
22,0
7.090
16,4

Leisure, Hobby
422
2,7
6.622
23,9
7.044
16,3

Education
4.265
27,3
350
1,3
4.615
10,6

Research
525
3,4
378
1,4
903
2,1

Healthcare
1.419
9,1
330
1,2
1.749
4,0

Social care
2.357
15,1
791
2,8
3.148
7,2

Retire and Health Insurence
26
0,1
268
1,0
294
0,7

Civil Defense, Fire
60
0,4
1.111
4,0
1.171
2,7

Environment
377
2,4
542
2,0
919
2,1

Urban and Rural

Development
721
4,6
781
2,8
1.502
3,5

Economic Development
339
2,2
226
0,8
565
1,3

Legal Defense
86
0,5
427
1,5
513
1,2

Public Saftey Defense
315
2,0
763
2,8
1.078
2,5

Divers Aimed Charity, Nonprofit Unions
38
0,2
647
2,3
685
1,6

International Relationships
252
1,6
328
1,2
580
1,3

Professional, Economic Defense of Interest
53
0,3
5.374
19,4
5.427
12,5

Politics
94
0,6
515
1,9
609
1,4

Total
15.650
100,0
27.685
100,0
43.335
100,0

� See:


� Besides single issue movements, a whole set of colourful initatives oriented more directly towards actual social and political issues also came into existence. By the mid-1980s, discussion circles and study circles known as the “Club Movement” and the “Movement of Special Colleges” emerged all around the country. Communication and “networking” among these new groups occured naturally and created a special spirit for civil society and civilized dialogue. The strong feeling of togetherness and the new experience of increasing freedom of expression released creative energies and blurred or hid political, cultural and ideological differences among participants.


� The official name of the party was the “Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party.” (MSZMP).


� The Alliance of Free Democrats was created out of the Network of Free Initiatives in November 1988.


� Id. Mary Kaldor, p 8 (maunscript)


� Alan Fowler: “Strengthening Civil Society,” in Transition Economics ; NGOs, Civil Society and the State, Building Democracy in Transitional Societies ,ed., Andrew Clapton, (INTERAC, 1996).


� See Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe C. Schmitter, Transition from Authoritarian Rule. Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain Democracies, (The Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars: The John Hopkins University Press, 1986).


� Alan Fowler, “Strengthening Civil Society in Transition Economies – from Concept to Strategy: Mapping an Exit in a Maze of Mirrors” in: NGOs, Civil Society and the State: Building Democracy in Transitional Societies (An INTRAC Publ., 1996), p. 25.


� Lars Jorgensen, “What are NGOs doing in Civil Society?” In: Andrew Clayton, ed. NGOs, Civil Society and the State: Building Democracy in Transitional Societies, (Intrac: l996), p 36.


� Mary Kaldor, “Transnational Civil Society,” Manuscript (Sussex European Institute, 1997), p 23.


� See Andrew Clayton’s Preface to NGOs, Civil Society and the State. Op. cit., p. 8.


� Op. cit. p. 52.


� Op. cit. p. 53.


� TESZ: Társadalmi Egyesülések Szövetsége.


� In Hungarian: Autonómia Alapitvány. It was established in 1990 and has supported about 250 projects throughout the country.


� In 1995 András Biró won the Alternative Nobel Price for his activities and achievements.


� About 300 complaints were submitted to the Bureau over the last three years (it was established in January 1994) and about 100 proved to be cases of ethnic discriminations. Proceedings have been initiated in several of these cases. See White Booklet, 1996 (The Legal Reference Bureau for National and Ethnic Minorities, NEKI, Budapest, 1997).
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