

        András Bozóki and Gergely Karácsony

The Making of a Political Elite: 

Participants of the Hungarian Roundtable Talks in 1989

This chapter seeks to explain the political motivations and actions of the participants of the Roundtable Talks on the basis of their antecedents. We are aware of the fact that an analysis of juvenile socialization and prior biography is, on its own, unable to give a full explanation of a political behavior in a given situation. There are political actions which are deducible from previous decisions characteristic and decisive of someone’s biography. However, there are others that are not. Presumably, the more routinized the way institutionalized democratic politics functions, the lesser the role played by political innovation based on experience brought from home and the broader juvenile community. What may justify our enterprise is our subject: the exceptional historical moment of the political transition, which brought new rivalling groups and, to some extent, a new political class to the surface. This exceptional period saw an increase in the value of prior historical experience and the symbolical political patterns, which, for want of other guiding principles, led the new political actors in a period termed „constitutional politics” by Dahrendorf
.

The participants of the negotiated revolution in 1989 arrived from several different directions, had followed different paths of life before they met and, suddenly and perhaps unexpectedly even for themselves, found themselves in a historical moment at the negotiating table.
 Depending on how involved they were in the negotiations, they spent weeks or months together, discussing a fundamental transformation of Hungary’s institutional system. And when the moment was over and the regime change took place, their ways parted. Some of them became members of the new political elite and formed the crème de la crème of the new political class; others turned to the economy and the business sector; some returned to their original professions. There were people who changed their lives fundamentally as they had to face new, previously unknown, challenges which broke the bonds of their previous lives. Others considered the whole period – the negotiations, concept making, and political discussions – as a short excursion, which did not play a particularly significant role in their life in retrospect either.

At any rate, 1989 proved to be an exceptional year for the change of the elite: while some used it as a springboard into political power, others enjoyed it as a transient opportunity to attract the spotlight to themselves. For the youngest, it was a trial game, the first occasion to try their political weight and show their potentials. For the oldest, it was a swansong, an opportunity to fulfil their decades old dreams and to complete their career before leaving the stage. For the losers of the Kádár regime, e.g. the formerly deported, the calumniated, the participants of the 1956 revolution or the dissidents, it provided political satisfaction. Finally, the winners, ie the members of the leading economic and political strata of the Kádár regime, were granted free withdrawal. 

A detailed analysis of the social and political background of the 573 participants has not yet been carried out although most of the relevant data are available now. A comprehensive analysis of the composition of the political actors and their groups would require the dimensions of a separate book. Therefore, what we can undertake in this essay is to sketch the rough outlines of their social background. We shall make the assumption that the political behaviour and manifestations, in their broadest sense, of the political actors who appeared in the given political vacuum were effected more strongly than usual by historically influenced cultural values and traditions „brought from home”. After all, their task in 1989 was not to adapt themselves to an already functioning democratic political system through adopting its own, existing, traditions; but to create a new regime together with its „new traditions”. The competition for the possession of the traditions and for making others accept them, and finding the identity of the new democracy was  part of the constitutional revolution in 1989, similarly to the institutional transformation in its narrower sense.

In the following, we shall first examine the participants of the parties of the Opposition Roundtable (EKA)
, after which we shall proceed to analyse the participants of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (MSZMP). In the concluding part of our essay, we shall address the connections between the change of the elite and the dynamic of the political transformation. 

1. The Opposition Roundtable

1.1 Historical Parties

The so-called historical political parties were characteristic phenomena of the Hungarian democratic transition. They had been established before the communist rule and were reorganised after its loosening in the form of civil organizations, and finally as reborn parties. These organizations, which, in contrast with the other opposition organizations, defined themselves as parties and referred often to the principle of legal continuity, i.e. that they had never been legally abolished and thus have a right to renew their activities as parties. Four of these parties participated in the National Roundtable Talks: the Independent Smallholders' Party (FKGP), Social Democratic Party of Hungary (MSZDP), the Christian Democratic People’s Party (KDNP) and the Hungarian People’s Party (MNP), as the legal successor of the pre-1948 National Peasants’ Party.

The historical perspective played an important role in the whole of the political transition, too. In Hungary, the democratic transformation in the field of thoughts and visions meant a move not only in the direction of the future but also of the past. After the communist dictatorship, the establishment of the new democracy was both a subsequent verification of the democratic traditions of the Hungarian political culture and modern Hungarian history, and a „restoration” of an interrupted democratic development, which had started decades before. The new beginning meant to many a completion of the „old beginning”
. 

The historical parties built bridges between the two distant phases of democratic development not only in cultural and ideological terms but also in terms of organization and through personal biographies. We must, of course, ask how strong these „bridges” were since they had to span long decades and radical social changes. The unsuccessful attempts of the historical parties, loaded with internal tensions, to create a modern identity already suggest a negative answer.

The history of the Independent Smallholders’ Party, which represented the interests of the land owning peasantry, goes back to the period preceding the first World War. However, it only acquired a truly important political role in the aftermath of the World War II., when, in the first free parliamentary elections in 1945, it received most of the votes of an electorate fearing a communist takeover. The party united several different political lines stretching from the clerical right to the national left. The latter have been assumed by many to have joined the party following the instructions of the Communist Party, which suspicion was probably not completely unfounded. At any rate, it is beyond doubt that the Communists used its inner division to wreck the party, which lost its importance completely within a few years. Its chief leaders emigrated; others were pushed into the background; while its members who had been working on the Communist takeover spent decades posturing in various representative, but politically weightless, offices.

The latter participated, among others, in the most important Communist satellite organization, the Patriotic People’s Front (HNF), which enabled former functionaries of the Smallholders’ Party to maintain relations with one another
. In the re-organization of the party, a prominent part was taken by the one-time third line of the party, who had survived the involuntarily apolitical decades without major confrontations and in medium-level positions, waiting for an occasion to revive the party. They had still been young when they had joined the party apparatus and, a few years later, they had to experience the break-up of the party and an interruption of their political career. For their belonging to the FKGP became the most important element of their social identity, their political strategy was, in the first place, motivated by the earliest possible restoration of the party as an organization. The political transformation did not necessarily mean to them the establishment of democratic rules; more importantly, it was perceived as an opportunity to continue their disrupted political careers within the framework of a reorganised party. In this respect, they were not radical, and were happy to bargain with the MSZMP, even in the absence of the other opposition parties. Nevertheless, they presented themselves as representatives of a rural party membership who had been deprived of all their belongings.

The cautious veterans (Vince Vörös, Tivadar Pártay and others) were persuaded to re-establish the party at the end of 1988 by a group of middle-age professional intellectuals. The members of this group came from bourgeois intellectual families, who had been declassed during the 1950s and exposed to renewed persecutions after 1956. After long detours, they managed to build up ordinary careers by the 1980s, but they felt all along that their class-alien origin and non-membership in the Communist Party blocked their advancement. For all their real and imaginary interests were attached to a regime change and their values differed fundamentally from the already declining dominant ideology, they engaged themselves with great intensity in the work of various opposition and semi-opposition organizations. Here, they attracted attention much more by their organizational skills than their theoretical well-preparedness. As, in spite of all their active work, they were increasingly squeezed out of the leadership of these organizations, which were beginning to take shape, both their courage and pragmatism induced them to create a radical opposition organization. This step, in contrast with and ahead of others, defined itself openly as a political party.

Those who had come from relatively outsider circles (Imre Boross, József Torgyán and others)  were aware of the intellectual backwardness of the party and could not accept that the old men of the party would arrogate the party leadership to themselves. They also knew that only a united action from the opposition would provide a chance to negotiate successfully with MSZMP; therefore they urged the party’s active participation in the Opposition Roundtable. Thus, they were more radical in terms of tactics than the other group within the party; while, in terms of political content, they were, sometimes, more moderate. The confrontation between the two groups accompanied the first years of the party’s history. It was later mildened by the fact that the anti-communists among the veterans supported the political goals of the middle-aged group, and also that many of the latter realized that their party career should be based on an unconditional loyalty to the old generation, in whom the members had confidence.

In some respects, the history of the Social Democratic Party of Hungary had been similar to that of the Smallholders’ Party. After a perhaps more vicissitudinous past than that of the latter, it had also been able to become a political factor only as Hungary was regaining her consciousness in the aftermath of the Second World War. By that time, however, the MSZDP was already divided between the classical Social Democratic and the Communist lines, and the representatives of the latter contributed considerably to the fact that the recovery of consciousness was soon followed by a new period of horror, the Communist takeover. After the unification with the Communist Party in 1948, the ways of former Social Democrats parted radically. Some of those who made a career within the state party became unconditional apologists of the Communist terror. Others, above all Rezső Nyers (last Secretary of the MSZMP and first President of its successor after October 1989, the Hungarian Socialist Party, MSZP), played a very important role in introducing the economic reforms of the Communists. The members of the „right wing” of the party, who refused its self-surrender, were more disturbing for the system than even the representatives of the bourgeois parties. Most of them were forced into emigration, and several of those who remained in the country were gaoled or, after 1956, hanged on the gallows.

