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András Bozóki

Introduction: The Significance of the Roundtable Talks
This book deals with the history of the 1989 roundtable talks in Hungary, unfolding and analyzing its history on the basis of primary sources recently published in Hungarian in eight volumes
. The authors of this book are all of the opinion that in Hungary – as opposed to some other Central European countries – these roundtable talks amounted to much more than just a sideshow, in fact they constituted the hub of revolutionary transformation. The history of the change of regime in Hungary is unintelligible without a good insight into the history of the Roundtable Talks.






*

A change of regime is a political transformation of institutional and revolutionary character, which creates a transition from a dictatorial type of political system into a democracy. This involves such aspects as dismantling the old political system and laying down the foundations of a new institutional order, but does not necessarily include the long process of economic transformation. Democracy in Hungary was instituted first – capitalism came only later. The change of regime as a political transition may be regarded as completed when the nascent system contains that „minimum of democracy” which Robert A. Dahl described as comprising the following elements: citizenship becomes universally recognized, law-and-order becomes a fundamental constitutional principle,  judicial independence is assured, those in power are elected through a democratic process, elections are free and clean, all possess the right to the freedom of speech and to alternative sources of information, freedom to assemble, even to form political organizations, and finally, control over the armed forces is exercised by civilians
.

Needless to point out, the institutions of democracy were not realized in Hungary overnight and we must have a clear view of the problems of the last ten years in Hungary, even of the occasional deficits of democracy
. The above criteria were listed to indicate that the concept of the change of regime (or transition) is not understood in this book extensively and teleologically, but rather retrospectively. This definition is not contingent on the transformation of political culture, the completion of privatization or the possible ratification of a new constitution – but is used as a synonym for the transformation of political institutional order. The change of regime in Hungary has – in what historically speaking  must be called a very short period of time – by now been completed.

When asked to identify the main junctures as well as starting and closing events of the 1989-90 change of regime in Hungary, most scholars tend to be in agreement. Generally, political analysts regard two program declarations as precursors to the change: that of the manifesto Társadalmi szerződés (Social contract),
 drawn up by a influential group within the democratic opposition and the even earlier program called Fordulat és reform (Turnabout and reform),
 published  mostly by economists in opposition within the Party ranks. The Társadalmi szerződés was the first to proclaim „Kádár
 has to go” but it was moderate enough to envision no more than a constitutional framework placed as restraint on the one-party system and did not go as far as to demand its abolition. 

As far as the starting point of the regime change is concerned, it is usually linked with two events: the first of the Lakitelek meetings in September 1987 and the party conference in May 1988 of the ruling Hungarian Socialist Worker's Party (Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, MSZMP). That Lakitelek meeting was the first public and demonstrative step toward the open and overt formation of political organizations in opposition to the regime.
 Ultimately, it was the coup by the Communist party ranks that made it possible for politicians more open to change to actually enter what then was the ruling state party.
 These reform politicians who rose to the antechambers of power took a rather long time to decide whether they favored reforms designed to salvage and „cure” the critically ill regime or if they preferred the method of „euthanasia” to get rid of it once and for all. In any case, the process that reared its head under circumstances of the Kádárian „mature post-totalitarianism”
 and started its progress haltingly and gropingly, had finally developed into a textbook case of a peaceful transition into democracy.

The close of the transition – as most authors writing on the period agree – is marked by the local and national governmental elections of 1990 and the establishment of fundamental democratic institutions of the new regime (constitutional court, local governments, etc.).
 Of everything that took place in the intervening period (from early 1988 to late 1990) only the street demonstrations, parliamentary debates, ousting of representatives, the speeches delivered at assemblies on historical commemorations have been preserved in memory. Even these events were preserved for the collective memory largely in the flickering images of television coverage. In order to fill this gap, the literature of Hungarian social science has attempted to capture and interpret – on the fly, as it were – the transformation through a number of excellent contemporary analyses,
 comparative chronologies,
 and the publication and analysis of party documents.
 These are complemented by a long and ever increasing list of analyses and recollections, personal opinions published in memoirs and volumes of conference papers, interview sessions
 and studies on particular political organizations.
 But what actually was said and by whom at the 1989 roundtable talks, has only been preserved in the black box
 of the regime change.

