


was basically political and the legal reasoning for rejection was not sound.94

Without going into all the legal details, this writer's opinion is that both Parliament
and the critics were somewhat bypassing the gist of the dilemma. There was no
question to decide at this point because there was an absence of a diplomatic

overture or draft treaty regarding Hungary's NATO membership, consequently,
neither decision-making nor advisory vote would have meant anything more than
a dubious exercise in public opinion survey.9S

In light of the above, it appears that Parliament was not exclusively
politically motivated, as some critics and WP supporters claim. The absence of a
"justiciable" issue basically indicates the soundness of the decision to deny the
referendum, even if formalistically some of the arguments are controversial. Thus
the WP's effort went down to defeat, but not without accomplishing two objectives:
the procedures triggered considerable publicity in the media and stirred up public
opinion pro and con NATO, attracting attention to the party and demonstrating the
relative strength of the largest extraparliamentary party. Last but not least, the
systematic effort to keep Hungary out of NATO was an important manifestation of
the WP's foreign policy favoring a more eastern orientation." It should be
observed, however, that the advocacy of neutrality comes from a party professing

an interest in the reconstruction of a past "socialist" system and which thinks

positively about the Russian communists' interest in reviving the Soviet empire,

and thus the coveted neutrality likely would end up in another, less than neutral,

political alignment.fJ7

Before closing the discussion of the WP'.s foreign policy contacts, it has to

be noted that a position on the status of minorities in the surrounding countries,

specifically in Slovakia, Romania, and Yugoslavia, . is an integral part of any

Hungarian policy. The party advocates II reasonable11 steps to improve relationships,

which comes close to the current positions of the Socialist Party and the coalition
proposing "historical reconciliation" with the successor states." The long-term

perspective of the WP, of course, is that if communist parties played important
roles in the respective countries, the conditions for a human-rights-oriented
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approach would be vastly improved through a cessation of "nationalist-populist
demagogy.n One ought to think, however, that such an expectation could be

illusory in the light of past experiences when communist-block countries were

unable to overcome national-etlutic tensions and only kept a lid on them.

The Workers' Party's Present Status and Future Trajectory

The Hungarian Workers' Party is a fixed star at the outside perimeter of

the political galaxy. It still glimmers but it may fade away or, in the best case, it
could become brighter without really flaring up.

The party was born out of the collapse of the parent HSWP at the 14th

Party Congress in 1989, transforming the old party into what was intended to be
a (social democratic) socialist party. The secessionist diehard core of the HSWP
rose out of the ruins of the forty years ruling party as a reborn new/old party in
December 1989. Its legitimation on the grass-roots level was dubious, but the
transferring former elite(s) continued in the orthodox tradition of Marxism­
Leninism and adjusted to a cloudy notion of modernized reform-communism. The
December 1989 congress was viewed by the party as the "true 14th congress of the
true socialist party," while the newly formed HSP was said to have emerged as a

result of a "party elite putsch." The successor HSWP II showed all the
characteristics of a "Bolshevik"party with a rigid, conservative organization. Over
a period of seven years the party slowly and reluctantly has backed away from
some of the most characteristic features of past conununist parties and inched
toward grudging acceptance of pluralism and partial tolerance of a market

.economy-a mixed economy with predominantly centralized features.

The inner procedures of party life are rigidly cemented in the
charismaticaIlyrevered bylaws. The former dogma of democratic centralism at first

survived; later at the 16th Congress it was formally abandoned, yet in essence it
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was retained. Minorities are not to obstruct decisions that higher-level organs, and

ultimately the Central Committee, may annul at their discretion on grounds not

defined in merit. Thus the centralized leadership is firmly built into the procedures

of the party, exercising direct/indirect oligarchic power through domination.

Nonetheless, this power is not consistently practiced and is sometimes bypassed in

favor of reconciliation and mediation leading to compromise in conflict resolutions.

