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I

ncreasingly, states around the world are becoming “ethnic
activists”, intervening on behalf of ethnic and linguistic kin in
other states and striving to maintain political, economic, and cultural
ties with diaspora populations.1 In post-communist Europe, Hungary,
Slovakia, Croatia and Romania have all embraced the role of “homeland”
to ethnic kin in neighboring states by creating special legislation, often
at the risk of exacerbating regional tensions. After decades of disengagement, states such as India, Mexico and the Dominican Republic have
1
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brought presidential election campaigns to diaspora communities, created institutions for the maintenance of state-diaspora ties, and begun
to act as advocates for their emigrants’ rights in their new countries of
residence. And long-standing ethnic homelands such as Germany have
shifted their focus from the right of return to diaspora protection.
But why do states become “ethnic activists”? What drives states
to risk interstate conf lict and open themselves to new and unpredictable claims on their resources by extending special rights, beneﬁts, and
the protection of its institutions to residents and citizens of other states?
Who beneﬁts from the process of constructing diaspora populations as
part of a global, transborder nation?
The case of Hungary and its policies towards the over three million
ethnic Hungarians in neighboring states provides an excellent opportunity to investigate these questions. Since the treaty of Trianon in 1920,
Hungary’s engagement with its ethnic kin in Eastern Europe has been
a highly symbolic and emotionally-charged issue, contextualized by historical episodes of irredentist policies, dictatorship, and conﬂ ict with
neighboring governments over the treatment of the diaspora communities. Yet the intensity of Hungarian state responses to their plight has
waxed and waned over time, reﬂecting the shifting interactions of elite
politics rather than a reactive stance based solely on ethnic afﬁliation
or support for nationalist projects. The contention of this article is that
transnational ethnic afﬁliations are used by kin-state elites to further
domestic political goals. Hungary’s increasingly interventionist policy
towards ethnic Hungarians beyond its borders from the late 1970s to the
1990s was driven primarily by the political strategies of right-wing elites.
These elites utilized and co-opted transnational ties with the határon túli
magyarok (HTM)2 in part to beneﬁt from the ideological and organizational resources to be reaped from such alliances.
Speciﬁcally, engagement with the diaspora issue offered these elites
three potential avenues for party-building and electoral strategy: One was
in crafting a political ideology based on the promotion and protection of
the transnational or global nation, wherein elites “construct a legitimate
locus of political power: the national homeland and its duties toward the
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historical nation of which it is a representative.”3 The continued existence of a diaspora that maintains its cultural identity and connections to
the kin-state by resisting assimilationist pressures offers a defense against
fears of cultural extinction or dilution and a source of national pride.4
The diaspora also keeps the inﬂuence of the mother country language
and culture alive in territories that were once part of the state’s empire or
colonial holdings, recalling the diaspora’s ties to historically-signiﬁcant
moments of past greatness and tragedy.5 Threats to the diaspora, therefore, are framed as threats to the unity, status, and survival of the nation
embodied by the homeland or kin-state.
Building upon the rich symbolic value of the diaspora issue, a second strategic advantage stemmed from the creation through domestic
legislation and foreign policy of new transnational political, economic
and cultural connections to the diaspora and the co-optation of existing
ties and organizations, which gave party elites more opportunities for
organizational expansion. Finally, a third avenue involved the crafting of
an “internally exclusive, externally inclusive” political strategy, which situated the nature of the state’s relationship with the diaspora at the center
of political debates over identity and loyalty to the nation. This strategy
puts political opponents on the defensive and has proven useful in deﬂecting criticism of other economic, social or foreign policy decisions.
This analysis challenges the argument that kin-state elites simply
respond to appeals to their ethnic afﬁliation made by diaspora leaders or
those advocating on their behalf.6 Normative commitments to prevent
discrimination against their co-ethnics are widespread in Hungary, but
there is clearly great variation in the intensity of those commitments and
how they translate into policy. More speciﬁcally, the priority given to the
3
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state-diaspora relationship, the policy tools used to shape transnational
support, and the level of involvement of the Hungarian state in supporting speciﬁc goals regarding the diaspora has differed signiﬁcantly
between regimes and governments. I contend that only when Hungarian political elites are able or willing to use the diaspora issue also as
a political tool does ofﬁcial engagement with ethnic Hungarian communities increase signiﬁcantly. The utilization of the diaspora as a political
resource is a pattern that emerges repeatedly in the history of Hungary’s
diaspora politics, from the interwar period to the thawing of communist internationalism in the early 1980s to the recreation of right-wing
nationalism by FiDeSZ in the late 1990s.