The concept of „roundtable talks” as used in the title of this book, needs a little elaboration. The political use of the phrase „roundtable” entered the vocabulary of the Hungarian opposition after the Polish roundtable talks. In Poland in the 1980s, there was one single all-encompassing opposition movement – the trade union Solidarnosc (Solidarity) – and by the fall of 1988, the Polish party leadership had to come to terms with the fact that without giving legal recognition to Solidarity, the population at large will not be receptive to the reforms initiated by the Polish United Worker's Party (PZPR). Therefore in Poland it was the legalization of the political opposition that became the prerequisite for the liberalization and democratization of the regime, thus it was natural that it should become one of the focal points of the roundtable talks. All were seated around one huge roundtable: the Communist Party, the government, Solidarity, the Catholic Church and representatives of the state trade unions and the Communist satellite parties. The dominant figures of the Polish opposition were very familiar with the events of the democratic transition of 1975-77 in Spain,
 and were attempting to use similarly peaceful means to attain the same goal themselves. The Polish roundtable talks lasted from early February to early April in 1989 and resulted in the unconditional recognition of Solidarity and the decision to hold „restricted but free” general elections in June 1989.
 Solidarity at the time could afford the luxury of being only one in a mixed company of varied political weight during the talks as they were well aware that their huge popular support will allow them to take the roundtable agreements under revision later – which is precisely what had eventually happened.
 

In Hungary, however, the roundtable was set up by the opposition itself, for the purpose of synchronizing the activities of opposition organizations. Therefore, at the talks, the Opposition Roundtable (Ellenzéki Kerekasztal, EKA) – comprising nine opposition organizations – was only one of the „sides,” the other two being the reigning Communist Party on the one hand and the Third Side
 (comprising organizations close to the Communists) on the other. The founders of the EKA were the following organizations: Alliance of Free Democrats (Szabad Demokraták Szövetsége, SZDSZ), Bajcsy-Zsilinszky Friendship Society (Bajcsy-Zsilinszky Endre Baráti Társaság, BZSBT), Democratic League of Independent Trade Unions (Független Szakszervezetek Demokratikus Ligája,, FSZDL),  Federation of Young Democrats (Fiatal Demokraták Szövetsége, Fidesz), Hungarian Democratic Forum (Magyar Demokrata Fórum, MDF), Hungarian People’s Party (Magyar Néppárt, MNP), Independent Smallholders’ Party (Független Kisgazdapárt, FKGP), Social Democratic Party of Hungary (Magyarországi Szociáldemokrata Párt, MSZDP). Later, in early June 1989, the Christian Democratic People’s Party Kereszténydemokrata Néppárt, KDNP) joined the EKA. The opposition held their own roundtable talks first, then emerged on the scene now as the Opposition Roundtable, representing a unified position. Thus, in the spring of 1989, the opposition was able to hold bilateral preparatory talks with the representatives of the MSZMP and later, in the summer, three-sided talks on social and political issues with the representatives of both the MSZMP and the Third Side. Later, however, all of these talks came to be thought of by the public as roundtable talks.



         



*

There are few peaceful and democratic periods to be found in the 20th-century history of Hungary. Scanning the decades of the 20th century for moments of historical significance, it is beyond doubt that the 1989 change ranks as one of the most outstanding events of the century.

The dualist regime of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy gave the people peace and prosperity – but it was a liberal, constitutional monarchy, not democracy. Then in 1914, the country entered the war and in the chaotic years following the defeat, it was rocked by ephemeral revolutions (first democratic, then anti-democratic ones) in 1918-19. The peace treaty signed at Trianon (near Paris) gave Hungary its independence but took two-thirds of all of its territory. The following years saw a number of politically mixed periods – none of them democratic – under the regency of Miklós Horthy. This era was characterized by a revisionist, national-Christian ideology and half-democratic, half-constitutional traits. Franchise was extended, an opposition party (the Social Democrats) was legalized and people could vote in secret in the bigger cities, though throughout most of the country, voting was public and open. It was a pluralist, multi-party system, but the elections were always carried by the governing party. Freedom of press prevailed for a time, but the close of the era saw the introduction of censorship. As an ally of Nazi Germany, the regime conducted an increasingly worsening discrimination against its own Jewish citizens after 1938. From March 1944 to June 1991, Hungary had been occupied by foreign troops stationed on her soil, so the sovereignty of the country in the political and military sense was restricted in a fundamental way. In 1944 and early 1945, the country was run by a Nazi puppet government called the Arrow Cross and the country became a theater of war.