The party elite's discretionary power to manipulate procedures otherwise

determined by the bylaws was demonstrated in the preparation of the 17th

Congress. The open, partywide voting determined the composition of the
presidency, predecided by the center and finally rubber-stamped by the congress,

without a single change. Membership requirements became more open, however,

by eliminating the application requirement and canceling. rules about party

punishment and censuring. There is now somewhat wider opportunity for primary

organizations to vote on questions and, on the highest level, between congresses

party conferences may be called more frequently and with greater procedural

flexibility. In the final analysis, however, the infrastructure of the party can be still

controlled from above; democratic election processes are limited and can be
suppressed by arbitrary, top-down decisions .

Since the system-changing events of 1989-1990, the WP much longer than

the socialists, has remained the captive of societal quarantine. Citizen support and

electoral success remain limited but steady, keeping the party's position stable as

the leading extraparliamentary force with 2-4 percent support nationally

(significantly higher in the northeastern and eastern regions as indicated in the

election analyses). In 1994 the WP lost some votes, but it should be kept in mind

that this took place amid a sweeping electoral tide for the s~cialists, who attracted

likely WP voters. These trends seem to have been firm throughout two national and

two local elections, indicating a potential basis for a future breakout under certain

conditions.

The demographic profile of the party shows clearly a core of older,

members and supporters, chiefly from the previous party-state's apparatus and
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nomenklatura, and a serious absence of youth that could be lethal in a few years
unless reversed. The strongest backing is visible among former blue-collar

industrial and agricultural workers and pensioners, especially in the less-developed
and economically critical eastern areas. If the party is able to hold onto this core,
and if the present political balance unravels and disenchantment within the HSP

becomes significant, there could be some shift of voters toward the WP. The

surveys cited above also indicate that more citizens think favorably, or at least not

too critically, of this party-which is generally recognized as representative of

leftist values-than actually vote for its candidate. However, such sentiments are

obviously soft, and the identification of the party with past communist

politics-rightly or wrongly-makes it suspect and alien in the political culture of

a postcommunist society. It is therefore a curious phenomenon that on certain

issues, like the referendum initiated to prevent NATO membership, the party was

able to generate positive responses beyond its actual voter base.

The crucial question regarding the WP's status is how the party fits into the

entire political landscape and what openings are available for it to break out of its

confinement. Indeed, the gate to the promised land of legitimacy and parliamentary

presence is very narrow. The party's relationship to the (presently) defining left

factor, the HSP, is deteriorating, and lip-service to a broad left-coalition aside, the

socialists are the main targets of WP attacks as traitors to left solidarity.99 Deprived

of its potentially largest left ally, the WP stands alone because the disappearing
social democrats no longer weigh in the balance and anything "right" of the

socialists, with the exception of some solidarity-concerned Christian democrats and

Smallholders, is unequivocally rejected by the conununists.

Thus the political isolation of this party is partly self-imposed, partly a

product of societal disaffection; media treatment is also less than impartial in

covering relevant news. The party's active, cooperative efforts concentrate on the

NFHU Leftist Worker Platform and the Leftist Platform in the HSP, but, save for

extraordinary circumstances, voter gain from these sources is likely to be minimal.

If the HSP separates into two or several parties, a new radical left may emerge in
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which the WP could form the nucleus-or more probably only a part, if a merger

took place.r" Neither in the HSP nor in other left quarters is there a positive

sentiment about potential WP leadership in a new left formation.

Economic stabilization measures and falling wage levels caused growing

restlessness in Hungarian society, and the concomitant radicalization has led to

substantial gains for the right-conservative forces, especially the ISP, raising the

specter of a potential upheaval in Hungarian politics in the near future. Considering

the psychological state of society, which is characterized by fears from past bitter

experiences with revolution and radicalization, an apocalyptic episode affecting the
democratic order is not likely, in this writer's opinion. Nonetheless, a collapse of

public trust and tolerance in political institutions and the elite cannot be excluded,

and some early signs at the end of 1996 point in this direction: the radicalization

of the right as well as the left. So far the tide is moving toward the right and not

the left, virtually excluding a WP gain on this count. If the present trend continues

and the HSP is negatively affected, some convergence between socialist and WP
support may occur. Historical experience shows, however, that verbal radicalism
is generally stronger in Hungary than radical activism. The lessons of the past have
taught Hungarians the advantages of flexible, adaptable pragmatism. 101

The programmatic characteristics of the WP predetermine its international

connections and foreign policy objectives. As a small communist party, it must

broaden its foreign ties in order to break out of its domestic confinement.

