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EXTERNAL HELP AND
THE TRANSFORMATION

OF CIVIC ACTIVISM IN
HUNGARY

Abstract
The political protest movements of the trans-

formation period in Hungary have been institutionalised
as political parties or in other organisational forms. They

have become organised and formalised actors in the
new democracy, while new social movements emerged
with new forms of protest activities oriented to address
new socio-political conflicts. Approaches to institutiona-
lisation processes of social movements, �movementism,�
specific political cultures, and forms of action and orga-

nisation of socio-political movements were pushed
back during the transformation into political organisa-

tions. The �estab-lished� civil society of former Commu-
nist countries strives for resources and experiences of

Western  democracies. However, Western support is
also based on a scarcity of resources, a fact nor realised

at the time of Communist constraints, when receiving
Western aid was a risky activity undertaken only by few

groups and individuals. A competitive market for low-
risk support by Western agencies is being established.

Civil society activists have to prove accountability,
organisational skills, and social and media impact to be

supported by Western donors. Intellectual capital and
organisational infrastructure must be provided with
managerial skills required by Western agencies as

distributors of goods and organisers of programmes. A
shift from informal social movements to differentiated
types of NGOs takes place, as targets of Western aid

and a compe-titive market of Eastern NGOs will be
established for the external help.
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Introduction
Autonomous social movements, the forces of civil society, were suppressed in

Hungary � like in other communist systems before the transformation and de-
mocratisation � and so called �pseudo-movements,� large bureaucratic organisa-
tions, claiming to be social movements, dominated the political scene (e.g., official
trade unions, peace associations, women�s movement). The authoritarian system had
outlawed all non-conformist, socio-political protest (Frentzel-Zagorska 1990, 766-768).

In the crisis of the old system, the emergence of autonomous, social movements
of political protest played an important but not dominant role (Knabe 1990). How
could civil society actors receive foreign, that is, Western aid for their work? The
Communist system hindered communication between autonomous initiatives and
Western and other aid agencies. Informal networks and co-operation between
Eastern and Western, or Eastern and Eastern movements were ultimate targets of
administrative control. Communist systems tried to prevent the mobilisation of
international resources by their opponents in the form of joint protest actions, ex-
change of ideas, and experiences with movements of other countries. The control
of an informal �foreign policy� of social movements and civic initiatives attempted
to erect barriers against global and regional cultural trends, changes of value, and
political orientations that did not fit the official line (Miszlivetz 1989).

In the new democracies of post-communist countries, organisations of civil so-
ciety have free access to international networks, and there are no political-admin-
istrative barriers against global and regional trends and movements. Internation-
alisation is especially important for emerging or re-emerging civil movements,
characterised by the �poor� situation, scarcity of resources, and lack of experience
with pluralist conditions. �Poor� Eastern movements are looking for �richer� West-
ern partners and co-operation, and there are attempts among Eastern movements
of networking beyond national levels and multiplying the effectiveness of their
own resources. These are new functions to be established and accepted by
oppositional movements of the former Eastern �underground.� In Hungary, how-
ever, there is a new situation with formalised networks involving movements and
initiatives of exiled Hungarians from the West and minority Hungarians in neigh-
bouring countries possibly developing co-operation with domestic Hungarian
movements in single campaigns or in longer lasting forms.

I will try and provide a brief, general sketch and formulate a thesis concerning
different political opportunities for receiving and demanding external, and par-
ticularly Western, support for activities in Hungary�s civil society before and after
1989. Regarding the differentiation of civil society actors, the descriptive part of
the paper will focus on the transformation of initiatives for human rights, univer-
sity students, peace and antimilitarism, and ecology in the democratic opposition
before 1989 and its successor organisations, parties, and NGOs after 1989 as object
of Western support in Hungary.

Changing Political Space of �Movement Sector� and
Civil Society in Hungary
Compared to other East-European communist countries, mass mobilisations

and political protest are less relevant phenomena in the process of democratisa-
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tion in Hungary. There are fewer mass mobilisations and protests than in Poland,
the former GDR, and Czechoslovakia, and less violent forms of protest than in
Bulgaria, Romania, and Yugoslavia. But there were differentiated forms of protest
movements with strategies of mass mobilisation during the Hungarian transfor-
mation (Ramet 1991).

The political protest movements of the transformation period in Hungary have
been institutionalised as political parties or in other organisational forms. They
have become organised and formalised actors in the new democracy, while new
social movements emerged with new forms of protest activities oriented to ad-
dress new socio-political conflicts (Szabó 1991).

Accordingly, some approaches to institutionalisation processes of social move-
ments, �movementism,� specific political cultures, action and organisation forms
of socio-political movements, were pushed back during the transformation into
political organisations. Consequently, democratic transformation, former �out-
lawed�/opposition movements must suffer a new type of �marginality� in a con-
stitutional system based on the dominance of political representation, or to be trans-
formed into formalised political organisations. If former protest movements are
transformed into political organisations, new conflicts will be articulated by new
movements. Thus, anti-communist movements are institutionalised in post-com-
munist systems, and new, post-communist protest movements articulate new so-
cial conflicts.