The following sections will trace the domestic political uses of the
HTM issue over time, focusing on three periods in Hungarian politics
when kin-state politics intensiﬁed: the late decades of communism, the
early years of democratic transition, and the ascendancy of FiDeSZ in
the late 1990s. In doing so, I will show how kin-state politics was used
as an important tool of party and intra-group competition, and to what
extent such a strategy succeeded or failed.

From silence to engagement
During the later decades of the communist regime, opening up
space for a discussion of “national” issues, including the fate of the ethnic Hungarians in neighboring countries, became a way for Party elites
to develop new forms of legitimacy as the economic and ideological crises of the 1960s and 1970s eroded the promises of international socialism. The post-1956 social contract began to fail due to the country’s
staggering debt and global recession, and fractures deepened within the
Communist Party. As a result, the old-guard communists came under
increasing internal pressure to reform and the younger generation of
Party elites began to search for allies among the inﬂuential cultural circles of writers and intellectuals. Reformers, such as Imre Pozsgay, realized the potential gain to be had in emphasizing nationalist themes of
“traditional culture”, the “Hungarian nation” and “patriotism” more frequently in their public discourse.7 This was a large contrast to the early
years of the Communist regime, when Party elites suffered from a kind
7
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of “programmed amnesia” about the discrimination and assimilation
facing their co-ethnics in neighboring countries and moved to suppress
public manifestations of nationalist sentiments.8
The internal critics of the regime eventually came to use the ethnic
Hungarian issue as a way to ally with the Populist faction of the dissident intelligentsia. The plight of the HTM was of particular importance
to the populist writers and intellectuals, which constituted one half of
the long-standing division between Hungarian intellectuals, with the
liberal-democratic and post-Marxist urbanists on the other side.9 Populists represented the voice of the rural, peasant, “authentic” Hungarian
nation, and their writings were steeped in nostalgia for Hungary’s lost
territories and greatness.10 Well-known populist writers and poets like
Gyula Illyés, whose December 1977 article in Magyar Nemzet was one
of the ﬁrst to comment, even if indirectly, on the persecution of Transylvanian Hungarians, used their moral authority to criticize events in
Romania and Czechoslovakia.11 Although the populists were, at the least,
ambivalent about communism, in general they had “made their peace
with the regime.”12
Communists elites leaning towards reform as a way of saving the
Party’s inﬂuence looked to gain political traction by giving in to some
of the populist demands regarding the strengthening of Hungarian
national culture within and beyond the border. There were signs that
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the population at large was becoming increasingly concerned with the
situation of the ethnic Hungarians, as Radio Free Europe reporting and
the exposés of Western diaspora groups highlighted the growing abuses
of the Ceauºescu regime in particular. Those now driving Party policy
began to adopt and validate much of the populist agenda in terms of its
commitment to the Hungarian diaspora issue. For example, in 1984, 19
populist intellectuals wrote a letter to the Party requesting permission
to start the Gábor Bethlen Foundation (for private aid to diaspora communities), to publish a journal and a volume on the history of Transylvania, start television programming for the ethnic Hungarians across the
border, and asking for a senior government position on ethnic minority
affairs.13 In the end, they got everything they asked for except the government post.14 By 1985, the Hungarian Studies Center (Magyarságkutató
Intezét) was established and in 1986, and the Hungarian Academy of Sciences published a three-volume history of Transylvania (Erdély Törtenete),
which was strongly denounced as biased and nationalistic by the Romanian regime.15
By 1988, Hungary’s policy regarding the HTM had begun to
“emerge from the decades of silence.”16 Party elites from the reform wing
began to discuss concretely the limits and possibilities of what Hungary could do to affect positive change in the diaspora communities,
while still refuting any border revision. The new policy was most clearly
represented by the Magyar Nemzet article in February of 1988 written
by Imre Szokai and Csaba Tabajdi, young and increasingly inﬂuential
members of the Party’s Foreign Affairs division. In the article, entitled
“Mai politikánk és a nemzetiségi kérdés”, Szokai and Tabajdi left behind
the previously-inviolate idea that the treatment of Hungarian minorities
13
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in neighboring countries was the “internal affair” of those states, and
instead characterized Hungary as the mother nation and protector of
a reluctant and threatened diaspora.17
The alliance with the Populists and increasing engagement with the
HTM issue was also beneficial in def lecting other forms of criticism
against the regime. First of all, it focused opposition criticism beyond
the Kádár regime to the discriminatory actions of neighboring governments and helped to keep the focus of opposition criticism away from
regime change, which was increasingly becoming the focus of the liberal, urbanist dissidents. While the urbanist intellectuals were seen as
a small group of “clannish” and ineffectual elites, by the mid-1980s,
they were considered much more of a threat to the preeminence of the