International cooperation is a Marxist-Leninist tradition and the WP cultivates such

ties with great care. Aside from Hungary's neighbors, the most important contacts

are with the Russian Communist Party, undoubtedly the largest communist force

globally aside from ruling parties. 1m Relying on past traditions of an eastern

orientation and coveted notions of neutrality, the various communist parties'

interests converge in keeping NATO at bay; they advocate an all-European security

system based on the European Organization of Security and Cooperation (EOSC).

If there were a renaissance of the Soviet empire or of Russian (communist) power

however, apprehension would be justified that neutrality might be captured into a
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renewed Russian/communist geopolitical zoneof influence, closing the full circle
from anti-NATO neutrality to pro-Russian alliance. 103

The WP unrealistically holds today that such dangers are only phantoms.
Historically, Hungary has been Western-oriented, both culturally and politically,
and it is therefore a serious weakness of theWP's international policythat it shows
no interest in studying Western European (communist) models-their programs,
organization, and strategies for adapting successfully to political competition in
pluralist democratic systems.

The various programmatic pronouncements and positionpapers of the WP
are not only centered on Hungary, but its international policy notes that, with the
collapse of the former socialist systems there are no counterweights to capitalist
expansion whichtoday exploits the high-technology and information revolution to
its advantage, the United States and the West profiting most. This process of
marketglobalization results in impoverishment of blue-and white-collar workers
and, simultaneously shrinking social welfare networks act as a pincer movement
that recreates increasing poverty. This is an issue for all sides of the political
spectrum because the trend creates explosive pockets of discontent. lOt The right­
wingconservative-nationalist-populists use the problems to promote their political
agenda, while social democratic and center forces cannot solve the crisis. The
radical left (communist) parties also profess a high degree of interest in
counteracting what they perceive as unlimited capitalist restoration. They offer
another "neocommunist" solution to the emerging technological collectivism and
propose grass-roots, direct democratic control of these antisocial, destructive
trends. While serious problems undoubtedly persist and even worsen, the far left
parties react to themin a one-sided wayandfail to realize the immense complexity
of contemporary trends. lOS Their proposals are based on neo-Marxist concepts and
the pursuit of political power, but the controversial global issues defy a single­
minded, dogmatic solutionas advocated by the communist parties, including the
WP.
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After the implosion of the Soviet-type systems, it was generally held that
the days of collectivist Marxism-Leninism defined communism were over. In
today's world, however, these forces appear to be on the rebound. They apparently
believe that long-term technological and economic trends will not only justify their
resurgence but create the conditions for their renaissance. While such beliefs are
farfetched, we cannot disregard the continued strength and, in some cases, new
influence of several communist parties. As heirs of the Euro-Communist tradition,

some parties are successfully active in the 1990s-especially the Italian, French,

Spanish, and German-concentrating on current economic woes of unemployment
and welfare cutbacks and distancing themselves from Soviet-style (reform)

communism of the past. The Italian Party of the Democratic Left, in power in

1996-the dominant force in the Olive Tree Coalition (L'Ulivo)-is the transfigured

mainstream of the former communists; the more radical Marxist left Rifondazione

Communista, in alliance with them, scored 8.5 percent in the April 1996 elections.

Privatization of "strategic industries" and NATO, is rejected, but capitalism is not

viewed in one-sided, negative colors. In France, the Communist Party molded a

new, more flexible image with an open style, and while disassociating itself from

the Russian party, it remains attached to communism as a model of the future; it

won 8.7 percent in the 1995 presidential elections.106The Spanish Communist Party

is a part of the United Left, an alliance of a variety of left groups which won 10.5

percent in the March 1996 parliamentary elections. Elsewhere in Germany, the

Party of Democratic Socialism represents considerable strength, especially in the

east. In postcommunist Eastern Europe, the strongest communist party is the Czech

party with 10.53 percent.!" and, of course, in Russia it is the second largest force.