The majority of the re-organizers of the party in 1989 (Tibor Baranyai, Imre Takács and others) were also former Social Democratic functionaries, in whose political career the most important turning point had been represented by 1948. All of them were born in Social Democrat working-class families and joined the MSZDP as adolescents. The unification of the parties meant a tragic break in their lives. While the „people’s” social policy enabled tens of thousands of working-class youths to receive university education, they became political class-aliens. Their peripheral existence was only aggravated by the persecutions, which followed their participation in the 1956 revolution. The wind of political change, however, made them move as well
. An opportunity was provided by the so called New March Front (ÚMF), an organization called into existence by Rezső Nyers, which set itself to build bridges between the Communist Party and the reformist intelligentsia of the Left.
 In the shade of this organization, a Social Democratic movement was established by aged, and for a long time persecuted, leading Social Democrats, who were consulting continuously with Nyers and were awaiting an opportunity to re-establish the party.

Similarly to the Smallholders’ Party, the reestablishment followed the pressure of the middle-aged groups who were appearing around the old men of the party. Many of the former left the Communist Party in 1988, towards which their attitude had been rather ambivalent. They knew that the state party would be unable to renew itself in the direction of social democracy and the MSZDP could thus have a chance on the democratic Left. While the old social democrats of working-class origin became class-aliens during the „dictatorship of the proletariat”, the members of the new generation made their careers during the consolidation which followed the 1956 revolution. As they got acquainted with social democratic politics in Western Europe, their left identity gradually matured into an opposition attitude. For they did not belonged to the losers of the old regime, the formation of their opposition political attitude was not without problems.

The party’s historical wing consisting of its older members were worried by the presence of former MSZMP members within the party, and they claimed their „historical right” to the leadership of the party. They had devoted their entire lives to social democracy and now felt that they had suffered too much during the previous decades to let former MSZDP members seize the party for themselves. In some cases, their fear turned almost into paranoia: they tended to regard every enthusiastic young person as a Communist agent. However, their anti-communism did not stop them from maintaining good relations with several leading Communist politicians. The inner conflicts finally led to the secession of the most influential groups and a full loss of significance of the party.

Another participant in the negotiations, the Hungarian People’s Party was established as the legal successor of the National Peasant’ Party which had been founded in 1938. The NPP was created by middle-class intellectuals, who formed the circle of népi (national populist) writers in the inter-war period. Their goal was to assure the political representation of the peasantry. Although the cultural impact of the movement was exceptionally strong, its intellectual character prevented it from becoming a significant political player. Its populist ideology, now with an extreme right, then with an extreme left content, searched for a third way between the allegedly too superficial and individualistic West European societies and the Soviet Union, which they considered excessively collectivist.

The Communist collaborators within the party interpreted this in such a way that the necessary premises of a Communist dictatorship should be accepted and, at the same time, one should try to find points outside the sphere of politics at which the system could be made more humane and liveable. From the 1960s on, the representatives of this approach were able to enjoy rising, if not uninterrupted, careers. They filled leading positions in agricultural co-operatives, state farms, ministerial administrations and the leadership of the Patriotic People’s Front, whose very function was to meet the claims of certain groups to participate in the public life without allowing them to engage in real political decision making. While the party members who refused to obey the Communists had a chance to experience personally the inhumanity of their methods, the collaborators learned from their own example that small scale improvements are worth the odium of being counted as “fellow travellers”.
 Unlike the Communist reformer intellectuals, the former members of the Peasant’ Party were not working on the disintegration of the system from inside but were building it from outside. When the system, however, began to dissolve, they thought the time was ripe for presenting themselves as an autonomous political force. Their first step in this direction was the establishment of the Veres Péter Society
, which received support from the Patriotic People’s Front and its leader, the reform Communist politician, Imre Pozsgay.

The broader circle around Pozsgay also included the middle-class intellectuals who shared the leadership of the MNP in 1989 with the former members of the National Peasant’ Party. Most of them were first generation intellectuals born in Budapest, who became members of the Communist Party in the 1970s, i.e. in their early twenties and at the beginning of their careers. However, their attitude towards the Communist rule was ambivalent: at once critical and ready for compromise. Their criticism was not formulated in political terms; it was much more a cultural criticism, which was pacified in a paternalistic fashion by some of the more empathetic representatives of the political leadership, above all Imre Pozsgay. As educators, sociologists or journalists, they were engaged in analysing and organising local societies, which pushed the necessity of developing a rational critical attitude towards the existing political system as whole into the background.

Among the historical parties, the Christian Democratic People’s Party was the last one to be reorganised, despite the fact that it is the only party in whose case one can talk of a real historical continuity. This apparent contradiction is a consequence of the specific, sub-cultural, character of the party.
 Its re-founders endeavoured to revive and represent not simply a party but an institutionally autonomous Catholic world.

Before 1948, this world did exist in Hungary. Although the Communist dictatorship annihilated the institutional system of the Catholic Church almost completely (e.g. the majority of church schools were nationalized), institutional autonomy survived the Communist rule – even if at the price of equivocal gestures. And, although the representatives of the Catholic Church kept their distance from the opposition initiatives, which had been appearing since the 1970s, it was able to continue to transmit a Weltanschauung which was quite different from the official one.

The milder political climate of the 1980s made possible the reestablishment of the sub-cultural organizations around the Church. Again, the revivers were supported by the HNF led by Pozsgay. However, despite the recovery of a public life with a Christian spirit, the organisers kept out of the increasingly louder opposition movements. The turning point came with the establishment of the Márton Áron Society
 in 1988, whose membership no longer comprised exclusively of extremely cautious one-time party functionaries but included middle-aged intellectuals responsive to the ideology of Christian Democracy. Once more, it was the relatively young who persuaded the hesitant veterans to declare the reestablishment of the party.

Thus, there were basically two generations represented within the re-organized KDNP. The members of the older generation (like Sándor Keresztes) had participated already in the temporarily flourishing political life after the Second World War. Their entire life had been attached to the Church and the Christian Socialist organizations around the Church; many of them found refuge there when they were forced to the periphery of society. The members of the younger generation were born after the World War (e. g. László Surján, György Giczy) and could, hence, learn about the meaning of Christian democracy only from history books and stories told by the old. All of them went to Catholic secondary schools and, being in a symbolically oppressed position, they created strong solidarity bonds among one another. The latent solidarity across the different generations seemed to form a potentially solid basis for a renaissance of Christian democracy in Hungary. By the time, however, that these latent bonds became manifest, it was clear that Christian democracy did not mean the same thing for everyone: the cover of ideological unity had hidden differing political intentions.

When the KDNP was established, the Opposition Roundtable had already started functioning; so joining it was an obvious step for many within the party. However, the older members were against it: they argued that the party was not yet well organized enough and it should therefore concentrate on its own problems. They believed that the notions of being „opposition”, „right” or „left” need not be applied to their own party, which should aim to create a broad social consensus on the basis of Christian thought and pragmatic political action
. And if one wants to create such a party, it is, in principle, much more important to strengthen the party organization and the pillar institutions around it than to transform the political field. The representatives of the younger generation finally succeeded and the party joined the Opposition Roundtable. However, the party continued to maintain a very moderate stance. For a rapid political transformation would have been just as unfavourable for the re-formation of the Catholic-Christian subculture as a political regression.

1.2. Three non-party organizations: The Bajcsy-Zsilinszky Friendship Society, The Democratic League of Independent Trade Unions, and the Federation of Young Democrats

The member organizations of the Opposition Roundtable also included three civil organizations: the Democratic League of Independent Trade Unions (FSZDL, or, the League), the Bajcsy-Zsilinszky Friendship Society (BZSBT), and the Federation of Young Democrats (Fidesz). The BZSBT had started as a cultural group aiming at the preservation of traditions and the protection of Hungarian minorities abroad; the League had originally been an alternative trade union, whereas Fidesz had been created as a youth political organization. 

All three organizations played important roles in laying down the road which led to the negotiations. Their strategy formulated in 1988 was a strategy of civil society. As for the dynamic of the transition, the BZSBT and the League endeavoured to mobilize the politically passive social groups through broadening the civil society and spreading an evolutionist civil strategy
. By contrast, the leaders of Fidesz believed in quick, surprising actions that would suddenly revive the civil society and present the Communists with a fait accompli.

In 1989, however, the strategy of the civil society seemed increasingly mere tactics compared to the new strategy pursued by the opposition forces: the strategy of united confrontation with the holders of political power.
 Nevertheless, when opposition organizations appeared as representatives of Hungarian society against the MSZMP, this reasoning was defendable and, indeed, politically effective.

The Democratic League of Independent Trade Unions was established as a loose association of alternative trade union movements in late 1988. Its most important member organization was the Democratic Trade Union of Academic Employees (TDDSZ), which had been created in response to the politically motivated intimidation of academic research institutes. Since such pressure was exerted mainly upon human and social scientists, the founding members of the organization came almost exclusively from these disciplines.

The socio-cultural background of this group and the biographies of its members were in many ways similar to those of the dissident intellectuals of the democratic opposition. There was not a generation gap between them either. Most of them were born in the second half of the 1940s or the first half of the 1950s. Although nearly all of them stemmed from intellectual families in Budapest, many of them started their intellectual careers only after some detours. Their cultural capital brought from home and the experience of the years spent in unskilled jobs or as journalist trainees developed in them a desire to understand intellectually and solve existing social problems. As reform-economists or sociologists, they often concluded their analyses with recommendations about what should be done: they felt familiar in a discourse, which combined scientific, charitable and political considerations. They tried to remain inside the trenches of the academic institutional system but attempted to help, as much as they could, those members of the democratic opposition who were leading a „free floating” existence.
 In fact, their active engagement in the public life was a reaction to the political attacks against the academic institutional system.