Party. The Agitprop bureau had earlier “dismissed the populists as a single-issue literary lobby preoccupied with the human rights of Hungarian ethnic minorities.”18 In contrast, the “bourgeois radicals” among the
urban intellectuals had numerous contacts with the West, made pointed
critiques of existing socialism, gained increasing intellectual inﬂuence
through samizdat, and offered open support Solidarity in Poland and
other internationally-recognized dissident movements. By embracing
the ethnic Hungarian issue more readily than the old guard Kádárists,
the reformers were able to take advantage of the urbanist-populist division by privileging one set of non-party actors over another, thereby
undermining attempts by the intellectual opposition to come together
as a uniﬁed front.19
The reform communist-populist alliance beneﬁted the more conservative opposition members and their group, the Magyar Demokrata
Fórum (MDF), as well. The reform wing’s success in strengthening its
position within the party eventually allowed it to offer the populists
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public legitimacy for their agenda of moral and national regeneration.20
The sea change on ofﬁcial diaspora policy gave the populists an opportunity to broaden their organizational capacity just as the transition from
one-party rule to some sort of political pluralism was beginning in earnest in the mid to late 1980s. By having the tacit support, and not just
toleration, of inﬂuential Party elites, the MDF was able to hold meetings, such as the one held at the Jurta theater on the ethnic Hungarian situation which drew a crowd of almost 800, and to organize a large
demonstration on June 17, 1988 in support of Hungarian minority rights
in Transylvania.21 The MDF also arranged for the publication of the
English-language “Report on the Situation of the Hungarian Minority in Romania” in 1988.22 The populists used their political leverage to
publicize the HTM issue internationally more widely, and to push the
reformers to make Hungary’s ofﬁcial stance more proactive. The ability of the populists to maintain credibility with the out-going regime as
well as their popular support through a long history of concern for the
cross-border Hungarians carried over into the transition period. They
became major players in the Roundtable talks of 1989 and the “negotiated revolution” away from communist control. Using the momentum
from the events of the late 1980s, the MDF eventually came to lead the
ﬁrst post-communist government elected in 1990.

The rise and fall of kin-state nationalism
In the early years of democratic transition, the MDF-led government
predictably focused on “Christian-national” and ideological issues, many
of which revolved around the ethnic Hungarians in neighboring countries. Prime Minister Antall demanded that any progress on normalizing
relations with neighboring governments be tied to speciﬁc guarantees
regarding the Hungarian minorities and refused to ofﬁcially denounce
all intentions to revise borders. His public comments focused on highly
symbolic, and often controversial, issues such as the commemoration
of the Trianon tragedy and the rehabilitation of authoritarian interwar
politicians. In perhaps his most infamous statement, he declared in 1990
20
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that “I consider myself to be the prime minister of 15 million Hungarians”, a ﬁgure which included the 10 million Hungarians in Hungary as
well as those who were citizens of the neighboring states.23
The Forum’s appeal to transborder nationalism came not only from
a commitment to the ethnic Hungarian issue, but played an important
strategic role for the Party. Forum elites saw control over the evolving
relationship to the ethnic Hungarians abroad as a means for deﬁ ning
domestic political debates about post-communist Hungary’s identity and
role in the region. As it had in the past, the Forum attempted to generate
ideological and organizational strength from its position on questions
of the nation and the co-ethnics in neighboring countries. The diaspora
issue also helped to deﬁne the movement and later the party’s character
and ideological orientation. The fate of the ethnic Hungarians in neighboring countries was a timely and relevant issue given the uncertain situation of the HTM in the region and the increased engagement of public ﬁgures in reaction to this leading up to the election in 1990. Public
opinion in 1989 and early 1990 reﬂected these concerns, demonstrating a relatively positive reaction to diaspora members from neighboring
countries migrating to Hungary, even as the refugee issue raised fears
of an unsustainable inﬂux of ethnic Hungarians. Eighty-ﬁve percent
of those polled agreed that Hungary’s assistance was necessary because
“they need our help” and seventy percent because “they increase feelings
of Hungarianness”. Only 10 percent felt that the HTM were “not real
Hungarians.”24 Even more tellingly, 78 percent of respondents in a postelection survey indicated that whether or not a party “represents the best
interests of magyarság” inﬂuenced their party vote.25
The MDF government also utilized kin-state nationalism as a way
to deﬂect growing criticism by the opposition MSZP and SZDSZ of its
controversial policies on media reform, the slowness of privatization, and
relations with neighboring countries. The MDF’s commitment to creat23
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ing a “Christian Hungarian middle class”, the pro-agriculturalist agenda
of its Smallholders’ (FKGP) allies, and its inexperience in governance
made it reluctant to embrace privatization and foreign investment.26 The
governing coalition responded in part by attempting to claim ownership
of the diaspora issue. As a way of discrediting the administration’s most
vocal critics, MDF leaders suggested that the liberal SZDSZ was not
“national” enough or sufﬁciently concerned with the fate of the diaspora.