The mobilisation of social movements and the use of political protest are not
brand-new phenomena in Hungary. They were also present during the Kádár re-
gime, but the political opportunity structure of �Kádárism� forced social mobilisa-
tion and protest into illegality; it was unable to appear in official publicity and
mobilise broader masses. Social mobilisation and political protest were illegal, part
of a �secondary� publicity, and had a marginal social effect. The rapid and radical
transformation of political opportunity structures in 1989-1990 produced constitu-
tionalism, rule of law, a multi-party system, free elections, and institutionalised
rights and freedoms to associate and assemble.

The general political conditions of mobilisation and protest are similar to West-
ern democracies now. Social movements are acting legally, publicly, and they may
mobilise as much support and as many resources as they are able to organise. These
changes had an effect on the former opponents of the Kádár regime, who had to fit
into the new framework of representative democracy, to avoid a �new marginal-
ity� in the post-communist system. They had to change the character of their socio-
political activities and patterns of mobilisation of political protest.

Some of the general trends of these changes for former �underground,� �clan-
destine,� protest movements in a pluralistic democracy in Hungary are as follows:

Legalisation

During the Kádár regime, all types of autonomous, socio-political mobilisation
were forced to be illegal, including informal social movements, because of the ab-
sence of legal forms for associations, trade unions, and political parties. Now, ini-
tiatives are free to choose among different organisational forms provided by con-
stitutional and political systems, and to establish associations, parties, trade un-
ions, or foundations. While informal, �clandestine,� networking, �underground�
forms of social movements were necessities for non-conformist socio-political ini-
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tiatives before 1989, they may now find their favoured legal form in a pluralist
system. �Movement versus formal organisation� became a major strategic dilemma
for former oppositional movements, and the new political opportunity structure is
a challenge for them to be institutionalised.

Differentiation

The former anti-communist opposition movements were forced to solidarity
with each others under the repressive socio-political control of the regime. All in-
formal groups had a common enemy, the party-state which supervised and sup-
pressed them. They suffered from the same restrictions of mobilisation, institu-
tionalisation, and protest activities. This situation resulted in a general �brother-
hood� of former oppositional movements, despite of their differing and conflict-
ing orientations, goals, and demands. During and after the democratisation, the
common enemy disappeared and the conflict of former �solidarising� protest move-
ments with each other was publicly articulated. Mobilisation and counter-mobili-
sation of social protest is a widespread phenomenon in post-communist Hungary.
Movements are in conflict and compete on the same political market, for the same
goods of support and resources; they are competitors and even enemies with good
reasons.

Networking

Co-operation of protest movements in organised form, and the sharing of re-
sources and infrastructures were systematically prevented by the Kádár regime to
avoid multiplication of the protest potential. In contrast to the GDR or Romania,
the Hungarian communist regime, headed by János Kádár, tolerated isolated move-
ments and initiatives to a certain extent, but tried to suppress immediately all forms
of networking. Although the movements tried to overcome this barrier and build
up their networks, the latter could not be formalised publicly during the Kádár
era. Only democratisation opened up strategic alternatives of formalised-legalised
networking for protest movements and removed political risks for their members.
Networking in formally organised and legal form among protest movements is a
new phenomenon in Hungary. Movements are using this strategy because of the
scarcity of their resources and the advantages of shared infrastructures in mobilis-
ing protest potentials. Former clandestine and informal networks are becoming
formal and public, which sometimes is a process producing personal and collec-
tive conflicts but also collective benefits. �Alliances,� �networks,� and �federations�
of different initiatives are widely accepted organisational forms in contemporary
Hungary; in some protest campaigns, �networks of networks� for single protest
issues are established.

Legality and Legitimacy of the Protest

There is a new conflict between legality and legitimacy in the post-communist
democracies based on �legalised� political protest. The communist systems had a
monopoly for the dominant, official political direction to use political mobilisation
and protest, while non-official forms of mobilisation and protest were outlawed,
and political protest was illegal. But they were �legitimate� for opposition move-
ments alienated from the communist power structures and referred to the demo-
cratic values of U. N. declarations or the Helsinki Charter (Tamás 1993).
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Since rule of law and Western type constitutionalism have been institutional-
ised in post-communist countries, and a legal space for demonstrations, gather-
ings, and other forms of political protest has been created, a new type of legitimacy
must be found for protest strategies beyond the legal framework (Csapody 1991).
The concepts of �civil disobedience� and �peaceful resistance� are articulated in
intellectual and political discourse as sources of the legitimacy of illegal protest.
How large is the political space for legitimate but illegal political protest in a new
and unstable constitutional order and pluralistic system? This is not an academic
question given the widening repertoire of illegal protests in the new Hungarian
democracy.