The renewed conflict between social scientists and political decision-makers had its roots in the late 1960s. It was then that the new effort of the Communist political power to gain legitimacy was articulated, which, breaking with the propagandistic image of reality they had formerly insisted upon, tried to rely on a „scientifically founded” modernization program
. It soon became clear, however, that Hungarian social science would fulfil the expectations of the political power only partially; in several cases, it actually questioned the most important goals of the system concerning legitimacy.

The fact that the development of trade union pluralism in Hungary can be attached to the establishment of an academic trade union is far from being accidental. Although 1988 saw strikes at several points of the country, Hungarian society was not responsive to forms of collective interest enforcement. The articulation and representation of community interests became overwhelmingly a task of the intellectuals and it became indistinguishable from the interest representation of intellectuals. Despite its best intentions, the League, joined by reformist pedagogues, and artists and journalists trying to widen the circles of public discussion, was unable to become a real trade union; it remained a lobby group of intellectuals. Although its representatives succeeded in preventing the passing of an antidemocratic strike bill proposed by the government, the League resembled a well-functioning think-tank rather than a trade union. It was not its social weight but the arguments of its experts, which forced the government to retreat. Its activities in the National Roundtable talks were reminiscent only in part of the activities of a trade union. Although the League emphasized strongly the importance of the negotiations about economic matters, it was quick to realize that the most important item on the agenda was the transformation of the political regime and it adjusted itself to this strategy. For most of the negotiators of the League were also members of the liberal Alliance of Free Democrats (SZDSZ), it became a supporter of the SZDSZ during the inner polarization process of the Opposition Roundtable.

The Bajcsy-Zsilinszky
 Friendship Society was established with the assistance of Imre Pozsgay's Patriotic People's Front at the beginning of 1986. The Society’s main goal was to revive the national political traditions and draw attention to the problems of the Hungarian minorities beyond the borders of the country. While the League considered social solidarity as the constitutive element of a civil society to be organized in opposition to political power, the representatives of BZSBT thought this element should be the consciousness of national identity. The climax of the society’s activities was its dominant role in organizing a demonstration of several thousand people against the destruction of villages in Transylvania in the summer of 1988, with which it was probably helped by its traditionally good relationship with Pozsgay.

The BZSBT was established by members of the inter-war generation, who had entered the political arena for the first time in 1944-45, in the colours of the Smallholders’, the Social Democratic Party or the Communist Party. Most of them were born into bourgeois, middle-class families, many of them in the Hungarian communities of neighbouring countries. Not least because of their different family background from the mainstream of their generation, they lost their illusions about the new system rather quickly. 1956 already found them among the participants of the revolution. This group included the Society’s president Károly Vígh, who had established a close relationship with Imre Pozsgay in the 1980s and who was also an old friend of József Antall’s, who later became president of the Hungarian Democratic Forum (MDF). For most of the negotiators representing the Society were also members of the MDF, it was not surprising that the BZSBT delegation was the closest political partner of the MDF within the Opposition Roundtable.

The Federation of Young Democrats was established by members of various autonomous university clubs in the spring of 1988. It was the first openly political organization, which set itself in its founding charter to break the existing power monopoly of the League of Communist Youth  (KISZ) among the youth. The college students and young intellectuals who founded the federation made no secret of their intention to contribute to the creation of a „new Hungary” which would be fundamentally different from the existing one.

Apart from the threat of being expelled, these young people had nothing to lose. Ever since the national meeting of university clubs in 1985 they had been making conscious preparations not only to replace the generation ahead of them in the professional field, but also to make sure that the changes would have political consequences as well. Their professional development was first accompanied, then overshadowed by the process of their maturation as politicians. The world of university clubs, collectivist, and controllable and comprehensible only for insiders, was favourable to verbally talented, ready to act, gifted would-be politicians, who were able to exercise a great influence on their peers thanks to their radical behaviour
.

This group had no opportunity to take root in the previous system. Apart from a few exceptions, the leading figures of the Fidesz (Viktor Orbán, László Kövér and others) were first generation intellectuals of provincial origin, who had studied at Budapest universities and, as students, established close links with the democratic opposition: they invited its members to university clubs or even joined in their oppositional activities. Coming from the countryside, mostly from working class families, they travelled the journey of social and geographic mobility up into the elite in 10-15 years. For others, this journey took several generations. Another important group within the Fidesz was formed by young intellectuals coming from smaller towns. Their parents belonging to the local elite, it was the life in a metropolis and the university life-style which were entirely new and novel for them.

Both groups were accepted quickly by the opposition sub-culture in Budapest. The main difference between the two groups was that those with an intellectual background assimilated quickly to this sub-culture, while the students of working class origin were anti-elitist and possessed a more radical rhetoric. They were also more suspicious of and ill-disposed towards the official establishment of the party state, the university leadership and even the opposition elite in Budapest. They did not want to assimilation with the Budapest elite but outdo and beat it, which is a possible explanation of their subsequent conflicts. Finally, an important, if not determinant, role was played by young Budapest intellectuals of at least second generation. Most of them, however, left the party later on.

This company, dominated by Budapest university students of provincial origin, was joined by young, non-intellectual groups who were most often termed „lumpen elements” by the Communist propaganda. The “Workers’ Group” of the Fidesz consisted of low skilled or unskilled young people from Budapest, with a working class or a lower middle class background. They formulated radically base democratic and occasionally populist demands not only against the regime and the Communist Party but also towards the Fidesz leadership. At the same time, this group was complemented as a matter of course by the polyglot children of educated middle class families with an intellectual background spanning several generations, who were attracted first of all by the fresh voice and the alternative character of the Fidesz. They lent a liberal-cosmopolitan character to the Fidesz.

Its characteristic radicalism determined the Fidesz’s behaviour during the Roundtable talks and the political events influencing them. Fidesz was a supporter of opposition unity but dismissed premature negotiations with the MSZMP and the politics of „national reconciliation” dictated by the state party and supported by the moderate opposition. They thought there could be no reconciliation without breaking with the past; and as there had been no such breaking, the first task is to accomplish this, at least symbolically. That is why the most charismatic member of the organization, Viktor Orbán, said at the funeral of Imre Nagy, the reform Communist Prime Minister of the 1956 revolution, that the youth respected Nagy for having been able to break with his Communist conviction for the sake of his people. Undoubtedly, the radical youth of the Fidesz respected more than Imre Nagy those who did not need to become martyrs in order to be justified and never served dictatorial ideas in their lives.

In a disintegrating dictatorship, which had lost much of its ideological substance, and its penetrating sceptical-cynical intellectual culture, the radical and rational stance of the Fidesz leaders worked fresh, almost as an embodiment of „positive thinking”. Their legal and economic professional socialization played an important part in all this. They had had an opportunity to acquire the skills of rational reasoning and learn the references and the cardinal points within the constitution which were relevant to the principles of democracy and the rule of law. The leaders of the Fidesz did not refer to ideologies against the state ideology, which was crumbling away anyway. They referred to rights as opposed to the existing laws. The early Fidesz was both radical and pragmatic liberal. This sounds as a paradox because radical movements tend to be less pragmatic and more ideological in all countries; in fact, they are often even dogmatic.  However, radicalism was here a radicalism of action rather than ideas.

The representatives of the Fidesz at the roundtable talks adopted a much more restrained voice than the organization’s aggressive base would have suggested. Although the representatives of the Fidesz who were considered „moderate” participated in the talks as well, the restrained voice did not mean a surrender of the organization’s radical programme or the transitional strategy emphasizing the necessity of breaking with the past. Despite their youth, the competence of the Fidesz members were questioned by none of the other participants when the negotiating delegations of the working committees were set up.
 The goal to be reached during the talks was identical for all Fidesz delegates: they wanted to create conditions in which free elections could be held and to lay down the foundations of a stable, democratic, and constitutional state. This aim was later on complemented by the demand that the country must keep functioning; a peaceful  transition was a fundamental principle for the Fidesz, which condemned violence, as well. During the roundtable talks, the Fidesz became one of the most important strategic allies of the Alliance of Free Democrats. The representatives of the two parties were in agreement about the majority of the discussion points and the most important questions.

1.3. The leading parties of the Opposition Roundtable: the Hungarian Democratic Forum and the Alliance of Free Democrats

All contemporary documents and subsequent recollections of the events make it clear that the Hungarian Democratic Forum and the Alliance of Free Democrats formed the two leading parties of the Opposition Roundtable. They were the two most influential parties, which were created by the social movements of the 1980s (complemented by the Fidesz, which had, in a certain respect, a different character but articulated a similarly distinct stance). These movement initiatives transformed into a „forum” (MDF) or a „network” and later a „alliance” (SZDSZ), which in turn became the determinant parties of the emerging Hungarian democracy.

