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 In the grand scheme of things, Hungarian democracy is quite young, having only made 

the transition in 1989. Despite this fact, studying how and why Hungary democratized can yield 

important insights for predicting the future of the country’s democracy. For this essay, 

democracy is defined as existing where “decision makers are selected through fair, honest, and 

periodic elections in which candidates freely compete for votes and in which virtually all the 

adult population is free to vote.”1 This is opposed to authoritarianism, where governments work 

to “suppress both competition and participation.”2 As a point of reference, third wave democratic 

transitions tended to take place where authoritarianism had previously taken the form of one-

party systems, military regimes, and personal dictatorships.3 Though Hungary successfully and 

peacefully transitioned from authoritarianism to a democracy following the Revolutions of 1989 

and the subsequent fall of communism, it has recently made a shift in the opposite direction 

towards illiberal democracy under Prime Minister Viktor Orbán. 

 Prior to its democratization, Hungary was a member of the Eastern bloc, a group of 

Eastern European communist countries dominated by Soviet influences and authoritarian 

tendencies. As part of this group, Hungary saw its transition to democracy come at the end of the 

Cold War during the Revolution of 1989, when communist regimes all across Europe fell one by 

one in a great wave of democratization. However, the transition in Hungary was more cautious in 

part due to a history of civil unrest: a previous attempt at revolution failed in 1956, after which 

the communists in power fiercely cracked down on opposition.4 

                                                
1 Samuel Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century, (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1991), 7. 
2 ibid., 111. 
3 ibid. 
4 Patrick H O’Neil, “Revolution from Within: Institutional Analysis, Transitions from Authoritarianism, and 
the Case of Hungary,” World Politics 48, no. 4 (1996): 587, doi: 10.1353/wp.1996.0017. 
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Eventually, changes came to be made under the leadership of János Kádár, the new party 

general secretary, who ushered in a more forgiving relationship between the government and its 

people.5 This softening of relations allowed the country to take the necessary steps towards the 

beginning of democratization rather than stirring up violence through the continuation of the 

forced obedience of the past. Also during this time, Hungary developed a system called “Goulash 

Communism”6 in response to unrest due to high petroleum prices, widespread poverty, and low 

standards of living caused by economic troubles resulting from communism. Goulash 

Communism was a special brand of reforms towards free market policies that led the way for 

later liberalization of economic policy. These moderate reforms were a sign that Hungary was 

beginning to move away from authoritarian control of the economy, as well as of the 

government. 

 However, Goulash Communism could only go so far for the people, who became fed up 

with the slow shift and realized that “the economic reforms had come to a political dead end due 

to the inability of János Kádár and the party’s conservative wing to move beyond limited 

marketization… political reform thus emerged as a prerequisite to a solution of economic 

difficulties.”7 As a result, further political changes shook up the power hierarchy.  

 Emboldened by reforms made by the USSR’s Mikhail Gorbachev, new opposition was 

created in 1987 in the form of the Hungarian Democratic Forum, comprised mainly of populists 

and nationalists, which advocated for a compromise between communism and capitalism. That 

same year, independent political parties were allowed to form.8 Both of these events, while small 

                                                
5 ibid. 
6 ibid. 
7 Michael Bernhard, “Civil Society and Democratic Transition in East-Central Europe,” Political Science 
Quarterly 108, no. 2 (1993): 319, doi: 10.2307/2152014. 
8 Ibid., 320. 
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on their own, signaled the loosening grip of undemocratic forces on Hungary’s political system 

as it began moving closer to free elections, one of the defining requirements for democracy. 

What’s more, János Kádár had come to be a reminder of the failed 1956 revolution and 

those alive to remember it resented him for past actions like lying about national history and 

pretending Hungary was entirely independent of Soviet influence.9 In the end, Kádár stood as a 

symbol of the unhappy past and had to be removed in 1988 before the country could move 

forward on its journey to democracy. Following his replacement, a new constitution was drafted 

at the Hungarian Round Table Talks which helped usher in the change. In the end, Hungary’s 

complete democratic transition happened slightly after Poland but before other Eastern bloc 

countries as part of the reactionary chain of events following the fall of communism and the 

breakup of the Soviet Union. In Hungary, at least, the transition was relatively peaceful with few 

problems in the years after.  

 It is interesting to note that unlike in Poland, where the communists played a mostly 

antagonistic role, Hungary’s transition was helped along by communist reformers in the party 

itself who saw what happened to their Polish counterparts and were interested in self-

preservation.10 When Kádár was ousted, many others in the party simply decided to allow change 

to happen from the inside out, rather than fighting it. As a result, civil opposition in Hungary did 

not achieve the same level of structure or institutionalization as it did in Poland with the Solidary 

movement.11 However, this actually contributed to a peaceful transition because it avoided the 

creation of rival factions amongst the people and the ruling party. Indeed, national unity that had 

                                                
9 Peter C. Mentzel, “Nationalism, Civil Society, and the Revolutions of 1989,” Nations and Nationalism 18, 
no. 4 (2012): 634, doi: 10.1111/j.1469-8129.2012.00555.x. 
10 Michael Bernhard, “Civil Society and Democratic Transition in East-Central Europe,” Political Science 
Quarterly 108, no. 2 (1993): 319, doi: 10.2307/2152014. 
11 ibid., 325. 
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previously been lurking in the shadows now burst onto the national stage and played a large role 

in easing the process. Communists in power didn’t resist the inevitable, and were able to actually 

lead the reform that would lead to more democratic practices. 