Breaking the recently established and passed law by protest is a great challenge
to the public order and confronts with conflicting values the new constitutional
system. Among illegal protest forms, political violence is not widespread in Hun-
gary. Most illegal protests aim to mobilise a broader public through media to give
support to articulated demands, while political violence is rarely used in protest
actions. There are a few, marginal cases of violent conflicts between protesters and
police or counter-protesters between 1990 and 1994 with an immense shift in the
conditions of political protest, from �outlawed, but mostly legitimate� to �mostly
legal, some illegal, a few legitimate.� Concepts and criteria of legitimacy for politi-
cal protest had to be rapidly � and recently � established by constitutional and
political discourse which developed a �new political culture of protest� with some
traditions from the �underground� movements of the communist system, but it
had to be rebuild based on new conflicts and a new consensus.

Trends in the socio-political environment of social movements, external factors
of their development, and internal transformations are connected. Using Albert O.
Hirschmann�s famous alternatives of the behaviour of members in organisations
in crisis, �outlawed� movements were forced into the �exit� options (Hirschman
1970). This means, that they were highly dependent on Western support, but the
regime could prevent the reception of aid with the result that different, �clandes-
tine� ways of channelling Western aid were established.

In the time of crisis of the Communist system, the role of external aid for civic
activism strengthened its foreign policy. Western organisations realised the exten-
sion of political space for their activities, and the authorities did not function ap-
propriately, they practically did not act on the established rules and laws and toler-
ated external help for civic activism.

The reshaping of the political opportunity structure challenges protest move-
ments to alter their �egos,� their identities, and to discover their new issues, or-
ganisational forms and strategies, and new forms of action. Socio-economic devel-
opment produces new types and forms of social conflict among groups and or-
ganisations; restructured conflicts mobilise new types of protests. The �established�
civil society of former Communist countries strives for resources and experiences
of Western democracies, and the old barriers and constraints are overcome. How-
ever, Western support is also based on a scarcity of resources, a fact nor realised at
the time of Communist constraints, when receiving Western aid was a risky activ-
ity undertaken only by few groups and individuals. As far as the possibility for
low-risk support activities by Western agencies exists, a competitive market for
Western help will be established. Civil society activists have to prove accountabil-
ity, organisational skills, and social and media impact to be supported by Western
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donors. Intellectual capital and organisational infrastructure must be provided with
managerial skills �selected� by Western agencies as distributors of goods and or-
ganisers of programmes, among other activities. A shift from informal social move-
ments to differentiated types of NGOs takes place as targets of Western aid and a
competitive market of Eastern NGOs will be established for the external help whose
limits and criteria will be clearly indicated (Les 1994).

From Catacomb Movements and Free World Dichotomy
to Poor Relatives and Rich Uncles after 1989
Following is a short overview of the transformation and institutionalisation of

former oppositional, �underground� movements of the Kádár regime during demo-
cratic transformation with a focus on their external support from Western democ-
racies.

Civil Rights

In Hungary � as in other former communist countries � informal networks of
small groups of qualified intellectuals protested against the suppression of civil
rights since the early 1970s.Their forms of protest consisted of subscription cam-
paigns supporting civil right demands, spreading information on the state of civil
rights in and about the countries, informal discussions and, gatherings. The con-
flicts that mobilise this type of civic activity change in a democratic, pluralistic sys-
tem based on the institutionalisation of civil rights. The �catacomb� form of suppressed
and persecuted political subcultures was transformed into formal organisations,
integrated into the institutionalised political process. Western governments and
non-governmental agencies had limited possibilities to provide help for these activi-
ties, which were keenly controlled and observed by political police (Szikinger 1996).

The main form of help was substitutive publicity, which provided information
on civic activities in Western media, but also in the language of the respective coun-
tries, with attempts to disseminate this information within the respective coun-
tries. Radio Free Europe or Amnesty International as well as lesser known organi-
sations played this role.

Activists could depend on the possibility that publishing their criticism in the
West would have some media impact on the Communist elites in Hungary or in
other Communist countries and on their own civil society (Haraszti 1990). In the
crisis period since 1987/88, the regime gave different concessions to special relay
institutions, like the Soros Foundation and its networks in Hungary and elsewhere
to provide fellowships and equipment for the activists and their organisations.
These activities were widespread in Hungary at the time, including fellowships,
grants and equipment for informal, alternative groups in civil society, and they con-
tributed effectively to the process of institutionalising and organising informal groups
as political parties, trade unions, and NGOs of the new democracy (Juras 1994).

During the first free elections after communist rule in 1990, two liberal parties
succeeded in obtaining parliamentary seats as opposition, both had been devel-
oped from suppressed socio-political movements of the Kádár era when they be-
came influential political parties of the new Hungarian democracy (Bozóki 1992,
Csizmadia 1992). The Alliance of the Free Democrats (Szabad Demokraták Szövetsége,
SZDSZ) and the Alliance of the Young Democrats (Fiatal Demokraták Szövetsége,
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FIDESZ) are the products of institutionalising anti-communist protest movements,
which demanded civil rights and democratisation. The leadership of both parties con-
sists of former suppressed and persecuted civil rights activists (Ripp 1995).