The two parties differed culturally to quite some extent. The main reason for this was to be found in their different answers to the modernization dilemma which had been characteristic of Hungarian political culture for many decades. Leaders of the Hungarian Democratic Forum considered the népi (national populist) writers’ movement of the 1930s as their most important intellectual predecessor. The Alliance of Free Democrats, growing out of the democratic opposition of the 1980s, was a successor of the West-oriented, radical-liberal and social democratic, urban intellectual tradition. The népiek (national populists) believed that the best solution to the problems of Hungarian society would be the creation of an original Hungarian way, based on the people’s existing characteristics. The liberal group advocated the introduction of the patterns of the modern civil democracies, which had been developed in the West. Although both groups had to face the same opponent, the MSZMP and the political system of the Communist dictatorship, this made them behave for a long time as merely tactical rather than truly strategic allies. Both groups represented cultural networks and intellectual circuits present in Hungarian intelligentsia and, in fact, raised these cultural differences to the level of politics in 1988-89 for the first time. Thanks to its early establishment, the MDF managed to attract the best and most active members of the countryside intelligentsia eager for changes and it was thus able to become the most powerful and well-known movement of the new opposition. Following the long, uniting, years of underground activities, the democratic opposition was more radical and its leadership was better organized, which made it unable to „open up” quickly. Nevertheless, it managed to use the Network of Free Initiatives (in short, the Network) and, subsequently, the SZDSZ for gathering around itself a large part of the Budapest intelligentsia, the best members of the free intellectual professions and the radical provincial groups unsatisfied with the moderate politics of the MDF.

Both groups were strong. The MDF had a committed membership and enjoyed wide support while the SZDSZ, which was at that time much smaller than the Forum, had a mature conception of the transition. It was decisive for the birth of Hungarian democracy that the two most powerful „tribes”
 of the opposition were able to sit down at the negotiating table in the spring of 1989 and reach an agreement about no longer only tactical but also strategic questions. The common strategy, the strategy of the peaceful and democratic transition, could be elaborated only in the framework of the Opposition Roundtable.

The Hungarian Democratic Forum was created in September 1987 as an intellectual movement taking on the legacy of népi writers.
 After one year, the loose intellectual association transformed into an organization, which, according to its founding charter, acknowledged the inevitability of a multiparty system but said it did not want to become a party. Half a year later, in March 1989, however, the MDF changed its point of view and sought the possibility of reconciling its functioning as a movement and as a party. Eventually, it was not before October 1989 that the Forum declared itself a party and the movement wing became just one of the decisive currents within the party.
 Parallel to this, the political self-definition of the MDF changed as well. Whereas its founding charter of 1988 was unwilling to accept „either the label of being pro-government or that of being opposition, or the compulsion to choose between the two at all”,
 by March 1989, the Forum became one of the most important organizations of the EKA. All these events were antecedents of changes in the composition of the Forum’s leading groups.

Similarly to the above mentioned, politically much less significant, Hungarian People’s Party, the „founding fathers” of the MDF were intellectuals educated in the humanities who endeavoured to revive the populist ideology of the inter-war period.
 Although népi thought was shaken by the fundamental social changes after the Second World War, it survived in its cultural form in works of literature.
 The most respected populist writers, above all Gyula Illyés, László Németh and Péter Veres, maintained an ambivalent attitude towards the Kádár regime. Their romantic criticism of Western modernization and consumer society unavoidably strengthened the system and often exactly its orthodox, anti-reform forces. However, they also undermined the foundations of the system’s stability by reviving national traditions and, subsequently, putting the long tabooed problems of the Hungarian minorities in the neighbouring countries on the agenda.

The older members of the MDF’s founding group, among others the poet Sándor Csoóri, the writer István Csurka and Gyula Fekete, and the historian Lajos Für, had still known the great figures of the populist writers personally.
 They were born at the turn of the 1920s and 1930s and grew up in the period when the old Hungary collapsed and the new Hungary, which was in the beginning sympathetic to the social reformist, népi ideology, very soon turned into a totalitarian dictatorship. Although some of them fell under the spell of the Communist Party in their youth, 1956 found them on the side of the revolution. They joined the critics of „fridge socialism” in the 1960s but showed an ambivalent attitude towards the democratic opposition, which was born at the turn of the 1970s and 1980s.

The other group of the founders belonged to the third, increasingly fragmented, generation of the populists. Most of them were first generation intellectuals who discovered the works of the populist writers during their university years and became „students of the students”. It was Zoltán Bíró who became the leader of this younger group. Bíró’s biography, however, differed not only from those of his peers but also from the majority of the populist group. While others were non-party member intellectuals who were often employed in positions inferior to their knowledge and education, he represented the populist cause as a cultural affairs politician inside the trenches of political power. Since 1971, he had worked in the apparatus of the ministry of cultural affairs and became one of the closest colleagues of Imre Pozsgay’s when the latter was appointed as minister. In the beginning, Bíró was considered a representative of Pozsgay rather than what he actually became by 1988: the political re-organizer of the populist tradition.
 Their relationship, however, turned later into a political alliance when the népi camp decided to create its own autonomous intellectual movement, the MDF.

After the népiek had lobbied unsuccessfully in 1984 for a periodical of their own and the espousal of the problems of the Hungarian minorities, they sought contact with the democratic opposition and, a year later, participated in the first conference of the opposition, organized under highly conspiratorial circumstances. However, the chances of an opposition co-operation vanished temporarily when the publication of the program, Társadalmi Szerződés [Social Contract],
 was considered by the populists as a sign of the democratic opposition’s intention to create a fait accompli so that they could rewrite the rules of the game for the opposition co-operation.

In 1987, the népiek already decided to call a conference on their own, which was organized more or less openly and to which the then chief secretary of the HNF, Imre Pozsgay, was invited besides the wider populist circle as well. The meeting in Lakitelek showed the new political strategy of the populists: they traded off being openly oppositional against publicity and support from Imre Pozsgay.
 The forum character of the MDF became especially manifest during the debates held at the Jurta Theatre in Budapest from the beginning of 1988, which addressed the questions of constitutionality, political reform and the situation of the Hungarian minorities in front of a growing public. Another event which made the MDF well-known in the public was the demonstration against the plan of the Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceaucescu to destroy Transylvanian villages, organized in collaboration with the BZSBT. With the aid of the reformers led by Pozsgay, the MDF became the most important „alternative” organization. There came a moment when it was impossible to know whether the MDF was a card in the hands of its reform-communist patrons or, the other way around, it was the leaders of the MDF who were pushing the reform-communist politicians to secure subsequent fundamental changes.

After the establishment of the Opposition Roundtable in March 1989, however, this question lost its significance. The then leaders of the Forum perceived this as a loss of prestige but they did not want the MDF to stay out of it either. That is why they let others represent the MDF in the talks. They did not yet know that they were giving up their chance to direct the political transition and their own party, too. Although several prominent members of the népi intellectuals participated in the initial phase of the EKA sessions and negotiations, by the spring of 1989 it was the lawyer László Sólyom and the historian György Szabad who played the decisive roles. At that time, they had only loose links to the MDF and their biographies and political views differed from those of the founders, too. Although Szabad belonged to Csoóri’s generation, he had never fallen under the spell of “world-redeeming”, totalitarian ideologies. His openly demonstrated Jewish decent also distinguished him from the populists. László Sólyom, who participated in the first EKA session as a representative of the Independent Lawyers’ Forum (FJF), was born in catholic, middle-class, family who were declassed in the 1950s. As a well-known law professor, he participated in the founding of several civil organizations of very different profiles, including the liberal Publicity Club (Nyilvánosság Klub), the environmentalist Danube Circle (Duna Kör), the Christian Democratic Márton Áron Society and the Independent Lawyers’ Forum. Sólyom played his most important role in the initial phase of the EKA, during the preparatory talks between the EKA and the MSZMP.

In the roundtable talks, however, it was already József Antall who was the most important representative of the MDF. Similarly to Sólyom, Szabad and many middle-age representatives of the FKGP and the KDNP, he came from the civil servant middle class of the inter-war period. The communist take-over meant to him more than simply the sinking of his social class: it broke his nascent career into two. For Antall had wanted to become a politician all his life, and the political transformation offered him an opportunity to resume his political career, which had been interrupted in his youth. His father was a politician of the FKGP from the early 1940s and distinguished himself by organizing relief funds for prisoners of war who had fled to Hungary during the Second World War and as Minister of Reconstruction immediately after the War. After participating as a young man in the re-establishment of the FKGP in 1956, Antall left public life completely and “survived” the Kádár regime at the periphery of academic life
. Although he spent his time consciously extending his network of contacts, he restrained himself from all forms of “public opinion shaping”. As one of his biographers put it, Antall knew a lot of people indeed but no one knew him outside this circle.

As a consequence of family tradition and the resulting political contacts, Antall stood close to the old members of the Smallholders’ Party who were working on the resurrection of their party. They had much confidence in him because of his father and because his political knowledge was much superior to theirs. Although he had participated in the work of the Kovács Béla Political Society, which preceded the re-establishment of the party itself, he did not join the re-born party. Very probably, he was aware of the pitfalls that would await him there and could more easily imagine a political career within the MDF. Nevertheless, he maintained his contact with the veterans of the Smallholders’ Party so that he would be able to organize the right-wing political camp. However, he considered the Smallholders’ Party not only as a potential ally but also as rival, so he encouraged its old members to prevent the take-over of the party’s leadership by intellectual groups from outside. At least, this is suggested by the fact that Antall heavily supported the expulsion of the intellectuals revolting against the gerontocratic rule of the FKGP. He did it at the beginning of 1989 when he was already openly engaged in the politics of the MDF, but still preserved its influence as an advisor to the party president of FKGP.