The close of the war (by yet another defeat) in 1945 marked the commencement of democratic developments which were arrested by Stalinist sovietization initiated by the occupying powers in 1947-48. Between 1945 and 1947, the regime was based on free elections but could only be called half-democratic as the Soviet control gave no chance to the opposition, forced the major parties to form a great coalition and disenfranchised hundreds of thousands of citizens. Finally, the Communist Party, which was given control over all the armed forces, began to clamp down on the adherents of democratic ideals. The Communist dictatorship (under the leadership of Mátyás Rákosi and Ernő Gerő till October 1956 and of János Kádár after the 1956 revolution) between the years 1948 and 1962 exercised totalitarian control,
 which was only mitigated by the „thawing” of 1953-54 and defeated only for 12 days in the revolution of 1956. 

The following period of 1962 to 1989 can be described as a softer, post-totalitarian dictatorship, characterized simultaneously by a relative openness to economic reforms and by the political monopoly of the Communist Party.
 The twilight of the regime lasted from 1985 to 1989. The „leading forces” of the critically ill regime, i.e. the Communists, were by 1989 forced to accept the idea of representative democracy. The Communist Party opened negotiations with the opposition, gave up its status as the state party and accepted the new constitution. As the result of the roundtable talks, a democratic Republic was declared in October 1989. The decade that has passed since the free and fair elections of 1990, was the first one to see a democratic Hungary during the thousand-year old history of the country.

From this particular point of view, it seems difficult to overestimate the significance of the changes of 1989 and the mature, compromise-ready politics of the sides involved. It is only the first and last decades of this calendar century that gave Hungary a chance – the other eight have often been described by such phrases as „having developed” in a „deformed,” „belated,” „forced” manner in „roundabout” way of „contingency paths.”  Political parlance reflects a splitting consciousness – the buzzwords of the era were „dual social structure,” „double economy,” „split image of society,” „twofold system of values” and so on. The events of 1989 were of international importance, since they marked the collapse of a system that proclaimed itself an alternative to the market economies of democratic societies. The Communist experiment in Central and Eastern Europe was over – and its demise swept like wildfire over the region to reach the Soviet Union itself in 1991. Speaking in terms of global processes, all this fits into a trend of democratization which in the 15 years after its commencement in the mid-seventies, saw most countries of Latin America, Southern Europe, Central and Eastern Europe get rid of dictatorship.

The fact that Hungary became one of the new democracies, is not attributable to a single factor only. There are numerous internal and external causes that brought about the collapse of the old regime in this particular way, in this particular time. As far as the internal causes are concerned, we must stress the impact of the 1956 revolution, the diminishing performance of the economy, the exhaustion of the social reserves of the regime, the disintegration of the ideology and the willingness to compromise on the part of the new and the old elite. Among the most important external factors, we must number the defeat in the Cold War, the crippling consequences of the arms race, the social and ethnic conflicts that made the Eastern Bloc bursting at the seams, the coordinated, evolutionist strategies of the democratic opposition in a number of these countries, the corresponding, human rights-based foreign policies of the Western countries and finally, the rise to the top of the Soviet part hierarchy of First Secretary Gorbachev who introduced a style of politics open to compromise. Taken by themselves, any of these causes constitute an important and integral part in the process, but the fact that they occurred more or less simultaneously created highly favorable circumstances for the democratic turn.

