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The Hungarian Debate on 1989
 
The debate on the significance of the events of 1989, usually referred to in Hungary as "regime change"
(rendszerváltás), has taken place up to now largely within the realm of politics. In particular the
governing Fidesz party around Prime Minister Viktor Orbán is attempting to reinterpret the events-which
up to now have been ascribed a mostly positively connotation-and view them and the subsequent period
of transition as a period of crisis that did not come to an end until Orbán won a landslide victory in 2010
(Hungary's "revolution in the voting booth"). This national reinterpretation is popular, because many
Hungarians hold a negative view of the developments since 1989, often characterized as the "return to
Europe." However, hardly any debate on 1989 has yet emerged within the rather liberally minded
academic world, although this situation will presumably change in the coming years.

 

"Return to Europe": 1989 and European Integration
Hardly twenty-five years after the radical changes in East Central Europe and almost a decade after
Hungary's accession into the European Union, the general euphoria over the "return to Europe"[1], which in
1989 was still celebrated everywhere, seems to have faded.[2] More and more politicians and
intellectuals of all shades are referring negatively to the changes usually referred to in Hungary as
"regime change"; and that is not all: In a survey, less than half of the Hungarian respondents assessed
the changes since 1989 as positive, in contrast to almost three-quarters of participating Poles and
Czechs.[3] The crisis facing the Hungarian democracy, which was first manifested publicly in the fall of
2006 in mass demonstrations and isolated acts of violence, is seen as closely tied to the present
financial, economic, and political crisis of the European Union, and to the purported new master narrative
of the "decline of the West".[4]  

However, political party researchers also explain the increasing distance to the European Union, in
particular among conservative parties in East Central Europe, as owing to the fact that the socialist
successor parties of the former communist regime since 1990 have evolved more and more into strong
EU advocates, also in order to give themselves a new image that is more popular in the West.[5] Long
after 1989, all democratic parties were still clearly pro-Europe, as "Europe" was seen as the only
alternative after the collapse of socialism. At the same time, from "Europe", especially (West) Germany
(and the United States), came strong expectations about how totalitarian pasts were to be dealt
with.[6] This expanded-European or even global-context is key regarding the interpretation of the regime
change in Hungary, because, in contrast to the revolution of 1956, it is difficult to view Hungary's 1989 in
isolation, as a purely national event.[7] Also, the Hungarian nation has always been defined in relation to
"Europe". Therefore, interpretations of 1989 are excellently suited for people to distinguish themselves in
the field of politics with statements about the nation and its qualities. In the following, I will attempt to
explain why the academic world is having far greater difficulties doing this.

 

"Hungarian Revolution" 2010—Orbán and the Ambivalence toward 1989
Ever since the landslide victory of his party, Fidesz (Federation of Young Democrats), in the
parliamentary elections in 2010, the present head of state Viktor Orbán has spoken of a "revolution in the
voting booth (fülkeforradalom)", which he says gave him the task of bringing radical change to his
country.[8] This appraisal of the elections in 2010 has political consequences for historical interpretations
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of the regime change in 1989. When Orbán speaks of the "revolution" of 2010, he means two things: first,
that 1989 was not a revolution, and, second, that 1989 was not a Hungarian revolution. 

The word "revolution" is in fact seldom used in Hungary-in contrast to the former East Germany or
Czechoslovakia. The transition to a new regime came step by step in Hungary, starting around 1985 or
1987, and a large majority of the population was not involved in it. There were no mass demonstrations.
Furthermore, according to Viktor Orbán, these changes led to "insecurity" within Hungarian society.[9] He
explained this development on the basis of the coercive character and alienness of the communist
system, which had stripped Hungarian society of its self-respect. This is of course a major simplification,
which does not do justice in particular to the different phases of the dictatorship-brutal Stalinism in the
1950s and then increasing liberalization starting in the 1960s under János Kádár. Also, the relationship
between communism and the Hungarian nation was far more complex than as portrayed by
Orbán.[10] But this is not about history, it is a matter of disparaging a political opponent. 