Antall was also a member of the BZSBT and the the Márton Áron Society, the proto-organization of the Christian Democratic People's Party. When the Christian democrats finally established their party, they actually asked him to become their operative leader but Antall refused.  When entering the MDF, he knew only Sándor Csoóri and György Szabad among the leaders of the MDF and the Forum seemed to be on the left rather than the right side of the political spectrum. Nevertheless, Antall believed that the Forum would provide the best frame both for organizing the right-wing camp and, simultaneously, securing his own career. It was his performance in the National Roundtable talks, which provided the most important springboard for him. From this, thanks to his network built up in decades, he shot as high up as the Prime Minister’s chair in a year. Similarly to Antall, the “new boys”, who formed the professional hinterland of the MDF, came into the foreground during the roundtable talks. It was there that they established their careers and strengthened their party identity. Like Antall, the members of this group resembled in their social characteristics much more the middle generation of the Smallholders’ Party and the Christian Democratic People’s Party than its populist peers within the MDF. Virtually all of them came from the civil servant middle class, which went into decline right at the time of their birth. Those of them who were born in the 1940s had to experience the collapse of the country in the war and the dismissal of their parents from their jobs. As, by the mid-1960s, they no longer counted as class aliens at university entrance examinations, they were able to start intellectual careers. Their family tradition ruled out their political involvement in the Kádár regime but they avoided all forms of political resistance, too. They remained intact from the regime not only politically but also culturally: in their life style and values, among which their religiousness played a central part. It was perhaps not accidental that most of them worked as lawyers: many of them stemmed from old lawyer families and this traditional profession provided them with a decent living, relative freedom and even the possibility of latent opposition. Although they had not made their voice heard before, as soon as it became more or less legally possible they sought for an opening to engage in politics. In addition to their values, it was their correct intuition concerning the political situation and, occasionally, a chance which led their way into the MDF. 

The Alliance of Free Democrats was established in November 1988 as a political party which intended to take on the intellectual legacy of the democratic opposition of the 1970s and 1980s. The inner circles of the democratic opposition (with a decade’s experience of mutual solidarity) had to face the fact at the beginning of 1988 that if they wanted to achieve success in democratic politics, they would have to transform from a political vanguard into a wider and looser socio-political association.

This first opportunity for this was provided by the Network of Free Initiatives, which was established in May 1988 together with participants of the 1956 revolution, environmentalists, members of religious base communities, radical economic reformers, university students and other groups. The Network’s goal was to act as a typical “umbrella organization” and help the process of democratic transformation by covering, uniting and helping the existing, but individually weak, groups and initiatives of civil society. This enabled the sympathizers with the democratic opposition to “catch up” with the radicalism of their leaders and join them in a looser form. Accepting similar values, they were thus all able to develop into a wider organization. For the leaders of the democratic opposition, the Network turned out to be a new area of political socialization inasmuch as they had to be credible and persuasive in an environment in which they and their antecedents were not necessarily known. Suddenly, they had to give speeches in front of masses and they had to prove in front of these people that they were credible and worthy of respect.

By the time the operational principles took shape, however, it became clear that this participative way of functioning, based on wide-ranging negotiations among the member organizations, was too slow and time-consuming and prevented the group from determining the course of the political processes. In November 1988, the majority of the leaders of the Network thought that the situation was ripe for establishing a party and a wider group cohesion, a prerequisite of the party establishment, had been created. They believed that if they had failed to take this step, they would become marginalized in the subsequent months. The Alliance of Free Democrats thus lost a few supporters but increased its capacity of action. The new party clearly committed itself to the opposition of the regime. This opposition stance, declared in a wide circle and spreading as a result of growing openness, attracted significant radical groups to the SZDSZ, who included some of those who were beginning to consider the moderate politics of the Forum as too cautious or “double-dealing”.

The dissident intellectuals of the democratic opposition had belonged to the rebellious youth of the 1960s and many of their parents had devoted their efforts to a political transformation of a different sort (with an opposite sign) twenty to twenty-five years earlier, in the second half of the 1940s. Many of them had led middle-class or lower middle-class bourgeois existences, survived the man-hunt of the German and Hungarian Nazis or returned from the death camps and, after the Second World War, did not want to fall victim to either Nazism or anti-Semitic prejudices ever again. As for capitalism, they knew only the authoritarian system of the inter-war period; while the ideas of liberalism appeared to them as too weak and incapable of self-defence. Having survived a racist regime feeling its collapse in the war, they joined the adherents of class struggle and “people’s democracy” and thus became volunteers of a dictatorship based on class oppression, which replaced the previous one based on racial oppression. As the racist ethno-politics of the 1930s had prevented them from completing their successful assimilation to the Hungarians, they wished to find their new identity in the universalistic, socialist ideas which promised a radically new type of humanism. However, by the time they looked around, they had to realize that they could not even trust one another any more. By the mid-1950s, they simply became soldiers or puppets of the tyranny.

The young people coming from this milieu revolted both against their parents’ participation in the establishment, and against the “petty bourgeois’ practice of the system in the 1960s, which was based on lies and petty collusion with political power. They felt that, while Mátyás Rákosi, the mad dictator of the 1950s, did not succeed in cracking the backbone of the people, János Kádár and his “soft dictatorship” managed to achieve this. At that time, the youth was already learning the patterns of revolt from the West: through the New Left, the cult of spontaneity, Renaissance Marxism, participative democracy, counter-culture, sexual revolution, movements expressing solidarity with the oppressed of the Third World and anti-colonialist demonstrations.

However, it was the events in Prague in 1968 which proved the turning point within the process of their becoming opposition. It became clear that the Soviet power would crush not only the Hungarian revolution in 1956, about which they felt ambivalent themselves, but also the peaceful, “velvet”, idealist, reform movement in Czechoslovakia, whose goal was humanistic socialism. From this point, there was no turning back, at least theoretically: the process of becoming opposition started.
 Many of them left Hungary but the real adventure was undertaken by those who remained in the country. To some extent, they found themselves in a familiar situation: in the vanguard role of a new, marginal group. This group was soon declared opposition or even as the "enemy" by the ruling communist party.

The most important representative of this group was the philosopher János Kis, who was born in an urban middle-class family; almost all of whom had fallen victim to the Shoah. The only survivor of the family, his mother, became a convinced communist and Kis started his studies at a special school for the children of the communist apparatus. Studying philosophy, he became a student of György Márkus and, following in his master’s footsteps, searched for the possibility of resolving the tension between Marx’ politico-economical and (especially early) philosophical writings. This attempt finally led to his breaking with Marxism. Although Kis had been a member of the MSZMP since 1966, he was expelled, together with many other intellectuals, from the party in 1973 because of his refractory views. Later on, he lost his job as well. In his inner emigration, the esoteric philosopher who contrasted the “existing socialism” with humanist socialism became the leader of an influential opposition group, later movement, based within the discourse of human rights.

The dissident group led by Kis thus became a politically significant opposition force only at the beginning of the 1980s when a state of emergency was introduced in Poland and it published the samizdat publication Beszélő. Until then, it had only been a counter-cultural group conspiring above all in the noise of house parties, beyond the surveillance of the police. Members of this company knew each other very well and were used to working together, but the group was quite closed to the outside world. They had to “open up”, not only in a political, but also in a cultural sense, enabling it to communicate the ideas of human rights, radical democracy and, later on, liberalism in an easily intelligible, popular, way to an increasingly wider public.

Although the SZDSZ became heir to the democratic opposition in an intellectual and political sense, the establishment of the party in November 1988 was not carried out by the “hard core” of the democratic opposition but by intellectuals who stood close to the opposition.
 The initiative was led taken by a 36 years old sociologist, Bálint Magyar, who belonged to those who were the most impatient at the sessions of the Network Council, which lasted hours but accomplished little. Those who joined the organization in the hope to exercise political influence more effectively were ready to follow the way of party making. They feared that they would be left out of the mainstream of political transition despite the fact that they had been the most resolute in refusing the Kádár regime. Magyar articulated and amplified their voice, and the majority decided on the transformation into a party. The provisional executing body of the SZDSZ, re-elected at the assembly of delegates in spring, was based on the principle of collective leadership, which led to an increase in the influence of the most active leaders with good organizing skills. 

Magyar also played an important role in organizing the professionals around the party. The groups preceding the formation of the SZDSZ were dominated originally by sociologists and philosophers. Those were joined through the Network by economists and social scientists looked upon as radical reformers by both their professions and the public, many of whom would play an important role in the economic working committees of the National Roundtable. Several of them belonged to the Democratic Trade Union of Academic Employee and stood, in general, close to the social scientists who represented the League.

Bálint Magyar represented a bridge between the former democratic opposition and the representatives of the various intellectual groups who were now joining the party. As the “éminence grise” of the democratic opposition, Magyar had played a key role in the distribution of the illegal periodical Beszélő and thus enjoyed the unconditional trust of the old members of the opposition. His knowledge of social problems, dynamism and professionalism, especially conspicuous compared to the majority of the civil movement leaders, made a great impact on the newcomers, who could feel that they were becoming part of a well-functioning, rising team. For Magyar had not lost his job in the Kádár regime and, as a sociologist of agriculture, a documentarian and an editor of a periodical, he communicated regularly with members of several different social groups. When it came to organizing the party, he was able to make good use of  his network in public life. Between November 1988 and June 1989, Magyar was perhaps the most important person in the SZDSZ and this situation changed only because of the return of János Kis, who took over the leadership soon.