It is precisely for this reason that we must not overestimate the importance of the Hungarian roundtable talks: they provided an important link in the great historical chain of events taking place at the turn of the decade. In Poland and Hungary, it was these talks that led to the changes, but in Eastern Germany and Czechoslovakia, they only legitimized and institutionalized the changes after the fact. But one way or another, an essential change of regime took place in all these countries. The following table offers an overview on the nature and significance of the roundtable talks in different countries in East Central Europe.

Table 1.  The Roundtable Talks in East Central Europe in comparative perspective.
Country
Time

Participants
   Main Issues

Result

Significance

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Poland

February-
Communist
   legalization of
pact,

       decisive



April, 1989.    Party (CP)    
   Solidarity,

semi-free





        Catholic Church,
   rules of transition,
elections





Solidarity, etc.   elections

Hungary
June-Sept.
CP,
    
   rules of transition,
pact,

       decisive



1989.

Opposition
   constitution-

plebiscite,






Roundtable,
   making,

free elections





Third Side
   elections                                                             

Czecho-
Nov.-Dec.
government,
   institutionalization
power-sharing
     
partly

slovakia
1989.              CP, Civic
   of changes,

free elections
        decisive





Forum, Public
   policy issues



GDR

January-
CP, 

   policy issues,
power-sharing

non-



March 1990.
New Forum,
   (failed) constitut-
no impact on
        decisive





Civic orgs.
   ion making

free elections

Bulgaria
January-
Socialist Party   constitution-

pact,


partly



May 1990.    (ex-communists),  making,

free elections
        decisive





Union of
   policy issues







        Democratic Forces                                                                             

Romania
February-
National
  policy issues

no impact on 

non-



March, 1990. 
Salvation Front,


free elections
        decisive





fragmented                                                                                   





opposition groups                                                                          

Source: compiled by the author.

It was only the GDR and Romania where the roundtable talks did not play any significant role in the process of transition. In East Germany, the “GDR-revolution” of the Fall, 1989, was quickly forgotten when the option of German reunification became available. In Romania, the paralel putsch and revolution of December 1989 brought a heterogenous political group to power (the National Salvation Front), led by ex-communist politicians. Those were not even interested in a power-sharing formula: they used the “roundtable” as a facade of democratization only. In fact, their main concern was to prevent the emergence of democratic pluralism before the elections.







*

Early on, the formation of the Hungarian Opposition Roundtable could be considered vital from the points of view of self-defense on the one hand (in thwarting the usual Communist strategy of divide-and-conquer which was banking on separate talks) and of the political coordination of the opposition on the other hand. Unlike the Polish Solidarity, the parties of the Hungarian opposition evolved out of relatively isolated groups and circles within the intelligentsia
 and were therefore rather weak and vulnerable on their own. In the aftermath of the greatly significant demonstration
 on March 15, 1989, these circles became aware and confident of their social backing and popular support and a week later, on March 22, at the initiative of the Independent Lawyer’s Forum (Független Jogász Fórum, FJF), the Opposition Roundtable was formed.

The process of the roundtable talks in Hungary can be divided into three easily discernible phases. The first phase lasted from the formation of the Opposition Roundtable to the commencement of the National Roundtable Talks, that is, from March 22 to June 10, 1989. The first three months of these talks constitute the second and most decisive phase – that is, the period from June 13 to September 18, 1989. Finally, the third phase of the process commenced after the declaration of the Republic on October 23 and is characterized by such issues as the redefinition of the identity of the Opposition Roundtable, the acceptance of the government as a negotiating partner and questions closely tied in with the approaching general elections. This phase lasted from November 1989 to April 1990 and saw the Opposition Roundtable gradually lose its political significance and witnessed an increasing rivalry between the formerly united factions and organizations that had participated in it.