The difference between these two liberal parties is based on different political
generations of the Hungarian civil rights opposition and mirrors the differences of
their preceding protest movements. While the New Left-oriented activists of the
�Budapest School� around the late Georg Lukács formed the first civil rights initia-
tives and organised �samizdat� publicity at the beginning of the 1970s before es-
tablishing the SZDSZ, protest movements of the younger generation in the 1980ss
were organised as student movements, peace and ecology groups before organis-
ing the FIDESZ. To institutionalise the differences, FIDESZ , originally established as
an alternative youth organisation, introduced an age limit for its membership (35
years), which was upheld until 1993, and excluded �old-age opposition� from its ranks.
SZDSZ originally based on �revisionist� Marxism, upheld its affinity as a political
party towards socialist ideals, and its political orientation may be characterised as
�social liberalism.� Despite the fact, that FIDESZ originated in a younger generation
of anti-communist protest movements, including student, ecology, and peace groups,
the party has been dedicated from its beginnings to a type of liberal conservatism
with very few sensibilities to social problems. FIDESZ, lacking any roots in Marx-
ism, was clear-cut anti-communist, and more radical on some issues than SZDSZ.

The differences between the two parties are also based on the different quality
of political values and orientations of the political generations rather than age. For
instance, despite abolishing its age requirement in 1993 and including older mem-
bers, FIDESZ maintained differences in political values, strategies, and organisa-
tional forms. Both parties emerged from ant-communist protest movements but
continue to differ in their leadership and the dynamics of professionalisation. For
instance, the generation of SZDSZ founders, with its political culture in the clan-
destine, underground movement is being removed from party leadership and re-
placed by professionalised types of technocrats without �catacomb� backgrounds.
The �founding fathers �of FIDESZ preserved continuity in the core group of party
leaders, but are becoming professionalised politicians and technocrats. The younger
generation of movement activists  �  who were never �outlawed� for a longer
period of time � fit into parliamentary politics, while a significant part of the older
protest generation with a history of political persecution has left the professionalised
political scene to pursue their original creative, intellectual professions and roles.

The sources of internal differentiation and conflict among intraparty groups
with different values and strategies in the two parties is based also on differing
strategies and relations towards other social movements. In the case of FIDESZ,
there has been  �  from the beginning � an internal division between �movemen-
tist,� socially engaged, and participation-oriented followers of Gábor Fodor, and
yuppie-technocrats supporting professionalisation and �unsocial� market policies
led by Victor Orbán, a successful and popular party leader. The �movementists�
tried to uphold the �base� as a democratic element in the party and supported civil
rights activism, and peace and ecology campaigns of social movements. This ori-
entation gradually lost out to the yuppie-technocrat line, and the final fight oc-
curred in 1993, during strategic discussions for an upcoming election, when Gábor
Fodor and his circle left to join SZDSZ.
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The direction of Fodor�s �exit� shows a clear-cut difference between SZDSZ

and FIDESZ in their strategies toward social movements. Victor Orbán argued �
even on a general level � for the �political monopoly� of political parties in parlia-
mentary politics and blamed both extra-parliamentary movements on the left and
right for competing with political parties on Hungary�s political scene. SZDSZ also
had its internal debates and leadership conflicts along a �movement versus party�
line, but here party technocrats lost their position and SZDSZ preserved its open-
ness toward social movements and political protest. For instance, during the taxi-
driver blockade in October 1990, FIDESZ rejected the protest while SZDSZ leaders
� based on their experiences of �resistance� against the communist system � de-
manded the retreat of government. This �extra-parliamentary� engagement was
preserved in SZDSZ and diminished in FIDESZ during the legislative period, when
Fodor found his second �political home� in the SZDSZ leadership with his en-
gagement in civil rights activism.

This short comparison of SZDSZ and FIDESZ shows that their historical roles,
e.g., the protest movement and their original differences in the protest culture fol-
lowed them through the period of institutionalisation. Both found their own solu-
tions to �party versus movement� dilemma, which was the basis of some of their
political and strategic differences. Also, the institutionalisation of protest move-
ments as political parties in parliamentary systems has different alternatives, and
�movementist� parties relate in their own ways to their �underground� past.

The role of external aid in this development is not easy to document. However,
the autobiographies of members of parliament of the two parties indicate a signifi-
cantly higher ratio of support from the Soros Foundation for external and internal
fellowships than in other political parties. During and after 1989 and especially in
1990 � the year of first free elections � both new parties received external help
from different liberal foundations, including the Friedrich Naumann Foundation
(Germany) and the Democracy After Communism Foundation (USA) to develop
political skills, provide access to Western public relations, and campaign methods.
Although amounts or percentages of external aid are hard to document, both par-
ties, but especially SZDSZ, received a considerable amount of external help to cover
campaign costs. Later, as their difference was increasingly emphasised by the two
liberal parties, clearly competitive or even confrontational attitudes developed in
their respective strategies for receiving Western aid. A �mini-scandal� occurred in
1993-1994 when FIDESZ accused the Friedrich Naumann Foundation exclusively
helping SZDSZ. When the director of the foundation was fired, SZDSZ rewarded
him with a parliamentary seat in the 1994 elections . The differences between
FIDESZ and SZDSZ also polarised their Western liberal supporters, and the polari-
sation led SZDSZ to a Social Liberal coalition in 1994-1998 and FIDESZ to become
the moving and organising force of the centre-right opposition before entering the
government in 1998.