However, the outstanding figure of the National Roundtable talks was a young constitutional lawyer with his own conception of a new constitution, Péter Tölgyessy, who joined the SZDSZ in the beginning as an expert only. Since there was a shortage of lawyers in the professional team of the Free Democrats, the leadership of the party offered work to all lawyers who had come into contact with the party. They were to participate in working out the programme of political transformation. Those who joined the enterprise were in the beginning motivated more by the professional than the political challenge. In no more than a couple of months, Tölgyessy was no longer simply one of the party delegates but the political and legal strategist of liberal-radical opposition.

Tölgyessy burst into politics from the academia and founded his political career by his performance at the Roundtable talks. Although he had participated in working out the discussion paper Fordulat és reform [Turnabout and Reform] and occassionally also at events organized by local organizations of the MDF, his political antecedents were more insignificant than those of any other roundtable participants. Nevertheless, he started the negotiations with a mature conception of a new constitution and amazed his fellow party members and negotiating partners by his well-prepared views and vitality.

Tölgyessy’s dynamic appearance radicalized the politics of the Free Democrats. Even the party leaders who had returned from abroad needed some time to get accustomed to his pace. For example, János Kis maintained an expressly cautious political stance for weeks after his return home and, as he said, tried to “pull to the middle” the politics of the SZDSZ. At the same time, Tölgyessy thought that the situation was already such that Hungary had to go further than a the Polish way of pacted transition. In his views, the party had to distinguish itself clearly from the moderate, middle-of-the road forces. Although Tölgyessy was formally under the control of the executive body of the SZDSZ, there was no one more competent in legal​-constitutional questions than he, and his expertise, working capacity and élan made him one of the informal leaders of the SZDSZ within months. Using his suddenly swollen prestige, Tölgyessy undertook actions on his own and managed to present even his allies with faits accomplis
. It did not take long before he outgrew his role as an expert and appeared as a politician willing to face confrontational situations in public. By the summer of 1989, he represented, together with Viktor Orbán the views of the radical opposition at least as much as József Antall represented the views of the moderate-conservative opposition.

In sum, the MDF and the SZDSZ had similar problems in making a democratic political party, but not exactly at the same time. In most of the period between 1988 and 1989, MDF took the lead, at some points, however, SZDSZ seemed to be in front in the race. The MDF was larger and less confrontational, while the SZDSZ smaller and more radical. They had to undergo three distinct phases of party-formation in order to find place in democratic politics. They were able to find those politicians who could best correspond to the challenges of each phase.

We summarize our argument in the following table:

Table 1.  Phases of pluralization and leaders of the two most influential political groupings (1985-9)

Time

Phase



   Adequate leaders







MDF

SZDSZ

1985-7

ideological

Sándor Csoóri

János Kis






(poet)


(philosopher)

1988

organizational

Zoltán Bíró

Bálint Magyar






(bureaucrat)

(sociologist)


1989

constitutional

József Antall

Péter Tölgyessy






(historian)

(lawyer)

In the first period of their development both of these parties needed a firm idea, an ideological blueprint, an attractive and credible value system. This period was the ideological phase. This was the question of historical injustice, and the problem of Hungarian minorities living outside the borders, for the népi intellectual groups, predecessors of the Hungarian Democratic Forum, represented by the poet, Sándor Csoóri.  For the democratic opposition, predecessor of the SZDSZ, this idea was human rights, elaborated by the political theorist and philosopher János Kis. This phase of pluralization required moral authorities in both political camps, and both personalities corresponded to this task well. The second period can be called as the organizational phase, which required active, everyday work of building the party-organization on grassroots level and, at the same time, opening up to the rest of the society. This job has been effectively done by the essayist and cultural bureaucrat, Zoltán Bíró (MDF) and the sociologist Bálint Magyar (SZDSZ). Finally, when ideology and organization both had been rooted and established, it was the phase of negotiations, in other words, the constitution-making phase, which came. Here political parties had to express their scenarios for the regime change, their views on different aspects of the future of their country, and, moreover, they had to reach a modus vivendi, an agreement on the most fundamental issues. Both of the rivalling parties could respond this challenge of 1989. In this phase, the last one before the free elections, József Antall (MDF), and Péter Tölgyessy (SZDSZ) played this role. In 1990, the former became the first Prime Minister of democratic Hungary, while the latter led the parliamentary caucus of the strongest opposition party.  

II. The Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party

The “other side”, the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (MSZMP), was a distinguished participant of the roundtable talks in the summer of 1989. As the state party formally still holding monopoly power, it was forced to take up the role of representing the collapsing communist regime against the opposition forces enjoying the increasing support of society.

However, the Communist party was no longer a party of the generation of János Kádár
 only. The uneducated or party school graduates who had flooded the Stalinist, totalitarian Hungarian Workers’ Party (MDP) at the turn of the 1940s and 1950s had grown too old by the middle of the 1980s. Their place, both at central and local level, was increasingly taken over by the “second communist generation”, i.e. the generation of the 1960s and 1970s. This second generation differed fundamentally from the first one. They were, above all, less convinced communists in an intellectual-ideological sense, their communist membership became a prerequisite of advancement in the party hierarchy, and of upward mobility. While the first generation consisted of cadres lifted by the Party, who were thus indebted for everything to the Party, the members of the second generation joined the Party only during, or occasionally, after their university studies. To put it simply: the first generation was puritan, uneducated and ideological; the second generation was career-minded, educated and pragmatic. The first generation
 considered themselves, at least in the beginning, as revolutionaries even in “everyday life” whereas the subsequent generation
 attached an increasing importance to professional expertise besides political loyalty. The first generation hated capitalism, liberal democracy and the West; the second generation were envious of all these. The first generation went hunting, the second one played tennis.

The MSZMP was represented at the roundtable talks by the second generation. In fact, the negotiations might have taken place only because the Party was dominated by this pragmatic, reformist, more enlightened, sceptical-cynical generation. Party membership was necessary for the members of the second generation in order to advance in their careers since they also came from below, were born into relative poverty, and their cultural capital was insufficient to raise them to the intellectual elite of the era. As party members, they were able to shorten their way to the political or economic elite. Their social roots were similar to those of the first generation, the difference between them being that they were already able to study at university. Their professional education was well appreciated by the leaders of the Party. The revolutionaries, who were manipulated from above and changed the regime after the Second World War, were replaced by modernizing reformers supported half-heartedly and ambivalently by the old Kádárist establishment. The degeneration of the regime also made their advancement easier, because the leadership hoped that the professionalism of the second generation would be able to rescue the system.

The negotiating delegation of the MSZMP was basically recruited from three places: 1. the party headquarters, 2. the apparatus of the ministries and 3. the secretariat of the Council of Ministers and the secretariat of Minister of State, Imre Pozsgay. Accordingly, the members of the working committees were selected above all by the Secretary of the Central Committee of the MSZMP György Fejti, Imre Pozsgay as a member of the government, and the leaders of the most active ministry, the Ministry of Justice. 

Delegates of the party headquarters participated in all working committees. Their task was to put through the political strategy approved by the party leadership and determined by György Fejti within the negotiating delegation of the MSZMP. To some extent, they had to fulfil tasks similar to those of a political officer in the army. It is another matter that the Party was by that time in such a disintegrated state that the majority of the “confidential people” did not identify completely with their assigned roles either, and preferred professional discussions to political ones. The delegates selected from the party apparatus by Fejti tended to represent the harder standpoint within the delegation of the MSZMP. Nevertheless, none of these people represented the standpoint of the real hard-liners of the Party’s Central Committee, since the latter objected to the very existence of negotiations with the opposition.

Paradoxically, the party apparatus was under-represented in the negotiating delegation of the Party, which was dominated by party member experts coming from different parts of the public administration. Unlike the “volunteers” of the Opposition Roundtable, they had to participate in the roundtable talks as part of their responsibilities, and were directed by their minister to take seats behind the sign “MSZMP”. Indirectly, they had to represent the government at the talks. Many of them being apolitical, they found the politicization of their expert roles rather unpleasant. Many of them subsequently objected to having been called communists, and treated by the opposition in the same way as their fellow party delegates.

The delegates of the MSZMP to the political and the economic negotiations judged their own role in the talks differently and expressed dissimilar views about the historical importance of the negotiations. The ministerial delegates to the political negotiations, many of them young legal professionals, perceived the negotiations as the great opportunity of their lives and would have pleasant recollections of them. By contrast, the MSZMP representatives from the public administration at the economic negotiations felt that their presence was superfluous and perceived it as a burden. Many of them had a low opinion of the preparedness of their opposition negotiating partners and sometimes even looked down on them.

Finally, a third, smaller group was present at the MSZMP delegation, which consisted of people who were associated with the circle around of Imre Pozsgay and Prime Minister Miklós Németh, the secretariats of the Council of Ministers and the Minister of State. It was these actors who emphasized most strongly that they had not been “ordered” to take part in the talks but “asked” to represent the MSZMP, i.e. their participation was not compulsory. It was characteristic of them in general that they were younger than average and took the pragmatist reform line. On economic matters, they often contacted the economists who took part in the negotiations as representatives of the League or the SZDSZ. Both groups consisted of members of the 1968 generation of reform economists: those who had left the Party in time were now facing those who had failed to quit in time. 