The opposition organizations united by the Opposition Roundtable were all in agreement (there was unanimous agreement over this at the founding meeting without a formal voting procedure) that only those organizations can become members which satisfy the following requirements: (1) their goal is the attainment of the people’s sovereignty, (2) they refuse to share in the privileges of the monopoly of power and (3) they form no alliance with such entities (i.e. with those in power).
 To ensure maximum unity, the participants agreed on a procedural regulation which stipulated that all EKA decisions will be consensus-based, that is, the dissention of even one of the participants would veto a decision. This regulation proved to be a great cohesive force. From this point on, all participating organizations had to weigh their vote carefully and make sure that their dissenting vote was so important for them as to prevent the Opposition Roundtable from reaching a decision. During its history, the EKA had often been pushed to the verge of splitting or near disintegration – in some cases the „twelve angry men” continued their heated debate until the last moment and beyond – but by and large the participants understood that the unity of the opposition was a priceless asset and destroying this unity carried with it a grave burden of responsibility. However, this did not mean that in questions of internal procedures, the members could only cast a “yes” vote. Good many times they abstained from voting or stipulated that their “no” vote served only to clarify issues within the EKA but did not constitute a veto.

This principle of consensus-based decision making – a subtler version of which was extended to the trilateral talks in the summer, though with certain restrictions applied to the organizations of the Third Side – had a great impact on the evolving political culture of democracy. The participants in the talks endeavored to make this consensus-based exercise of power principle take hold, even of only to a certain extent, in the new parliament as well. All the players in the „negotiated revolution” were convinced that the game was an open one and its end result could not yet be called – as far as the future was concerned, they were wearing a „cloak of ignorance” and were wont to over-ensure the success of the democratic transition. To a certain extent, everybody involved was hoping to win, even if they were to lose the elections.

While the opposition was using all means to close their ranks and unite their forces, the Communist Party was pressing for bilateral talks all along. Their idea was a two-sided conference, a table with the MSZMP on one end and the Opposition Roundtable on the other. They attempted to tag the negotiation as a „dialogue between those in power and the society.” But this stance was unacceptable both to the Party as a whole and to those groups close to MSZMP, who nevertheless wanted to distance themselves from the Communists. Thus, after the preparatory negotiations between the two sides that had taken place behind closed doors, the compromise of trilateral talks was reached. It was agreed that civil organizations close to the Communists will constitute a third, unified and independent side at the National Roundtable Talks to begin in mid-June. It was also agreed that further groups can only take part in the talks as observers („a fourth side”) and even that only at the invitation of the Speaker of the House.

Even though the Opposition Roundtable had good reasons to assume that their constituent organizations enjoyed significant popular support, its claim to legitimacy was as problematic as that of those on the other end of the negotiating table. As soon as the EKA accepted a curb on the open and public nature of the talks, it had to come to face the accusations that it was striking an elitist bargain and going over the heads of the people, in other words, that it was trying to share power with the Communists.
 This is why the Opposition Roundtable was so adamant in the beginning to emphasize that it had no plans to negotiate in constitutional or economic matters and that it had no mandate from the people to set up new institutions and offices such as the constitutional court or the office of the President of the Republic. Its representatives held the view that in these matters, only the newly and freely elected parliament would be empowered to make decisions. Trying to define its own role in the transition, it decided that it must take part in the creation of the „seminal laws” (e.g. the electoral law or the party financing regulations) that will lead to free elections, else the government may submit these to the parliament without the opposition – but also that it must assume no further role.

By this time, the Communists showed willingness to go beyond the Polish compromise and to accept the premise that the end result of the negotiations must be a legal guarantee for free and clean elections, which secured them no formal advantage whatsoever. At this time, the Communist Party not only accepted the multi-party system as it did February 1989, but also conceded the point that the change might not necessarily take place in the framework of „socialist pluralism”.
 The Communists also realized that for them to have a chance in a truly pluralistic field, their people had to be present in the more important new institutions and offices. That is why the representatives of MSZMP were so adamant to bring to the negotiating table the issues of the revision of the Constitution, the method of election and powers of the President of the Republic and the setting up of the constitutional court. At first, they were also anxious to bring matters of the economy into the negotiations, but when Rezső Nyers was elected head of the party, this emphasis was dropped and as far as their significance was concerned, negotiations on the economy were lagging far behind the political talks. At the same time, representatives of the MSZMP insisted that agreement in all these issues was a prerequisite for the successful execution of a peaceful transition. At long last, the Opposition Roundtable accepted the proposal to put these items on the agenda, which resulted in the commencement of talks on the economy, the total revision of the old Constitution and the drafting of legislature beyond the „seminal laws” mentioned earlier.