On the global scene, the Japanese party also shows some resurgence: in October

1996 it almost doubled its parliamentary mandates from 15 to 26 (out of 499).

These are only representative examples, but generally the impression is that both

in Europe and elsewhere postconununists and neocommunists are self-confident

again and feel they have a bright future. lOS
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The Hungarian Workers' Party fits into this general picture except for its

certain opportunity to improve its status in the 1998 election year. In terms of

Weltanschauung and its approach to Marxism, technological revolution, and

etatism, the party is, by and large, very similar to its European counterparts, but

in operations and atmospherics it is somewhere between the Russian and Western

parties. It is trying to move toward a more open, modernized model while being

pulled back by late-Kadar reform-communist perceptions.
In the larger perspective there is nothing strange or unrealistic about the

WP's survival and future expectations. Only some diehard zealots are dismissing

left radicalism in favor of its extreme right version. Whether the party as it

operates in the 1990s can make headway is another question. To be sure the 17th

Congress in November 1996 committed itself to concentrate on youth support,

modernization, and the innovative analysis of current societal problems, and it
pledged to abandon past cliches in favor of democratization of the party
mfrastructure.l" It appears to this writer, though, that there is neither enough
commitment nor workable pragmatic methodology at the disposal of the party to
stay successfully competitive in the political struggles of the next few years.

To some extent the party is still the captive of the past combined with a
utopian future vision; it has no "bridge to get to the 21st Century" as the party
program suggests. The rank-and-file membership is still dominated by nostalgic,
backward-looking apparatus people, and youth is dramatically absent. The best
scenario would be a genuine modernization of the party infrastructure through

genuine democratization and more compromise with the market economy and the
private sector. The party could achieve this while continuing to disassociate and

differentiate itself from current social democratic trends. In doing so, if there

would be an intense weakening of the mainstream left HSP, the WP could get some

voter support from the disillusioned and dispossessed classes, system losers, and
left-socialists. This would enable the party to either be a new nucleus of new forces
or part of a new left alliance.ne
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The WP ought to get out of the societal and political quarantine. It has a

legitimate place on the Hungarian political map on two accounts. First, it is the

inheritor and true successor of a traditional ruling party for 40 years which made,

at least in its perception, some positive contributions. Secondly, it could be claimed

by some that it is a force representing the newly dispossessed members of the

capitalist restoration. In the democratic process, both right and left radicalism has
the constitutional status to freely exist, and perhaps expand.

If the party would modernize, as it has vaguely promised, it could possibly

play an increasing role in the period leading up to the 1998 national and local

elections. Paradoxically, its chances largely depend on the future trajectory of its

main left competitor, the HSP. If the socialists hold together, the WP outlook is

more limited; if the HSP subdivides, the WP may well benefit from shifting voter

support. So far, however, disenchanted socialists and supporters have not moved

toward the far left but instead to the far right ISP.ll1 The late 1996 political trends,

as mirrored in voter surveys, show a voter realignment away from the left toward

the ISP, which is neck and neck with the socialists and the formerly liberal Fidesz­

Citizens Party now leaning to center-right. 112

In this volatile situation the radical left has only limited chances. It has to

achieve at least 5 percent of the vote nationally to surpass the electoral law

threshold in order to get into Parliament-what it failed to accomplish in 1990 and

1994. 113 If successful, the party could escape from its isolation and become a

legitimate left-left opposition against a social democratic-liberal coalition and/or

against a center-right alliance.!" If this fails, the WP will stagnate on the 2-4

percent level or could even slowly fade away. Only the future will tell which of

these alternatives becomes reality, and this depends on presently uncertain

fermentations. The outcome of these volatile conditions remains to be seen.
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