Lauren E. Conway and Danielle Mouw – Hungary

Historical Abstract:    “Whoever is not against us is with us” --Hungarian motto after revolution


In 1956 Hungary and Poland were gripped by democratic socialist revisionists, and by the fall, hovered on the brink of revolution.  Poland witnessed a turn towards revolution in Hungary and opted for slower changes when it saw how the Soviet Union crushed Hungarian resistance.(EU 508)  1956 ended the era of “totalitarianism” and Hungarians and Poles embarked on innovative economic reform and reversals of Stalinist ideology.  Absolute control of the state over society and the economy dissolved as the democratic longings of the people emerged.  Slowly, Poland allowed critics of the party (including the Catholic church) to take part in public life.  (EU 508)In 1968, just as the Prague Spring began, new democratic oppositionists drew the lesson that political change in Eastern Europe would not come from above.  They set out to drive it from below by promoting a wide range of independent social activity and hence, rediscovered the concept of civil society: the idea that politics meant not just government but the whole sphere of daily social interactions.  Poles and Hungarians alike fought for the right to have some social space free from the state.  The 1970s saw a intellectual voices such as George Konrad in Hungary and Vaclav Havel in Prague. (EU509) The collapse of Communism in 1989 really happened in Poland, after a decade long struggle of Solidarity.  (EU 510) Democratization in Hungary came peacefully, but decisively since economic reforms of 1968 and political reforms of 1980 had been underway.  


In attempts to ward off a Polish style election crisis the Hungarian government was ready to talk with its opposition parties about managing a peaceful transition to democracy and in March 1990, more peacefully than any other region, put into power a democratic political system. (EU 510)  Professor Volgy himself helped to monitor the first National Democratic Elections for the National Democratic Institute.  The changes in Hungary would set off rebellion in East Germany (and in Czechoslovakia) when they opened their borders on September 10,1989.    Communism was done in by modernization and Eastern Europe had outgrown that political structure.  In 1994 the Socialist Party won in Hungary and was on the fast track to integrating into the EU.  It began making internal political decisions based largely on how they would be perceived in the West (to meet acquis communautaire EU standards).  It worked on May 1, 2004 Hungary along with seven other countries (and Malta and Cyprus), joined the EU.  Easterners are still getting over their historical complex of being second-class European Citizens but Hungary's economic integration was signaled by joined the EU.  Hungary's entry into NATO in 1999 symbolized its elite status with Poland and Czech Republic in a campaign to integrate security.  Most recently Hungary's involvement in supporting the United States, with Eastern Europe pitted against the West, was a controversial symbol of choice and necessity. (EU 516)Many Eastern European governments at this time had dictators in power and needed the United States backing more than it could afford alienation.  This paper looks at Hungary through its domestic construction process of forming a new democratic identity and fixing the economy in relation to its foreign policy objectives by answering the six questions outlined in the syllabus. 

1.       What seem to be the major foreign policy goals, interests, objectives of your group (be specific)? Why? Are there any particular domestic problems in your nation with strong implications for your foreign policy objectives and interests?


Since the collapse of the Soviet Union Hungry has had one major foreign policy objective, to be accepted into Western Europe’s economically integrated system, the European Union.  Officially accepted on May 1, 2004 Hungary now concentrates its efforts on assuring its European counterparts it is worthy of the enlargement status and cementing a role of its own, not just as a recipient of aid, culminating in the switch to the Euro which has already been put off once.  Hungary was invited to join the EU along with the majority of former Eastern Soviet bloc countries as an attempt at democratic stabilization.  Its wealth disparity, high inflation, and weak economy exemplified by its soaring unemployment in the middle 1990’s almost kept them out, but the EU took them out of obligation and as a result Hungary is not a respected contributing state but instead one of the non-contributing countries, reliant on the EU’s economic assistance. 



Post-collapse Hungary has developed close political and economic ties to Western Europe.  Its domestic situation is rather fragile.  Hungary is a young democracy and has experienced a resurgence of Anti-Semitism since last Autumn, as demonstrated by nationalists and FEDESZ rallies (largest opposition party). However, this could be over exaggerated fallout from current governmental political struggles. Revolutionists came together on March 16th to remind Hungarians of 1848 and demand the resignation of the Gyurcs government (site bottom article) along with a march staged on the anniversary of the 1956 Revolution, that was brutally broken up by the state.  The current lack of trust in the government has opened the door for outside criticism and rising inflation due to potentially irresponsible government spending has led to stern EU warnings on the state of the economy.  Hungary has managed to repay certain loans leads to a favorable lending rate, and it does draw in substantial investment dollars as a result however the potentially rising deficit would again threaten this.  As the main outlet for foreign policy success in Europe is found through the EU, Hungary’s domestic squabbles and uncertainties are keeping it from reaching a position of prestige.

6.       How actively are you involved with regional or global organizations and alliances? Why?  


During the Cold War Hungary was a member of the Warsaw Pact, but was the first who tried to dissolve it, leading a movement in the 1980’s.  When the U.S.S.R. finally gave in, Hungary immediately shed the pact and applied for admittance into NATO and the EU.  It is currently in: Member States of the European Union, Council of Europe, Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Members of the World Trade Organization (WTO), North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), Visegrád Group, Member states and observers of La Francophonie, Finno-Ugric-speaking nations.  Hungary joins these groups based on historical importance and resistance, and a current attempt to stay connected to the pulse of a developing Europe, even though it is currently not a major contributor in any area.  The organizations it belongs to help Hungary.   Hungary, currently not much of a contributor militarily, economically, or resource wise is not a must have ally or member state but its better than having the country disappear into uncertainty.

