





prevent the successful implementation of the reforms, without which
economic advancement is not possible. It is vital for the regime that strin-
gent economic measures be balanced with political innovations. The
newly introduced personal income tax, the general turnover tax, and fur-
ther price increases which lowered workers’ living standards could trigger
large-scale popular unrest. Reforms expanding the political participation
of citizens through the legislative process could defuse this tension, but
still might not guarantee success.

In the September 1987 full session of the Parliament, government
policy was both challenged and sustained. While K4dar acknowledged
that "we have not found the proper implementation of socialism yet,"
other representatives questioned the leadership’s responsibility and ac-
countability. This lengthy legislative session, extensive committee
meetings, and sharp floor debates signaled a new departure for the Parlia-
ment. The committees passed numerous modifications and the plenum
accepted many of these, but rejected others. Members of the legislature
began more independently to assert themselves and forge their own new
role, within the limits of a one-party system. The pressures for further
reforms are observable everywhere. New concepts and ideas, including
constitutional reform, revision of electoral rules, and modification of legis-
lative procedure are becoming commonplace. Major changes in these
areas would result in important institutional transformations, but they
would remain within the parameters of the one-party system and the
socialist alliance. In the long run, however, they could also carry the
danger of slipping out of the limits of the established socialist system. The
public’s genuine opinions regarding the economic changes and political in-
novations are difficult to assess. Cynicism and skepticism were openly
observable at the grassroot level in September 1987, yet after the par-
liamentary session, resentment seemed to temporarily recede. Only the
future will tell if the working classes, who have to bear the brunt of the
sacrifices, will passively accept policies based on increased economic
hardships and limited political reform.%
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Legislative reform is a pivotal plank in Hungary’s political program.
The June 1985 decision of the Central Committee made it clear that the
legislative branch should play a larger role® and that this cannot be ac-
complished without a major rearrangement of the relationship between
the Council of Ministers, the Presidential Council, the Party apparatus,
and the Parliament. Furthermore, parliamentary reform raises the dif-
ficult question of the existential nature of the body itself, its origins, and
the electoral system. Active political participation by the electorate and
increased legitimacy of the leadership both require an improved electoral
system.

This writer and other informed observers of the 1985 elections have
noted several weaknesses in the electoral process. For example, can-
didate selection lacked a clearly defined procedure and the nominating
meetings showed many anomalies.? Others have commented that Party
influences dominated behind closed doors and that this created voter
skepticism.63 However, the 1985 elections could be viewed only as a
beginning and other corrective measures could be established which
would greatly improve the system. The suggested enlargement of the na-
tional list could provide for more input by major societal groups and
organizations, especially if they were to be part of the candidate selection
process. Also, the creation of a second chamber presumably dealing with
economic matters is thought to improve the quality of legislative output.
To date, suggestions for reform have remained within the socialist one-
party framework, yet conservative opponents express dismay at
Parliament’s ag)parent expansion and complain, "Parliament is not what it
used to be.""~ They express concern that the legislature voted down
governmental proposals and this could happen again, endangering Party
power.~ This is probably an unrealistic overreaction and is brushed aside
by reformers who insist that the Party’s carefully engineered withdrawal
from operational details would not terminate its main directive role, espe-
cially in the key ministries of defense, foreign affairs, and interior.®” If the
Party leadership freed itself from procedural details but retained ultimate
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decisionmaking power and its guiding role,68 the authority of the Govern-
ment and power sharing with the Parliament would inevitably increase.

Revisions of rules could be undertaken on an even larger scale without
endangering the power monopoly of the Party. It could simultaneously
make parliamentary politics more palatable, facilitating the Assembly’s
role in conflict resolution. Specific steps for this objective could include
the candidate selection for parliamentary leadership, with nominations
coming from the floor and/or from a nominating committee rather than
from outside organizations. Since the committees are the permanent
working organs of the legislature, their preparation time should be sub-
stantially increased and their size adjusted to the relative importance of
their profile. While they need to retain the right to hold executive ses-
sions, closed meetings should be kept at a minimum and there should be
full disclosure of information for the general public by the media. These
steps would have the positive effect of informing the electorate and
bolstering the legitimacy of the committees. The contradiction between
the dynamic activities of the committees and the narrow limitations of
plenary procedures should be eliminated. There is also the need to sub-
stantially expand the frequency and scope of the plenum, which would not
require a formal amendment. The two-phase procedure could also be
used more frequently and Parliament should be permitted to entertain in-
dependent motions and modifications, responding to open debate.”’