At the political negotiations, the members of the Third Side stood closest and those of the radical-liberal opposition stood farthest from the standpoint of the representatives of the Communist Party. At the economic negotiations, however, it was exactly the other way around: the MSZMP stood closer to the delegation of the EKA than to the representatives of the Third Side. The difference can be summarized as follows: while the MSZMP and the most important parties of the EKA wanted capitalism in economic matters, the delegations of the Third Side were considering various reformed, “people’s democratic” or “third way” models of socialism.

The strategy of the MSZMP negotiating delegation was directed above all by two people: Imre Pozsgay and György Fejti. In the beginning, Rezső Nyers also tried to establish contacts with opposition organizations and showed interest in the economic negotiations but his interest evaporated quickly after his election as party president at the end of June. Prime Minister Miklós Németh was happy that he was able to stay out of the negotiations and did not have to represent the “sinking ship” of the MSZMP. A similar strategy was adopted by the Minister of Justice, Kálmán Kulcsár, who also accepted the candidacy of the Patriotic People’s Front for the Presidency of the Republic. He had concrete ideas about the institutional transformation and tried to direct the legal expert delegates of the MSZMP from the background but stayed out of the negotiations personally. Károly Grósz, who became First Secretary after Kádár’s resignation, was present at the opening plenary session but did not appear at the talks afterwards. Visiting local party organizations and preparing for the party congress, Grósz must have felt, similarly to the other hard-liners in his party, that his hinterland was gradually disintegrating.

Thus, there remained only Pozsgay and Fejti: two characters who were opposite of one another and, at the same time, complemented each other. Pozsgay was born in 1933 in a small village into a religious, farmer-craftsman, family.
 In his teens, he was going to enter the Church, the classical channel of upward mobility for sons of simple families. However, the communist take-over changed these channels completely. After his “political awakening”, Pozsgay was the only one among his fellow pupils to refuse to attend religious education and, with only 18 years of age, he became a member of the communist party. A diligent student, he continued his studies at the elite school, Lenin Institute, and, after receiving his degree, became the director of a Marxism-Leninism Evening University in Kecskemét, a countryside town. Organizing the cultural life of a town provided him with the first opportunity to experience that he could penetrate the cultural field which remained dissociated from politics, and he could gain the support of intellectuals by his reform measures. From the 1970s, he tried to do the same at national level: as minister of cultural affairs (1976-82) and president of HNF (1982-88), the largest formally non-party organization with its own daily newspaper, Pozsgay built a nation-wide network of supporters around himself. In May 1988, however, he changed roles, and left the Patriotic People’s Front behind. By keeping the circle of supporters he had built up there, he became a member of the Politbüro of the Party and the government led by the more conservative Károly Grósz and contributed to the removal of János Kádár.

At the start of the National Roundtable talks, Pozsgay was right to believe that he was able to keep a firm hand on the opposition. He had acquired extensive experience in negotiating with intellectuals holding critical views. He was able to speak their language, many of them respected him and some even saw him as "a new Imre Nagy" in the second half of the 1980s. With slight exaggeration, one could state that the majority of the participants at the National Roundtable talks had been Pozsgay’s proteges, including the MDF, the MNP, the BZSBT, the populist-reformist groups within the MSZMP, and most of the organizations of the Third Side, especially the HNF.

Compared to Pozsgay, the technical university graduate György Fejti, who made a regular career in the League of Communist Youth and, subsequently, in the Communist party, seemed more of a grey hard-liner and party soldier capable of causing occasional fear. Within his own analytical framework, Fejti reasoned logically and rationally but his inflexibility prevented him from detaching oneself from his original premises. No wonder that Fejti, a faithful follower of Károly Grósz in the 1980s, felt much less relaxed among writers, historians, philosophers and sociologists trying their hand in negotiated politics than in his familiar party apparatus. Pozsgay cleverly exploited his positional advantage in his private game against Fejti and the apparatus, which enabled him to increase his prestige temporarily both in the media and among his negotiating partners from the opposition.

It is possible that the views of Fejti and Pozsgay did not actually differ so much in substantial questions as the differences in their style and tactics would have suggested. Both of them accepted the peaceful transition to a democratic, multiparty system and the idea of free elections. However, Fejti was thinking all along in terms of the existing state party framework and tried to secure the best possible positions for the MSZMP in the process of democratic transition, which he himself accepted as well.
 If we assume that both of them desired democracy, then Fejti imagined it with the state party, while Pozsgay without it. And since the survival of the state party and transition to democracy were clearly mutually exclusive, Fejti was either incapable of grasping the real meaning of democracy or simply did not really want it. He might have been willing to put the success of the democratic transition at stake in order to secure the survival of the MSZMP. Pozsgay was of the opposite opinion: he was rather willing to sacrifice the Party. His opponents explained this by his ambitions to become President of the Republic. In April 1989, Pozsgay was not yet willing to take on the role of "the person who would tear the party in two”: he did not support the most radical reformers in the Party in leaving the state party and creating a new, democratic, left party. However, after being elected as the MSZMP candidate for President of the Republic, he became much less loyal to his Party. His opponents claimed that, by this time, Pozsgay perceived the state party as a burden and tried to get rid of it as soon as he could. Thus, he assisted in destroying the Party from inside. According to this logic, Fejti was correct and Pozsgay was incorrect because Fejti was a true representative of the Party at the roundtable talks while Pozsgay represented something else, perhaps only himself. However, the state party was not only a burden for Pozsgay, it was a burden for democracy as well. Whatever ambitions Imre Pozsgay nurtured to become a President of the Republic with wide-ranging authority, it does not affect the fact that, as far as the transformation of the MSZMP is concerned,
 he was justified by history.

III. The dynamic of political transformation: institution-building and elite-change

Our investigations so far have shown in outline that the dynamic of the political transformation at the level of the elites was connected with certain, overlapping eras and loose groups, which changed with the phases of the transition. Different protagonists, circles and groups were brought to the surface by changing concepts such as moderate reformism, co-optation strategies, „socialist pluralism”, "model change", visions of a radical reform, negotiated political transition or mass mobilization politics of the „let the people decide” type. Although these scenarios can be separated from one another chronologically as well (less radical possibilities were followed by conceptions expressing the necessity of more fundamental changes), they often ran parallel to one another. While some groups were still engaged in "trial and error" politics, others were already searching for radical solutions to the political crisis. It is beyond doubt, however, that the dynamic of the transition did not leave unchanged how the groups participating in the regime change assessed the situation, defined their political identities and chose their resulting political strategies. In several cases, however, this was actually a result of the fact that the general dynamic was accompanied by changes in the balance of power within organizations. The dynamic of the transition affected not only the relations between organizations but also the composition of the groups determining the policies of these organizations.

The first phase of the political transformation could be best described by the term reform. According to this scenario of finding the way out of the political crisis, the very moderate political changes should be directed by the communist party which co-opts technocrats into its ranks without sharing its power with other groups. In a certain respect, Hungary’s history since the economic reform in 1968 had been one of reform endeavours restarted and withdrawn time and again. However, the political system had remained untouched by these moderate reforms until the middle of the 1980s. Although there had been no fundamental changes in the top leadership of the communist party until 1988, the most important figure of the party’s reformist wing, Imre Pozsgay, had spent this period building up his contact network outside the trenches of political power. It was him who followed a popular front strategy in his contacts with various socio-cultural groups in order to put his reform ideas into practice. It was him who visited various unofficial clubs, supported tradition-preserving circles, moderate social movements and initiatives; above all, it was him who was present at the birth of the MDF, soon to become the largest, „neither opposition, nor pro-government”, organization. Inside the state party, Pozsgay temporarily joined forces with Károly Grósz to overthrow Kádár because he did not enjoy sufficient insider support to carry out his plan on his own. To get rid of Kádár, the apparatus had to be mobilized, which was what Grósz was really competent at. Pozsgay was only popular outside the party while Grósz led the party machinery. Grósz would only have been able to maintain his influence among the wider party membership if he had been able to isolate them from the rest of society. In an increasingly open and loose dictatorship, however, the MSZMP was no longer its former self: instead of maintaining the Leninist principle of „democratic centralism”, its members demanded that the contacts with society be strenghtened. It was no longer possible to control the MSZMP in the old, bureaucratic, way. It was exactly his openness and his good relations with reformist party members and semi-opposition circles outside the party which helped Pozsgay in his successful fight against the hardliner cadres of the party.

The cracks in the trenches of power became even more numerous after Kádár’s death. The reformers of the communist party, above all Pozsgay and Nyers, engaged in a political strategy of co-optation. By utilizing their existing relations with oppositional organizations, they tried to achieve that the political power divided up between them and the conservatives of the Party be transferred to them and their proteges.
 However, their personal ambitions got in each other’s way. Although Pozsgay enjoyed more respect outside the Party, he could count on supporters above all among the népi opposition gathering around the MDF. By contrast, Nyers was more widely accepted in the party than Pozsgay but had influence outside of it only in the narrower circle of reformist economists and reform communist​ intellectuals. Thus, it came as no surprise that the MDF was the first oppositional organization to protest against the initiative of the New March Front to create a national committee comprising of all opposed parties.