2.       Which other nations and groups seem to be your most important “friends,” “enemies”? Why?


The European Union’s approval and acceptance is vastly important to Hungarian survival.  Therefore, the member states of the EU are Hungary’s friends along with the U.S. who has granted Hungary the most-favored-nation-status.  Its traditional enemies were its neighbors: Romania, Slovakia, and Ukraine who all have a Hungarian population since the borders have been redrawn so many times.  Recent treaties and the European Unions negative opinion of European conflict have warmed up any chilly feelings leftover from Hungary’s rebel like attitude during the Cold War.  From the 1956 attempted revolution, to its 1980’s movement to dissolve the Warsaw pact, or having democratic elections in 1990 before the official end of the Soviet Union, Hungary was itchy under the communist yoke and suffered poor relations with its neighbors.

3.        To what extent do the five domestic variables (which we will discuss in class) affect the foreign policies of your country? To what extent do these domestic variables help in understanding the manner in which domestic problems in your nation are/or are 


Domestically, there are five variables that come into play: Idiosyncratic variables concern themselves with the background of political leaders, including personality.  In Hungary’s case this is very important.  The current leader Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsany has had a tight control on Hungary’s economic and social reform process.  In March of 2007 reports of riots in opposition to oust the prime minister date back to a year when he lied about the budget in order to win the 2006 elections.  The people do not trust him and his personality has not represented him well.  The idiosyncratic variable holds sway in Hungarian politics over the concept of a set role, which defines the expectations of the role of President itself along with what the public expects out of it which oftentimes places system based constraints on the leader, because democracy is still a relatively new experiment in Hungary.  There is not strong historical context to base role expectations on, therefore the leader’s background and personality traits are at the forefront.  


By definition Hungary is a parliamentary representative democratic republic, with both a President and Prime Minister. As outlined by their constitution, the president is more of a figure head but is commander and chief of the military and also nominates the Prime Minister.  The Prime Minster is the head of government, which is labeled as a pluriform multi-party system. The party system is dominated by the socialist Hungarian Socialist Party and the conservative Hungarian Civic Union or FIDESZ, which is the main opposition party. Legislative power is found in both the government and parliament, which is a unicameral National Assembly comprising of 386 members.  Hungary therefore has every indication of being an open society, however recent concerns over the legitimacy of the current majority (only gaining the majority in the capital region in local elections yet still claiming control), the lack of trust in the Prime Minister and media, along excessive rough treatment of demonstrators has led to murmurs among the right of a closing society.  Competency is also in question as inflation continues to rise despite promises of decreases, along with the ever-present Hungarian problem of unemployment. The European Union has even seen it fit to warn Hungary, more than once, about their out of control deficits while the Prime Minister continues to spend on other issues. 


While the Societal variable is largely influenced by identity politics and historical events, the systemic variables refer to the extent of Hungary’s physical resources available to conduct foreign policy, and geographic location.  Socially Hungary is currently experiencing a shift towards disunity.  There is a catholic faction in a former Soviet communist state, a socialist party holds onto tenuous majority facing off against a right, conservative party that contains an extreme right-wing element.  This makes governing more difficult, and with the recent social unrest due to tapes becoming public discrediting the Prime Minister, Hungarian values have been ignored as the Prime Minister is currently a self proclaimed liar.  Images of West vs. East still have a strong appeal in Hungary, as it seeks to distinguish itself as a member of the European Union and attempts to shed the semblance of a former bloc country.  As for systemic, Hungary is a medium to smaller country, landlocked in Europe but divided by a main waterway, the Danube.  As for the physical resources, its main is arable land for sustainment farming.  Hungary does have a thriving wine industry, but that does not carry the weight of German industrialization or French agriculture within the EU.

4.       What range of resources do you have available to you to help pursue your foreign policy objectives, including military and economic capabilities (make sure you answer this question in the context of your answers to question 1)? How dependent are you on resources outside of your country?


This question focuses on the systemic domestic variable, the extent of Hungary’s physical resources available to conduct foreign policy.  As Hungary’s foreign policy objectives are based on what the European Union wants, and maintaining good standing within the Union as discussed in question one its resources are directed to that outlet.  It is a bit of a circle however due to the fact that one of Hungary’s major resources in dealing with other countries is the fact that it is in the European Union.  With currently no major military might, or a corner on the market, Hungary relies on foreign investment and assistance for its domestic stability.  Hungary is not a major powerbroker politically and has not stated any major Foreign Policy objectives, with the exception of economic and safety stability demonstrated by its bid for the EU and NATO.

5.       How important is ideology to your group? How about nationalism?


Traditionally nationalism and ideology are in competition with one another and when nationalism is strong in the case of Hungary, political ideology (recovering communists) is very low.  Ethnic tensions can provoke conflicts and anti-Semitism has been on the rise since the socialist movement resurgence. The now third republic has made Hungarian history with two non partisan presidents in a row, re-iterating low interest and no real emphasis on ideals, but instead the focus on Hungary as a country and its development.  This is not unusual for countries coming into their own for the first time.  Even though Hungary is a member of the European Union, that sovereignty surrendered has made it possible for Hungary, not the Ottoman Empire, not the Austria-Hungarian Empire, not the U.S.S.R but Hungary to develop into a fledgling democracy.
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