In the technical procedural area, there are several options available for
reform of legislative functions. The list of twelve situations in which
decisions are made without debate could be narrowed to only a few. This
would greatly increase member participation. Likewise, liberal use of the
interpellations could strengthen the supervisory role of legislators, creat-
ing closer contacts with, and heightened confidence from, the voters. As
the findings in this study indicate, the strong controlling power of the
leadership could be decentralized by introducing a rules committee and by
creating a subcommittee and an ad hoc committee system. Furthermore,
the voting procedure should be revised in order to avoid the anomalies
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that have been observed. There are other means to facilitate legislators’
influence vis-a-vis inherent governmental advantages in the voting order,
such as the occasional use of secret ballots.”

Some of these revisions could be implemented without formal amend-
ments by altering present practices and/or employing a different
interpretation of the rules in force. None would entail serious risk to the
Party’s ultimate influence in the Parliament.”* The HSWP could consider
the reduction of its representation in the parliamentary membership. It is
not sine qua non to maintain a 77% presence when the Party membership
in the society at large is only about 8%. In the absence of other political
parties, a reduced party ratio would enhance the legitimacy of the Parlia-
ment with the voters and would be more in accord with the general thrust
of Hungary’s political reforms. Thus the Assembly could better serve as
interest aggregator, between often competing group interests.

In the final analysis, procedural changes would have some impact but
no formalistic legal rule can solve the underlying basic question concern-
ing the scope of the legislators’ political clout. The outlook for legislative
changes could be promising in the future if parliamentary functions were
to be enlarged. Rules revision would widen the opportunity for innova-
tions, which in turn would stimulate substantive reform measures; the two
are interconnected and act upon each other.

At the present time, there is no tangible consensus about the transfor-
mation of Parliament. Conservative officials are reluctant to make
changes, while reformist politicians favor bolder steps; the odds are in
favor of the latter.”> To be sure, the issue is difficult from the point of
view of the regime. Reform carried too far might open up the procedure
to a degree undesirable for the one-party system. Yet the maintenance of
a narrowly restricted system would stifle the Assembly’s work, keepi ing
legislative reforms and political participation at an unsatisfactory level.

Official reform plans essentially call for significant institutional chan-
ges, but not radical systemic replacement. Government, Party and
academic task forces are working on a variety of specific projects which
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are to be completed by 1989/1990. Some perimeters were visible as early
as 1987/88. There are reform plans on three levels: the organs of govern-
ment; the legislature; and the local administration. The main issue is the
reduction of the Party’s decisionmaking power by expanding the role of
the Government and the legislature. The new Party leadership in place
since May 1988 leans toward more radical changes with a quicker tempo
than did its predecessors. The key question, however, remains the con-
traction of the HSWP’s dominating presence in operational decisions.
While the Party’s guiding role is to be preserved in broad policy issues,
more direct decisionmaking power will be extended to the Government,
particularly on economic matters.

Another important aspect of institutional reforms is the future role of
the Presidential Council, especially its substituting for the legislature.
This function had been reduced by the December 1987 constitutional
modification which stlpulated that the Council cannot alter laws passed
originally by the Parliament. > Yet the problem is much larger, and ques-
tions have been raised about the nature and even necessity of the Council.
There have been some %roposals suggesting its abolition and the creation
of a Presidential post.” This would require constitutional change and
raise the issue of whether the large-scale transfer of legislative and ad-
ministrative supervisory powers would make it too difficult for the Party to
preserve its influence in the legislature. The Assembly is still perceived as
an instrument of socialist democracy and is expected to be controlled by
the Party’s parliamentary faction.