New conflicts and problems related to civil rights are also apparent in the new
Hungarian democracy. New protest organisations emerged to cover this field, in-
cluding the �Democratic Charter,� an umbrella organisation of different civil rights
movements between 1992 and 1994, like the Raoul Wallenberg Association, the
Martin Luther King Association, Action Against Racism, and Club of Publicity de-
voted to special issues of civil rights protection. These initiatives were organised in
the framework of political pluralism and with rather indirect links to former anti-
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communist protest movements. The absence of an �underground� past makes them
similar to Western movements; they may be involved in joint international net-
works and protests and compete for external aid on the market of Western aid
agencies. Dependence on external help in the case of NGOs and civil rights issues
is obvious (Les 1994). They refuse to accept governmental support and aid from
Hungary�s civil society is insufficient to perform their tasks. Their main support-
ers are the Soros Foundation � which is focuses its post-1989 activities on new civic
groups, when the former support for �outlawed� groups resulted in creating a new
political elite � and international organisations, like UN- and EU-agencies, some
Western governmental and semi-governmental programmes and international
foundations and civic initiatives. A dominant part of the personal and infrastructural
budget of civil right initiatives is based on Western aid, according to a survey by
my students who interviewed ten selected human rights NGOs in 1997.

Peace and Antimilitarism

During the Kádár era, unofficial peace initiatives challenged the Moscow-ori-
ented foreign policy of Hungary, resulting in harsh repression during the 1980s.
International networking with Western and similar Eastern peace movements, es-
pecially, was hindered and punished. Supporters and organisations of conscien-
tious objectors were considered enemies of the state, punished by law, and politi-
cally persecuted. Peace and antimilitary activists in Hungary were suspected as
being traitors or agents of Western powers., resulting in harsh controls and inter-
ventions by the authorities; common actions, like �peace camps� or joint demon-
strations, were suppressed. The stage dramatically changed with the �glasnost and
perestroika� effects, when fellowships, equipment aid, and publication support could
be transferred from the West. However, this thaw occurred when Western peace
movements were in decay, and new opportunities for international networking
and Western aid were less useful than in the case of civil rights activism. The more
stable, organised peace initiatives of the Churches, in particular, could penetrate
and find their counterparts in Eastern Europe.

Suppressed peace and antimilitarist movements of the 1980s did not return in
the new Hungarian democracy. The restructuring of security arrangements, a change
in Hungarian military service, the complexity of local conflicts, and international
trends in the development of peace movements, may be mentioned as causes for
the demobilisation  �  or rather for absence of re-mobilisation. New types of
antimilitarist initiatives do exist, but they are not directly connected � neither on
personal nor on organisational, or issue levels � to the peace protest of the 1980s.
Peace and antimilitarism follow new patterns in the Hungarian democracy.

After democratisation in Hungary , there are new types of antimilitarist move-
ments protesting against all forms of violence and supporting conscientious objec-
tors, like Alba Circle, League of Antimilitarists, or Alternative Network. However,
the Gulf War and the Eastern expansion of the NATO alliance overshadowed their
socio-political impact on civil society; they may be characterised as marginalised
groups, which must try to distance themselves from anti-NATO communists, the
Workers Party of Gyula Thürmer, and NATO-criticism of the extreme right � in
this case, István Csurka�s political grouping. Although the small and rare peace
groups refer to the traditions of the unofficial peace movements of the 1980, there
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are few personal continuities, mostly found among religious groups protesting
against military service. The new peace movements were organised under new,
pluralistic political conditions. Their issue orientation follows the changing pat-
terns of international politics, and their main concern is no longer the bipolar sys-
tem of mutual deterrence, but general issues of antimilitarism. This issue has been
connected often with the Yugoslav crises and wars, but presently it is not a wide-
ranging, mobilising force in Hungary. Regarding conscientious objection � except
for radical religious groups rejecting all forms of military service � the conflict is
not over the introduction and institutionalisation of alternative military service,
which occurred during democratisation, but over the propagation and further de-
velopment of existing legal possibilities, and help for conscientious objectors and
individuals choosing alternative service.

Issues of peace and antimilitarist movements are unable to mobilise a wider
public in post-communist Hungary. There is stable, but small support for protest
actions, but despite the solidarity and active help of qualified intellectuals, this
protest remains an �undercurrent� when coalitions of protest organisations were
able to mobilise mass protest for their actions. �Pure� antimilitarist or peace dem-
onstrations and campaigns remained events dominated by youth, students, intel-
lectuals, or religious subcultures. Joint and international action days, like Hiro-
shima day, are regularly established protest campaigns in Hungary, however, with-
out mass support. Genuine forms of civil disobedience � as important contribu-
tions to Hungary�s protest culture � are imported by peace groups, like Alba Cir-
cle, which organised actions against NATO propaganda. International or Western
support for peace and antimilitarism is hard to qualify in material terms. The spir-
itual, �software� help is there in the form of joint seminars, publications, and a spirit
of solidarity typical of international protest campaigns. The marginal role of Hungar-
ian peace activism did not succeed in attracting broader Western aid after 1989. In
summary, Western aid in this field, non-existent before 1989 due to constraints by
the regime, is not existing after 1989 due to the transformation of the issue and the
political marginalisation of the respective groups and their Western counterparts.