The scenario of reformist co-optation was finally invalidated by the establishment and consolidation of the Opposition Roundtable in March 1989. The MSZMP, which kept dominating official politics despite its inner divisions, no longer faced unorganized oppositional groups, easily played off against one another, but a single organization uniting all oppositional groups on a consensual principle. In principle, it was not possible any more that one of the reformers of the Party would get his patrons to drop out of the opposition. If the communists in power wanted to let the opposition participate in solving the crisis, they were able to do it only by engaging in negotiations about the fundamental change of the political system. 

The logic of co-optation was replaced by the logic of competitive co-operation, in order to go beyond reforms to achieve a change of the political model. In the beginning, many must have thought that the commencement of the negotiations meant that the situation would develop in accordance with Pozsgay’s political goals. Since it was known already at the beginning of the negotiations that the MSZMP would nominate him for President of the Republic, Pozsgay had no scruples about giving concessions to an opposition working on the dethronement of the state party: he could kill two birds with one stone. Gradually getting rid of the burden of the state party, he rose to become a would-be president of Hungarian democracy in the making; at the same time, he rightly expected that, in return for the consessions, his supporters in the EKA would not make difficulties about bringing forward the elections for the presidency of the republic. Indeed, the organizations belonging to Pozsgay’s circle were inclined to accept this compromise.

However, Pozsgay failed to organize these groups around himself and tried to maintain his circle of sympathizers through his personal popularity and a sort of reformist-populist manner of speech, which was made up of elements of the ideas of nation, democracy and socialism, and clearly differed from party jargon. This strategy worked as long as wide fronts and „loose bonds” were needed: in the early phase of the political change, during the Gorbachev's glasnost. The political climate might have begun to become unfavourable to him when, at the reform assembly in Kecskemét in April 1989, he refused to take on the role of „the person who would tear the party in two”. He suffered his first defeat exactly when he tried to formalize and institutionalize these informal, overlapping, groups in the summer of 1989 in the framework of the Movement for a Democratic Hungary (DMM). As soon as the Movement came into being, it became clear that "the king was naked" since the DMM was unable to play any significant role in the situation of emerging party pluralism in 1989. If Pozsgay had been elected as president of the republic, the DMM would have potentially become "the presidential party", similar to those founded by Walesa in Poland or Yeltsin in Russia, later on. As it was, however, it remained a circle of sympathizers to be swept away by political transformation.

By the summer of 1989, Pozsgay's network of friends and sympathizers was gradually replaced by the circles around József Antall. The idea of co-operation understood as model change to „socialist pluralism” was replaced by the idea of regime change, coined first by the SZDSZ, towards democratic and strictly competitive politics. As we have seen, Antall had been active already in 1988 but, having just recovered from his project of survival, he had initially belonged to the most moderate opposition. His network of contacts included above all old leaders of historical parties (FKGP, KDNP) and some of the prominent figures in the MDF and the BZSBT. Antall rose to the leadership of the moderate Right during the roundtable talks; he controlled and occasionally "disciplined" its members.
 By having become the leader of the moderate opposition, he occupied a central position between the reformers of the MSZMP and the radical democrats of the Opposition Roundtable. Antall was an anti-communist on principle but a very cautious and tactical politician in practice. He negotiated with Pozsgay but remained loyal to the Opposition Roundtable. Thanks to his central position and authority, his circles were perhaps the widest and the most effective in the decisive months of 1989. While Pozsgay spent long years from 1985 to 1988 developing his network of contacts according to the strategy of co-optation, Antall accomplished the same task by making it impossible for the others to get around him and his party: they became, step by step, the most important political force during the negotiations. (See Table 2 below.)

Table 2.  Dominant political elite networks during the process of transition.

Time

Political goal

Method

Dominant elite circle

1987-8

Reform

Co-optation

around Grósz

1988-9

Model Change
Co-operation

around Pozsgay

1989

Regime Change
Competition

around Antall

It was much more difficult for the parties of the radical opposition to develop an efficient, centrist network since their politics were based on the very idea that they should dictate rather than follow the changes. They were opposed to the "peace propaganda" of the MSZMP and endavoured to be always one step ahead of the changing political climate. In fact, Viktor Orbán found it very difficult in the beginning to make himself accepted in the restrained atmosphere of the tripartite negotiations because his speech on 16th June 1989 had earned him the reputation of being an „extreme” radical. Although Orbán was supported by the enthusiastic membership of the Fidesz, this membership was taken more seriously by the police than the negotiating partners. The leadership of the SZDSZ, coming from the democratic opposition, were similarly loyal and accustomed to working together. However, they had not had a real opportunity to build up an extensive hinterland. They found sympathizers in the more liberal circles of the recently unrestrained press and maintained a close alliance with the Democratic League of Independent Trade Unions. At the roundtable talks, however, the SZDSZ was hallmarked above all by Péter Tölgyessy, who, like Antall, belonged to the newcomers within the elite of his party but, unlike Antall, did not have supporters in other parties. The relationship between the SZDSZ and the Fidesz was a coordinate one, in contrast to the more asymmetrical relations between the MDF and the BZSBT, the MNP or the KDNP.

This handicap of the radical-liberal Free Democrats and Young Democrats might have contributed to the fact that, when these parties found themselves in a minority about the issues left open at the negotiating table in September 1989 (in particular about the issue of bringing forward the election of the president of the republic), they tried to break out by appealing to society. They felt that they had nothing to lose. Although they did not want to jeopardize the achievements of the National Roundtable negotiations, they were not willing to accept the compromises about several issues which were considered acceptable by the moderate opposition. That was why, making use of a new legal institution introduced as a result of the negotiations, they initiated a referendum about the issues about which there no consensus was reached at the negotiating table. The decision of the people at the referendum on November 26, 1989 justified their endeavours.
 The relative weakness of SZDSZ and Fidesz to build networks on the elite level has thus been successfully compensated by a direct appeal to the people to achieve more radical, uncompromising ways of change.

Conclusion

The literature of democratic transitions usually makes a distinction between moderate and radical opposition, emphasizing that the success of the transition is most certain when the centre of the negotiations is occupied by reformers of the declining regime and moderate forces of the rising opposition.
 Based mainly on Latin American examples, this approach warns transitional countries against letting the radicalizing opposition become too foregrounded because it is of the opinion that radical demands may endanger the success of the transition. 

In Hungary, however, the definition of the content of political change was itself in a continuous change: the scenarios of reformist co-optation, pacted model change and negotiated regime change existed simultaneously, almost parallel to one another. As far as different opposition behaviors are concerned, our findings so far seem to support the observation of Schiemann,
 that, in Hungary, there existed three ones: the ultra-moderate, the moderate and the self-restricting radical that we define the following way. 

· First, the ultra-moderate standpoint whose representatives could have imagined a model change which would have been perhaps as restrained as the Polish pact on semi-free elections. 

· Second, the moderate opposition standpoint whose representatives would have never given up the idea of free elections but showed themselves ready to accept a temporary agreement of the Polish type in order to secure the achievement of this goal. 

· Finally, the self-restricting radical opposition standpoint whose supporters, unlike the radicals in Latin America, never questioned the achievements of the negotiations or wanted to endanger their codification. They tried however to solve the issues left open at the negotiating table by seeking direct social support.                                                                                       

The first standpoint was inclined to give strategic, the second one tactical consessions. The supporters of the third standpoint feared that tactical concessions might provide their opponent with an opportunity to turn them into strategic advantages. Thus, the supporters of the third standpoint, who made several tactical propositions themselves, watched the tactical concessions initiated by the circles of the moderate opposition with suspicion. (See Table 3. below.)

Table 3.  Opposition parties and their position at the National Roundtable talks.
Position

Organization


Characteristics

towards the

transition

Ultra-moderates
BZSBT

center-right, cultural-political association




KDNP


center-right, historic party, confessional




MNP


center-left, historic party, populist third way

Moderates

MDF


centrist, new party, ideologically mixed




FKGP


center-right, historic party, agrarian-traditionalist




FSZDL

new trade union, led by urban intellectuals




MSZDP

center-left, historic party, internally divided

Self-limiting radicals
SZDSZ

centrist, new party, liberal, former dissidents




Fidesz


centrist, new party, liberal, young professionals

The success of the regime change in Hungary was a fortunate result of several factors acting together. First, it was decisive that, as time progressed, the reformers of the MSZMP were increasingly interested in striking a deal with the opposition and mobilized their contacts in this direction. Second, the moderate opposition led by József Antall, László Sólyom and György Szabad succeeded in neutralizing the groups of „ultra-moderates” and driving them onto the course of political transformation, in which they could count on the support of the „self-restricting radicals”. Thus, radicals and moderates co-operated in transforming the political field,
 they were divided by tactical, not strategic, differences. Third, it was important that the success of the referendum initiated by the radicals led by Péter Tölgyessy, János Kis and Viktor Orbán, enabled them to liberate the moderate opposition from their agreement; an agreement which could have led to a too early division of power between the opposition and the decisive groups of the old regime, before the first democratic elections. It was a result of all the factors mentioned above, that the Roundtable talks did not leave political "mines" behind, which would have to be circumnavigated by future voters. In the elections in 1990, the people were free to decide about the future of their country.

* * *
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� On the referendum of November 1989, see Ádám Masát's chapter in this book.
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