Both Party reformists and the democratic opposition stand for radical
institutional reforms, but their programs differ. Representative Kiraly, a
reformist who was expelled from the Party in early 1988, visualized the
possibility of a stronger legislature within the one-party system.77 Yet
various factions in the democratic opposition increasingly suggest a multi-
party solution and a pluralistic Parliament as the only desirable
alternative.”™ The introduction of electoral changes and the broadening
of the legislative role demands careful planning if the political impact is to
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be somewhat controlled. With the growing influence of groups pluraliza-
tion could reach larger dimensions than was ever known before.
Assuming societal support this could contribute to the legitimization of
the political reforms, but under certain conditions it also could represent
a threat to the one-party system, triggering reactions. As the growing in-
dependence of some legislators indicates, an articulate oppositional
faction might emerge and, in case of conflicts between the Party and the
Parliament, a more serious rank-and-file revolt could take place Thus,
electoral changes will have to be planned cautiously if the Party is to
prevent pluralistic forces from undercutting its leadership. The 1990 elec-
tions will be one measure of success concerning these questions.

A particularly controversial problem is the definition of the concept of
"operational decisions" from which the Party might be expected to
withdraw. Lacking a precise delimitation of authority, the anticipated
struggle for influence would favor the stronger partner and thwart the ef-
forts of reformers.® In the process of implementation, the interpretation
of which areas the Party is to withdraw from could slow down or divert
changes. On the other hand, practice might overreach intended objec-
tives. Ultimately, however, the prospects for reform will depend on the
tenuous balance between the Party’s power and the public’s acceptance of
the leadership which could be upset by unforeseen circumstances. The
endurance of the regime rests on the Party’s strength at the leadership
level as well as on the loyalty of its rank-and-file membership. Today,
leadershlp unity is not strong and there are, ample signals indicating
serious internal weakness of the Party ranks.3! Debates of the Prelimi-
nary Guidelines of the Party Conference in April and May 1988 indicate
very strong grassroot opposition to Party leadership, both conservative and
reformist, with the rejection of the latter being the stronger.

With the replacement of Janos K4dé4r by Kéroly Grosz as General
Secretary in May 1988, the political alignment changed. The HSWP Party
Conference carried through long-awaited changes of its top leadership.
Six close associates of former General Secretary Kdd4r were removed
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from the Political Bureau and some were also eliminated from the Central
Committee, where one-third of the members were new appointees.
This marked the end of the moderate cautious reformist era of the seven-
ties and eighties. The Political Bureau now includes several radical
reformers, among them Imre Pozsgay and Rezso Nyers, tilting the balance
of power in favor of a bolder reformist policy under Grosz, who is ex-
pected to accelerate the pace of the reforms, while keeping the more
extreme reformists and dissidents at bay without surrendering essential
Party prerogatives. How far he can go and what the limits of such policies
are, given growing economic problems and political resistance, remains to
be seen.

The resolution of the Party Conference outlined the directions of the
political reforms and took a different position from what had been
proposed prior to the conference. Within the non-negotiable one-party
system, a policy of cooperation with other views and different philosophies
was proposed. The resolution stated that "We regard constructive
criticisms and proposals important in our progress and we shall judge the
different views according to their content."" A substantially new element
was introduced by a call for constitutional revision, not just modifications
as was proposed in the previous document. The Parliament was desig-
nated as the chief legislative organ, and was given an important role in
interest aggregation and administrative supervision. The Party will con-
tinue to exercise its influence through its members in Parliament. The
undefined principle of socialist pluralism points in the direction of
broader rights of association and expression, and freedom of religion and
conscience. These new rights should be legally %uaranteed with the crea-
tion of a constitutional and administrative court.>>

The recognition by the Party Conference that without constitutional
reform there cannot be meaningful political institutional reform prompted
the Parliament in June 1988 to establish a 27-member constitutional
preparatory committee. At the time of this writing it is too early to iden-
tify the specific features of the proposed future Constitution, but the
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breadth and depth of the changes could range from a revised legal status
for the Party to the establishment of a constitutional court.®® Some of the
theoretical approaches question even the need for the legal incorporation
of the Party’s status.3” A safer observation is, however, that there will be
a reordering of the relationship between the Party and the country’s
highest level governmental organs, with emphasis on the significantly en-
larged powers of the Assembly. The time-table for the constitutional
reform prescribes various stages, including the preparation of a draft and
parliamentary debate in early 1990 prior to the general elections.®