Ecology and Environment

Ecology movements played a central role in the protest against the Kádár re-
gime during the second half of the 1980s.Their dynamics were built on protest
against the construction of a joint Hungarian-Czechoslovak dam on the Danube
river. The action mobilised broad support, because the project had been criticised
as the last �dinosaur� � called Duna-saur � the last non-profitable and gigantic
Socialist industrialisation project of pollution and destruction. The last Commu-
nist government in 1989 had stopped the construction of the dam under the pres-
sure of mass protests, and the conflict became a foreign policy issue between Hun-
gary and Slovakia. The Hungarian protest had lost its target when the govern-
ment accepted the demand of the protest movements.

This success led to a demobilisation of environmentalists and their supporters
on this issue (Fisher and Davis 1992). The only Hungarian nuclear power plant
and its problems provoked only regional protest, and actions of ecologists are ori-
ented toward regional and special issues; they are not combined with protests
against general policy issues of the energy industry, for instance, suggesting a dif-
ferentiation of protest potentials among issues and organisations within the ecol-
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ogy movement. A nation-wide network does exist, however, and there are central
issues, but these protests are not connected with problems of democratisation and
social change, like in the Kádár era. László Sólyom, an activist of the unofficial
ecology movement, observed after the change of the regime that ecology activism
in the Kádár regime could not be �apolitical,� because it had to be confronted as an
autonomous social movement with restrictions on freedom of speech and associa-
tion (Sólyom 1988, 30-32). Environmentalism, as all unofficial movements in the
Communist system, had to articulate demands for civil rights under pressure of
restrictive, political-administrative controls. Under conditions of constitutionalism
and rule of law, environmentalism now is depoliticised. The ecology movement
retains its protest movement character in Hungary by concentrating on its �own�
ecology issues, and is no longer concerned about a change of the regime or an
introduction of civil rights into the constitution.

External aid to Hungarian ecology activism followed the pattern of the civil
rights movement before 1989. However, more communication with Western agen-
cies was tolerated by the Communist regime, which believed in being the �true�
ecologists after having established ministries and laws for environmental protec-
tion earlier then most Western democracies. But the self-confidence of Hungary�s
official environmentalists had its limits, and unofficial ecologists appeared to be-
come more interesting to a Western public; the anti-dam groups received the Right
Livehood Award, a type of �alternative Nobel prize,� and repression emerged
against the Greens. A joint Austrian-Hungarian protest march was dissolved by
police, and the monetary award of the alternative Nobel Prize was very difficult to
spend because of the harassment by the authorities. The opportunities rapidly
changed in 2988, when �softliners� became more influential within the Hungarian
Communist elites; environmental demonstrations with participation by foreign
activists were the first ones to be de facto tolerated by the police. After a short-lived
�Green outburst,� when new political forces gained a profile as anti-dam activists,
ecology disappeared from the �top� list of protest and civil society activism. In-
stead, a professioinalisation of ecology activism occurred in Hungary with extended
and effective Western help. Again, hard figures are difficult to come by, but there
are qualitative measures.

A Regional Environmental Centre for Eastern and Central Europe was estab-
lished in Budapest. It is the main think tank and distributor of Western aid for
environmental protection, �software,� and environmental civic activism in Hun-
gary and other post-communist countries. Thus, the Centre provides a wide range
of activities for ecogroups in Eastern European societies, including manuals for
vocal protest activism, courses in lobbying, resource management, and the like.
The Centre and other agencies attempt to influence the process of environmental
lawmaking in post-communist countries and organised a series of East-East and
East-West seminars on environmental legislation for NGOs. For environmental
summits, and meeting of government and of non-governmental agencies on glo-
bal and regional environmental issues, the Centre organised preliminary meet-
ings of Eastern and Western NGOs to prepare concepts and strategies. Support of
networking, information webs, Internet, and e-mail is distributed by the Centre to
develop a communication web of Hungarian and international environmentalists
(Tóth-Nagy 1994). Larger international NGOs, like Greenpeace, have their on con-
stituencies and organisation in some of the former Communist countries; they sup-
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port the activities of the home NGOs with protest actions covered by international
news and media in the East European region. Foreign activism in East Central
Europe became lower risk activism compared to before 1989, when international
protesters could have had punished for violating the respective penalty codes.
However no spectacular cases are known now.