 At the same time, national unity was breeding a stronger civil society in Hungary where it 

had been absent previously. Under the harsh communist regime, there was a strangehold on 

Hungarian civil society; it had been strictly controlled and almost destroyed completely,12 which 

lead to a weak population with little involvement in politics or other associations. People were 

simply too busy trying to stay alive. Unfortunately, it also led to a cycle of increasing 

authoritarianism whereby the lack of ability to assemble meant the loss of political power, which 

meant people weren’t entirely free to compete in elections and the ruling party gained even more 

power. However, the civil society was eventually reintroduced by the growth of the national 

identity during the revolution and helped promote further change.13 Indeed, a democratic-minded 

civil society is now thought to be absolutely necessary to consolidating democracy,14 so it is no 

wonder that its flourishing in Hungary helped put the country on a track to democratization. 

Ironically, while nationalism, in a sense, had been a positive catalyst in the Revolutions 

of 1989 and the transition to democracy,15 today it may be contributing to backsliding as 

Hungary increasingly isolates itself and acts out against liberal democracy. 

Backsliding first began in 2010 when Viktor Orbán’s right wing Fidesz party won 68% of 

the vote16 and began reversing the progress of the last few decades. Orbán, who is still Prime 

Minister today, essentially controls both legislative and executive branches, and “‘reliable’ 

                                                
12 Mentzel, “Nationalism, Civil Society, and the Revolutions of 1989,” 625 
13 ibid.. 
14 Bernhard, “Civil Society and Democratic Transition in East-Central Europe,” 320. 
15 Mentzel, “Nationalism, Civil Society, and the Revolutions of 1989,” 639. 
16 János Kornai, “Hungary’s U-Turn: Retreating From Democracy,” Journal of Democracy 26, no. 3 
(2015): 34, doi: 10.1353/jod.2015.0046. 
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people close to the center of power occupy decision-making positions even in public 

organizations that, in a real democracy, should provide oversight of the executive and legislative 

branches.”17 Basically, the power of the two branches has consolidated under one person, and the 

institutions meant to check the power of the government are failing to do so in a free and honest 

manner, while also not being elected as they should be under Huntington’s definition of 

democracy. 

What’s more, in 2012, Orbán and his Fidesz government wrote an entirely new 

constitution called the Fundamental Law without any input from citizens.18 Ideally, the 

constitution of a democratic country would be shaped by the people in a way that promotes 

freedom and equality among the population. This was not so in Hungary, where the constitution 

was written by and for a small group of insiders who deliberately excluded the people of the 

country from the process and ignored protests. Orbán has also meddled with the judiciary by 

creating a powerful and entirely new court, forcing out judges via lower retirement ages, and 

installing biased judges that rule in favor of the party.19 While these actions are not directly 

infringing upon the process definition of democracy, they definitely point to a more intrusive 

government with unchecked power that is not afraid to undermine the will of the people. 

Hungary has also seen increasing hierarchical administrative centralization of power, 

where the central government has more and more control over things like education and day-to-

day duties usually reserved for local government. Since the government is taking on more 

responsibilities, the bureaucracy has grown and now more people than ever are working in the 

public sector, while the private sector stagnates. Besides economic issues, this has another 

                                                
17 Ibid., 35. 
18 ibid. 
19 Ibid, 36. 
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undemocratic consequence: since everyone working for the government wants to stay in good 

standing, they don’t speak out against the party’s actions for fear of punishment or retribution,20 

which serves to supress political participation and further limit political liberties such as freedom 

of speech among the general population. 

Indeed, if the people were less afraid to speak up, they would be complaining, as people 

have turned against Orbán’s government and its changes. As one expert notes, “On the 

continuum of democratic legitimacy, support for the Orbán government is low.”21 Despite the 

low support, Orbán keeps winning elections, in part because they have manipulated election laws 

several times. As a result, Fidesz receives more seats in Parliament than the share of vote it gets 

in elections, which blatantly interferes with and undermines the ability of the people to vote 

leaders in and out of office. By definition, a government cannot be a democracy if it does not 

have fair representation based on the vote of the people, and giving too many seats to the party in 

power violates that idea. 

In addition, the government has tightened control over the media as well, with state-run 

news being promoted while restrictions are put on independent outlets, even going so far as to 

create a tax on Internet usage.22 As before, these actions don’t directly impact the process 

definition of democracy, but certainly make it difficult for people to vote in free and fair 

elections. 

 Interestingly, Orbán himself has said he wishes to move the country towards what he 

calls “illiberal democracy,” an illusion of democracy where people basically “have the right to 

                                                
20 ibid. 
21 Ibid., 41. 
22 Ibid. 40. 
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vote for illiberal policies.”23 This far right ideology borders on being undemocratic in its control 

of power in the country and disrespect for the liberal ideals of the rights of man. It is essentially a 

stepping stone back to authoritarianism in Europe, and does not bode well for the future of 

Hungarian democracy. 

So while Hungary made a smooth democratic transition and remains something 

resembling a democracy today, it is rapidly moving in the opposite direction, and is not likely to 

remain a democracy with its present leadership and ideological direction. 

 

  

                                                
23George Friedman, “Hungary, Poland, and Illiberal Democracy,” Geopolitical Futures, March 18, 2016, 
https://geopoliticalfutures.com/hungary-poland-and-illiberal-democracy/. 
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