In conclusion, if the new leadership succeeds with economic stabiliza-
tion and the populace resists the temptations of negative emotional
reactions, the reform of Hungary’s political institutions, and especially its
Parliament, could serve as a catalyst for the legitimation of the present
regime. Conversely, if the economic program fails, the reforms, if imple-
mented in earnest, could lead to an increasingly vocal opposition and even
a major political crisis.
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Appendix

For easier understanding of the analysis, an English language translation of a few key
paragraphs of the Standing Orders of the Hungarian Parliament (4 Magyar Népkéztarsasdg
Orszdggyitlésének iiggyrendje, Budapest: Athenacum, 1986) is presented.

Paragraph 26

/1/ Proposals to Parliament may be submitted by the Presidential Council, the Coun-
cil of Ministers, each parliamentary committee and any member of Parliament. The
proposals of the committees or of the members’ initiation of an enactment, requests for
putting an issue on the agenda, etc., form individual motions.

12/ Proposals, together with their reasoning, shall be submitted in writing to the
Speaker of Parliament.

/3/ Parliament places the proposals of the Presidential Council and the Council of
Ministers on the agenda.

/4/ A member of Parliament submits his individual motion directly to the appropriate
committee of Parliament for purposes of being studied and debated.

/5/ Exceptionally, a member of Parliament may submit his individual proposal to the
Speaker in writing not later than eight days prior to the session.

/6/ The Speaker shall present a report on the individual motions to Parliament and
make a proposal to place them on the agenda or not. Parliament, after hearing possible
comments by the member, makes a decision in the matter without further debate.

Paragraph 37

/1/ Parliament conducts both the general and detailed debate on the bill at the same
time. Parliament may resolve to debate the long and medium-term national economic
plans and the more significant concepts in two phases: in the first phase it conducts the
general debate, and in the second it decides on the acceptance of the plan or concept
finalized in the course of the debate. The President of Parliament, the Council of Mini-
sters, the appropriate committee or any member of Parliament may propose the procedure
for the debate. All other matters shall be discussed only in general debate.

f2/ The member of Parliament submits amendment proposals in writing to the ap-
propriate committee.

3/ Exceptionally, the member of Parliament may submit the proposal for amendment
to Parliament. The proposal is to be submitted to the President of Parliament no later
than eight days prior to the session.

/4/ The President of Parliament submits the proposal for amendment to the ap-
propriate committee in order to allow it to express its opinion prior to debating the bill,
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provided the committee has not yet taken a position on it. The member of Parliament and
the minister submitting the bill shall be invited to the meeting of the committee.

/5/ The committee considers the proposal and takes a position to support it or not.
When presenting the committee’s proposal, the referee of the committee summarizes the
debate on the proposals for Parliament’s information. Reasons for the rejection of
modification proposals shall be given only if the Member of Parliament upholds his
proposal.

/6/ The committee presents its motion for amendment and its opinion concerning the
proposal of the member to the Plenum in writing, and it shall be attached to the member’s
proposal.

/7! The representative may change his proposal for amendment during the session of
Parliament prior to the conclusion of the debate or he may withdraw it at any time prior
to the beginning of voting.

/8/ If the representative changes his amendment proposal, the President passes it to
the appropriate committee for its opinion, considering it as a new proposal.

Paragraph 42

/1/ In all issues except those provided in paragraph 5.5 and paragraph 6.1, Parliament
decides by open voting.

2/ 1If amendments have been proposed to a bill, Parliament first votes on provisions
affected by the proposals for amendment, and then on the entire bill.

/3/ 1f the Council of Ministers disagrees with a proposal for amendment, voting shall
first take place on the Council of Ministers’ proposal and, thereafter, on the proposal for
amendment.

/4/ Any member may move that each proposal for amendment be put to vote
separately. Parliament decides upon this motion without debate.

/5/ Voting is done by a show of hands. Whenever doubt arises as to the result of
voting, or at the request of any member, the President shall have the votes counted.

/6/ Any member may propose voting by roll-call. Parliament decides upon this
proposal without debate.

71/ Voting by roll-call shall be decreed upon the written motion of at least 30 mem-
bers.
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