Restructuration of the conflict concerning the Danube dam hindered the mobi-
lisation of mass support for this previously central issue in post-1989 Hungary.
The conflict was institutionalised (1990-1998) on the foreign policy level. Only small
groups tried to influence government policy, and they had diverging attitudes to-
ward the project. Local protests were rather concerned about the unintended conse-
quences of construction or demanded help for their environmental problems caused
by the unilateral Slovak construction. Also, there are still small protest groups of intel-
lectuals dealing with the Hungarian withdrawal from project and its consequences.

An internationalisation of protest was unable to add a new dynamic to the anti-
dam movement. In Slovakia, harsh and violent repression of protesters, rejection
of all types of criticism against the �Slovak� dam, and accusations of criticism and
protest as being �pro-Hungarian� � a serious argument in the recently established
nation-state with its picture of the Southern neighbour as enemy � stopped pro-
tests against the new dam. Western movements are not able and willing to inter-
vene in the conflict between Hungary and Slovakia, which is overshadowed by
the problems of Hungarian minorities. Thus, the dam controversy lost its charac-
ter as a conflict between state and civil society, when Western ecologists could eas-
ily identify their partners and pictures of the enemy. The story of anti-dam protest
shows how hard the East-East networks of civil society groups worked after 1989.

Despite an absence of integrative, nation-wide mobilising conflicts, there were
attempts to organise Green parties in Hungary following the Austrian or German
models. During the first free elections, the Greens were divided between tradi-
tional environmentalists and alternative ecologists; this division was also overshad-
owed by the conflict of earlier official and underground environmentalists v. ecolo-
gists. The Green party was � from the beginning � paralysed by these conflicts
and performed poorly and unsuccessfully in the election. Famous environmental-
ists and ecologists did not engage in internal debates of the Greens, and were spread
over the political spectrum. The Greens � as an organised political party � were
unable to politically represent the Hungarian ecology movements.

Between the two elections, Green networks were established on the level of
citizens� initiatives and protest movements, but the party formation did not profit
from the results. Two conflicting Green parties competed in 1994 in the national
elections, the Green Alternative and the Hungarian Greens. The former enjoyed
the support of �Eurogreens,� but failed in the election, and � after failing to pro-
pose their own representatives � its leaders supported small liberal parties. A later
right-wing ecologist, or rather �eco-Fascist� party, which received some support
by the electorate, was rejected by a large majority of environmental movements as
representing right-wing ideas.

As a result, there is no political affiliation of Green parties and movements that
functions in Hungary, despite promises of Western aid for the establishment of
Green parties in Eastern Europe after 1989. This case is an example of puzzling
problems of external aid and internal conflicts; despite foreign support, the Green
parties of former post-Communist countries are not doing well, based on the mate-
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rial hardship and security problems which move and concern the population and
which are not the place for post-material demands and the sensibilities of the New
Politics in welfare democracies.

Despite unsuccessful party politics, Hungary�s ecology movements are doing
well. In the case of networks of initiatives, environmentalists formed a protest
movement with influence and profile. For instance, on Earth Day, or at their an-
nual meetings, a multiplicity of regional and special issue-based movements and
initiatives appear among the participants of the rallies. They are able to mobilise
broad mass support on some special issues and build coalitions across party spec-
tra; the case of air pollution in Budapest, organised by the Working Group Air, may
be the most well known Hungarian environmental initiative today. Although the
institutionalisation of Hungarian environmental and ecology movements did not
succeeded in party formations, there is a Green Network, a �network of networks�
of different initiatives, movements, and foundations that functions in the forms of
joint protests and other type of actions. There are personal continuities on the level
of leadership and on issues � except for the Danube dam � with the unofficial
environmentalism of the Kádár era, while new wave of initiatives and associations
has developed under new conditions.

Changing Structure of Civil Society and Western Aid after 1989

In summary, we may generally identify change of profiles, forms of organisa-
tion, issues, and strategies. Some of the protest movements against the Kádár sys-
tem established political parties, others remained protest movements but fit into
the new institutional framework of pluralism. Traditions of the protest movements
of the Kádár regime are still alive, but operate under the conditions of �rule of law,�
�legalisation� when protests occur in the forms of demonstrations, lobbying, or
electoral politics.

Social movements and political protest were outlawed under the communist
system and separated by administrative means from the �normal� process of poli-
tics. In a contemporary a multi-party system and parliamentary democracy, social
movements and their protest culture are a special but integrated part of the politi-
cal process, with their own profile and identity .Political protest and social move-
ments are not central and dominant elements of the new politics in post-commu-
nist Hungary. Old and new movements, preserving their identities as protest move-
ments, must cope up with a �new type of marginality� in multi-party systems and
representative democracies, where elected bodies and political bureaucracies play
a dominant role. Western aid is not blocked but its flow follows rather sober bu-
reaucratic and professional criteria rather than the lead of courageous and risk-
taking avant-garde, catacomb-activists before1989 who had to be helped by West-
ern governments and non-governmental agencies while avoiding sanctions and
coercion.

Some characteristic transformations of former protest movements may be recorded
in the process of reintegration into institutionalised politics via organisation which
influence the strategies and orientations of Western aid to Eastern civil society.