On the other hand, Viktor Orbán and Fidesz cannot completely reject the "regime change" of 1988-90.
First of all, the Fidesz movement was founded in 1988 and it was in summer 1989 when Orbán had his
first major public appearance in Hungary, at the ceremony marking the reburial of executed heroes of the
revolution of 1956.[11] 

Secondly, this was Orbán's way of saying that 1989 was not a Hungarian revolution, such as the one of
1956. Speaking of "Hungary's rebirth" stresses the national aspect and underscores the fact that the
changes from that point on were not to follow a "foreign", "eastern", or "western" model, but should come
from Hungary itself. The present atmosphere, as mentioned earlier in this article, accompanied by anti-
western and anti-European sentiments, and the noncritical pro-Western attitudes of the socialist-liberal
camp that was in power until 2010 in Hungary, also explain in part the monumental success of Fidesz in
the last elections. Orbán succeeded in presenting the widespread dissatisfaction in the political system
and the consequences of the introduction of a capitalist market economy, which led to the
impoverishment of broad segments of the population, as a national message that speaks to very many
Hungarians. In any case, the long-standing socio-liberal prerogative of interpretation about contemporary
history appears to have been broken.[12] 

Hungary's new Fundamental Law (HFL), which Fidesz brought through the parliament in April 2011 with
a two-thirds' majority, is also characterized by ambivalence toward the legacy of 1989: On the one hand,
Hungary is described as part of the European Union (Art. E, HFL), and its Fundamental Law contains
aspects of European law.[13] On the other hand, the "Hungarian nation" (or the two-thirds' majority of the
votes of the Members of Parliament) is obliged to return to its old, "historical
constitution."[14] The thousand-year history of Hungary is thus shifted to the center of today's Hungarian
politics, whereas the "tyrannical rule" of communism and the short-lived dictatorship of the Arrow Cross
Party during the occupation by German troops has been factored out of the continuity of Hungary's
national history. 

With reference to the regime change in 1989, the following is stated in the National Avowal, which is the
preamble to the Fundamental Law: 

"We agree with the members of the first free Parliament, which proclaimed as its first decision that our
current liberty was born of our 1956 Revolution. We date the restoration of our country's self-
determination, lost on the nineteenth day of March 1944, from the second day of May 1990, when the
first freely elected body of popular representation was formed. We shall consider this date to be the
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beginning of our country's new democracy and constitutional order."[15] 

Thus the democracy began in May 1990, whereby the regime change is appreciated only with respect to
its end; and 1989, like the Arrow Cross Party dictatorship and communism, is omitted from Hungary's
national history.  

After the verbal attacks, the Orbán government recently (March 2013) created a fait accompli by passing
a law that created an Archives and Research Institute for the History of the Hungarian Regime
Change.[16] The institute is to be affiliated with the Office of the Prime Minister, and the politically active
literary scholar Zoltán Biró will be the director. Critical observers thus expect a largely negative
presentation of 1989 that is agreeable to the political leadership rather than serious historical
research.[17] The 1956 institute, which in the last twenty years brought forth the most important
contributions to contemporary history, was already bled dry financially and incorporated into the
National Library, which means restrictions in its research activities.

 

1989 and Hungarian Historiography: Regime Change or Revolution?
In contrast to politics, within the academic disciplines (political science, sociology, contemporary history,
anthropology) that are concerned with recent Hungarian history, there have to date not been any major
debates on the events of 1989-90. This is all the more surprising as there has been a veritable flood of
publications, mostly detailed accounts, source materials (such as the minutes of the Round Table talks),
micropolitical analyses, and in particular also many subjective appraisals (memoirs, autobiographies,
etc.) on the subject of regime change.[18] 