The period of the trilateral talks in the summer of 1989 was characterized by further disintegration of the MSZMP
 and further headway made by the opposition parties.
 In the East Central European region, Poland was the only country where the struggle seemed to be decided, whereas in other countries, there was no hope for change. Thus, in the period lasting from the Polish elections to the East German „landslide” – from June to October 1989 – Hungary became the center of international political attention.
 In these few months, the only hope of advancing the democratic transition lay with the Hungarian roundtable talks. 

In this same period, the differences of opinion were becoming more discernible within the ranks of the EKA. There were some issues on which Opposition Roundtable managed to resolve internal differences, even if after lengthy debate, such as the election law and the issues of political party financing. Then there were other issues on which the Opposition Roundtable stood united but could not come to an agreement with the MSZMP. Such issues were the abolition of Party control over the public service media, the immediate dismantling of the Workers’ Militia with no successor organization to follow in its stead, the demand for the complete accounting for all Party property and possessions (which was only managed but not owned by the Party) and the declaration of a ban on organizing political party chapters at the work place.

As far as the office of the President was concerned, there were sharp differences of opinion within the Opposition Roundtable ranks which led to heated debates on when the President should be elected (before or after the free elections) and by what method (by the people or the new Parliament). On this issue, EKA had been unable to present a united front vis-à-vis the MSZMP from August 1989 so they kept putting off the decision in this regard. Finally, in mid-September, the Federation of Young Democrats (Fidesz) and the Alliance of Free Democrats (SZDSZ) came to the decision that since highly significant issues remained unresolved in the course of the negotiations, they would refrain from signing the September 18 agreement and would initiate a plebiscite with regard to the unresolved points. These included (1) the accounting for Party properties (2) the dismantling of the Party-controlled Workers’ Militia  (3) the ban on political organizations at the work place (4) the time and method for electing the President.

This was the very point at which the Opposition Roundtable had split in two. The majority of the signatory parties (BZSBT, KDNP, MDF, MNP) held the view that the agreement merely concluded a phase of the negotiations and there were no reasons why the talks could not be carried further until the unresolved issues could be settled. However, the representatives of Fidesz and SZDSZ saw no real chance for the negotiated resolution of these issues as the MSZMP had already commenced preparations for the immediate and direct election of the President. Also, at their congress of reorganization in October, the Communists continued to advocate their position of allowing political parties into the work place. The representatives of the Democratic League of Independent Trade Unions (FSZDL) also refrained from signing the September 18 agreement, claiming their observer status. Two other parties were also sensitive to the rapid changes in the mood of the people and their own members: and even though the FKGP was a full signatory and MSZDP also signed the agreement with the disclaimer that they had a dissenting opinion on the issue of the presidential elections taking place directly and before the general elections, they both joined the „coalition” collecting signatures and demanding a plebiscite.

As the Opposition Roundtable operated on a full-consensus basis, the veto of even one constituent organization could have prevented the agreement. In order to avoid this, a still-debated compromise was made and the opposition radicals renounced heir right to veto, thus making it possible for the others to sign the agreement. In exchange for this gesture, they were given an opportunity to announce,  in front of the television cameras covering the signing of the agreement, their plebiscite initiative which thus immediately became an issue of national concern. Thereby the moderate and radical wings of the EKA, even if inadvertently, practically encircled the MSZMP. The agreement signed by the moderates and the Communists bound the latter’s hands with regards to the parliamentary ratification of the seminal laws and constitutional modifications. As a result of this, the third Republic in Hungary was born on October 23, 1989. At the same time, the radical parties of the Opposition Roundtable were able to immediately launch their petition campaign. As a result, the shortest route to free elections was cleared by the so-called „four yes” plebiscite on November 26, 1989.

It was the joint result of the September 18 agreement and the successful November plebiscite that the Opposition Roundtable could fulfill its historical calling and original purpose: to peacefully take the country to the free general elections, to the threshold of democracy.