Issues of protest against a Communist system have changed. They did not dis-
appear, but they are articulated in new forms , like in the case of civil rights, peace,
and ecology, which result in the reorientation of Western support programmes.
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Some issues, however, may disappear from the forefront while others are trans-
formed.

Differentiated organisational forms are provided for challenging groups in a
pluralistic democracy. One of them is the party formation, but it is not the only
alternative for protest movements; associations, foundations, citizens� initiatives
and their networks emerge from the former underground. Informal groups are no
longer looked upon as targets of Western aid in these more or less consolidated
democracies; instead, infrastructural stability, �clean� records toward former West-
ern programmes, and clear-cut legal status are required from Eastern partner or-
ganisations. Western assistance is following but also strengthening the internally
based development toward formalised-bureaucratised structures of civil society
groups, the transformation of an avant-garde towards professionalism.

In a Communist system, high risks were connected to political protest, and for-
mal and informal social and political pressures were used to demobilise society.
This resulted in restricting the mobilisation of urban, educated, younger white-
collar workers in Hungary. In the pluralistic system of the new Hungarian repub-
lic, protests and other civic activism become democratised: taxi drivers, poor peo-
ple movements, peasants and pensioners become actors or clients, and the former
monopoly of urban, intellectual and younger groups in civic activism is dimin-
ished. However, as statistics have shown, in most of the cases the headquarters of
NGOs is located in the capital, Budapest, and they exert less influence on other
localities. Indeed, local initiatives have hardly access to Western aid without the
administrative and cultural centre of the country. Some Western programmes are
trying to break up centralised distribution structures by helping local networking
and international communication of local civic initiatives, such as the KAP Pro-
gramme of the Dutch Embassy, or the DemNET programme of the United States
Information Agency (USAID), which support local NGO developments.

New characteristics of civic activism after the Kádár era include legally and con-
stitutionally regulated public mobilisation and protest, which are accepted as po-
litical institutions. In the framework of freedom of association and gathering, legal
and public networking, resource mobilisation, and non-violent protests are widely
accepted forms of political action. Beyond the framework of legal protests, demands
for civil disobedience have been articulated by different protest groups. Violent
and illegal forms of political protest are rare in Hungary, violent conflicts with
police during demonstrations have been marginal in the last years. This means a
general trend from confrontational to legalised networking and fundraising plus
public relations, reducing Western involvement to solidarity protests only in the
case of relatively marginalised groups as peace and environmental activism. The
main focus of Western programmes is to help lobbying, and participation, and to
influence the decision-making processes and the building of infrastructures, espe-
cially in terms of developing human skills for self-help. The aid is no longer aimed
at preserving but at building structures with self-preservation capacities and hu-
man capital. Most of the activist initiatives distributing or organising Western aid
for civil society in Hungary � interviewed by my Pd. D. students in 1998 � were
aware of their temporary existence and aimed to help establish self-reliance and
self-help capacities within Hungarian initiatives.

Protest movements of the Kádár era still preserved their specific political tradi-
tion and identity. A political generation of activists has been socialised into the
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underground of the 1980s. They spread over the socio-political spectrum, but the
experience of being outlawed in a communist system produced longer lasting ef-
fects. Myths, symbols, and fights of the suppressed protest movements are kept
alive in the new political culture. How much former underground activists fit into
institutionalised and professionalised politics, and how they live with their memo-
ries of the past, should be an interesting object of study in post-communist sys-
tems. In most civil rights initiatives in Hungary, presidents and the boards, the
core decision makers, have a record in pre-1989 activism, and grey professionals
joined the groups after 1989. A concentration of power and prerogatives among
�martyrs� and professional activity among newcomers characterise the division of
labour within these groups.

Risks of civic activism were high in the Communist system, and the space to
launch professional activities was restricted. After 1989 issue-, efficacy-oriented
activities became more dominant, and non-governmental activity is no longer con-
nected with much risk of repression from the side of the authorities. As a conse-
quence, a new generation of activists with professional or semi-professional back-
grounds emerged.

Although the different forms of civic protests do not loose their importance
after 1989, protests become only one of the forms of civic activities when adminis-
trative barriers against articulation fall away. After 1989, public relations work, fund
raising, national and international networking, education, and organisation de-
velopment become eminently important among civic activists, and professionally
trained volunteerism is required for producing efficient services.

General discussions, symbolic issues, the framing of problems, and their inter-
connectedness are still on the agenda, but nowadays initiatives are issue- oriented
in policy frameworks; meanwhile in the communist system the �system� as such
had been criticised by every civic activist, and without free praxis, theoretical, �ide-
ologised,� and therefore theoretically overloaded discourses emerged. After 1989,
pragmatic and policy-issue oriented approaches are the dominant patterns.

Although civic activism � from the beginning � had connections to similar
activities in other countries, the Communist system heavily controlled interna-
tional travel and communication. After 1989, free international networking and
communication make internationalisation and globalisation possible and feasible.
Both, Western resources and know-how are badly needed in post-communist Hun-
gary, for joining resources and building common power structures in networking
with other post-communist countries initiatives.
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