I believe the lack of any major debate has to do with the fact that the Hungarian "regime change" cannot
be explained outside of the international, or to be more precise: global and European context. At the
same time, however, events in Eastern and Western Europe were also influenced by developments in
Hungary: the gradual end of the Kádár era, the rise of reform socialists starting in the mid-1980s, the
emergence of oppositional movements and their contacts to Western Europe and the United
States.[19] This complex meshing of global, European, national, regional, and local events and
developments makes it extraordinarily difficult in general to write a history of 1989.[20] 

A major academic debate on 1989 in Hungary might also be lacking because the academic sphere has
largely liberal leanings, whereas so far only isolated Marxist, conservative, and nationalist voices have
been expressed. From a liberal perspective, 1989 has been interpreted predominantly as positive, as the
end of a repressive regime and the dawn of a new, liberal era, which is why the term "revolution" is often
used. This positive interpretation prevailed for a long time, yet criticism is growing. Tamás Krausz, a
leftist historian of Eastern Europe, recently said that research on the regime change has up to now been
mostly a pseudo-historical legitimation of the neoliberal elite that has been predominant since 1989.[21] 

Exemplary of the historical research that exists to date in Hungary is the often-cited book by Zoltán
Ripp, Rendszerváltás Magyarországon, 1987-90, which was published in 2006. In it, Ripp, who works at
the Socialist Party think-tank (Politikatörténeti Intézet), describes the political events and discussions in
detail, mainly the debates within the Communist Party and the most significant oppositional groups. The
author uses the narrative of the revolution, such as when he speaks of overcoming the ancien régime.
Consistently, Ripp recently accused the Orbán government of having initiated a
counter-revolution.[22] However, he is interested above all in better understanding the current political
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problems (especially those of his own party). 

Another book that is frequently cited, "From Dictatorship to Democracy: The Birth of the Third Hungarian
Republic, 1988-2001", by Ignác Romsics, was published in Hungarian in 2003. It is more of a historical
study, but it too led not to a controversy, but instead found widespread approval.[23] Romsics credits the
democratic opposition with persuading the reform communists to make greater concessions in the
Round Table talks of 1989.[24] Behind this lies the interpretation of a "negotiated" or "brokered revolution"
or, as Timothy Garton Ash put it, a "refolution" ("half-reform, half-revolution").[25] Others, such as political
scientist András Bozóki and military historian Béla K. Király, who taught in the United States and died in
2009, spoke of a "constitutional" or "lawful revolution", emphasizing the peacefulness of the transition
and the consensus of communist reformers and the opposition.[26] This description was appropriated
especially by the socialist-liberal coalition. 

Andreas Schmidt-Schweizer, a German historian working in Budapest, however, contradicts the notion of
a "negotiated revolution". According to Schmidt-Schweizer, the most important decisions regarding the
system transformation were made as early as 1988 within the state party, that is, before the opposition
emerged and the Round Table talks took place.[27] 

This is a small-scale reiteration of the debate between Timothy Garton Ash and Stephen Kotkin on the
major upheaval in world history in 1989; Kotkin too regards the role of the opposition-with Poland as the
lone exception-as insignificant with respect to the events of 1989.[28] Conservative Hungarian scholars,
such as political scientist Tamás Fricz and historian Mária Schmidt, director of the House of Terror in
Budapest, on the other hand, criticize in particular the continuity of the elite beyond 1989, so they too
reject the term "revolution".[29] However, most recently, the same Maria Schmidt speaks of 1989 as a
"success story" in as far as it was an "anti-Communist" revolution "bringing" "national independence".[30] 

Despite the examples mentioned here, one cannot speak of a Hungarian historian debate on 1989. The
openness of the times since 1989 and the large volume of sources and publications that have been
available represent a great challenge for historians-not only traditional historicist or positivist-thinking
ones. It remains to be seen if the significant political changes since 2010 have any effect on this. The
continued development of the European Union should not be underestimated here. 

Translated by Allison Brown
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