*

As far as the institutional and political transformation was concerned, the change of regime in Hungary took a rather short time. It was free from such compromises as may have slowed down or deformed the process and came to its conclusion quickly. It was no revolution in the traditional sense, that is to say, its participants – perhaps having learned the traumatic lesson of the crushed 1956 revolution – all wanted to avoid violence at all cost. The goal was not to „raze to the ground” all edifices of the old regime and build new institutions in their place – but to „reconstruct” as fully as possible the old institutions and make them meet the demands of democracy.
 It was more than reform but less than a revolution. As Jon Elster put it, it was not unlike the insanely difficult undertaking when somebody attempts to rebuild the boat while sailing on open sea.

The Hungarian constitutional revolution was a radical one in that it had brought about the change of regime and turned dictatorship into a democracy. Formally speaking, however, we must consider it rather conservative as in order to avoid violence, it worked with the old regime for the transformation and in many cases, it filled the old forms with new content. This is why the constitutional revolution could be called a „glorious” one (in the sense it was used in 17th century England): because it focused on negotiating changes as opposed to attempting to bring them about by violence.
 It was as lawful and legitimate as the bloodless Hungarian  revolution of March-April 1848 or the often cited democratic transition in Spain. Formally speaking, the roundtable talks could be seen as part of the „social debate” that, according to the tenets of the old regime, had to precede legislation. Therefore, paradoxical a notion as it may be, the forces of democracy got rid of the old regime by sticking to the letter of the Communist constitution.






*

This book is divided into two main parts. In the more voluminous Part One, scholars of the Hungarian democratic transition discuss the most relevant aspects of the roundtable talks.
 The first section of Part One deals with the politics of the transition by focusing on the participants: the political organizations, actors, situations and determinants of political choices. In these chapters, Zoltán Ripp and Melinda Kalmár analyze the negotiations from opposing perspectives: while Ripp follows the changing tactics and strategies of the opposition towards the Communist Party, Kalmár investigates the transformation of the MSZMP and analyzes the negotiating process from their perspective. These approaches differ in their points of reference, but both provide balanced accounts of the negotiations. This section also contains a chapter in political sociology, focusing on the process of pluralization and changes in the elite, and scrutinizing the possible relationship between the social backgrounds of the participants of the talks and their decisions in this crucial historical moment. This chapter was co-authored by András Bozóki and Gergely Karácsony.

The second section of Part One focuses on issues of institution-building, particularly the constitution-making process and the creation of the "party law" and the electoral system. Rudolf Tőkés dissects the constitution-making process and identifies different models used in the course of what became known as „institutional bargaining”. Ádám Masát describes the circumstances of the creation of the „party law,” while John W. Schiemann offers a detailed and accurate treatment of the origins of Hungary's curiously mixed electoral system.

The third section of Part One puts the Hungarian roundtable talks of 1989 into a broader context, employing a variety of different methods and perspectives. Alan Renwick examines the interaction between the elite and non-elite forces to demonstrate the importance of the latter, often neglected group in the transition process. The historian M. János Rainer introduces a new perspective when he examines the past through the role of historical memory. He applies his method in particular to analyze the impact and legacy of the 1956 revolution in the events of 1989. Andrew Arato brings the tools of comparative constitutionalism to the analysis of the roundtable talks when he compares different processes of democratization in different post-communist countries, as well as constitutional changes in and outside Europe. In his approach, the roundtable talks represent a characteristic way of change which makes an impact on the post-transition political settings. Finally, the last chapter in Part One, Csaba Békés analyzes the Hungarian transition by putting this historical case into international context. In his study, he uses the Cold War as his point of departure and examines the roundtable talks in the light of the fast-changing realities of the last phase of the Cold War, against the backrop of the dissolution of a bipolar global politics. 

Finally, Part Two contains eight key documents of the roundtable talks, introduced by András Bozóki and Zoltán Ripp. These documents are taken from that most important period between March 15, and September 18, 1989. They are accompanied with a detailed chronology of the roundtable talks, prepared by Erzsébet Ripp, as well as biographies of the 40 most important participants, prepared by András Bozóki. At the end, besides the notes to the documents, a bibliography aids the reader by providing detailed literature of the field.

Florence, May 5. 2001.
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