The SZDSZ was forced to defend itself against accusations that it was
“un-national” (nemzetietlen), “anti-national” (nemzetellenes), and “cosmopolitan”, the latter often a catchword for inauthentically Hungarian and/
or Jewish.27
Organizationally, Antall was able to use meetings of the World Congress of Hungarians (MVSZ) in Budapest and new institutions created
to support the HTM, such as the Government Office of Hungarian
Minorities Abroad (HTMH) and Duna Television, to bolster his position and lock out the inﬂuence of opposition parties. Antall was invited
to give a keynote speech at the August 1992 MVSZ meeting in Budapest,
where he enthusiastically embraced his role as the prime minister of all
Hungarians.28 In contrast, the SZDSZ was criticized for not attending the gathering as an organized party.29 The HTMH, which replaced
the Secretariat for Hungarian Minority Affairs in May of 1992,30 also
became a gateway for diaspora members more aligned with the MDF to
inﬂuence Hungarian policy.31
However, other political and institutional factors limited the extent
to which the MDF was able to capitalize on its enthusiastic and often
controversial engagement with nemzeti rhetoric. In particular, regime
change brought a new context of increased political competition and
26
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economic transformation in which the domestic costs and beneﬁts of
utilizing the diaspora as a strategic resource became more uncertain and
more complex for elites. The “deregulation” of politics in Hungary combined with the general instability in the East European region opened
up space for various political interests to present alternative visions for
how they could best improve their co-ethnics’ quality of life without
sacriﬁcing the gains of Hungary’s economic and political transition.32
This debate served to undermine somewhat the ideological ownership
of the diaspora issue by more extreme, right-wing nationalists in Hungary, who had not yet learned to exploit the institutional biases towards
majoritarian politics in Hungary’s constitution.33 At this stage of transition, no one group had a monopoly on the policy debate over Hungary’s
co-ethnics, particularly as other pressing problems took attention away
from symbolic politics.
The government’s focus on co-ethnics who were not citizens of Hungary began to alienate many domestic constituents, who would have preferred to see that concern turned inwards to Hungary’s own economic
and social problems. The MDF did not build a broad base of support for
its conception of national priorities, and failed to tie the diaspora issue to
other economic, social and regional issues that voters considered important. Instead, MDF leaders presented Hungary’s diaspora policy, particularly in the foreign policy sphere, as a potentially losing proposition,
in which conditions for Hungarians on both sides of the border would
progress together or not at all. Domestic constituents and opposition elites,
in contrast, expressed concerns that the MDF’s diaspora policy was jeopardizing Hungary’s international standing, including backing from the
EU and NATO, and its long-term economic and political stability.
Public opinion in Hungary eventually rebelled against the MDF’s
symbolic politics, leading to the party’s defeat in the 1994 elections.
Polling data from the years leading up to the election demonstrate that
while the MDF was considered the party most likely “to improve the
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situation of ethnic Hungarians in neighboring countries,”34 the government’s overall support had deteriorated signiﬁcantly, as had public
support for an intense engagement with the HTM issue. In the weeks
before the elections, Antall’s positive job performance was only at 31.5
percent,35 and only 22.3 percent strongly felt that the goal of improving
the situation of ethnic Hungarians in neighboring countries was personally important to them.36 The defeat of the MDF government and the
electoral success of a left-wing coalition led by the MSZP in 1994 clearly
reﬂected these opinion and demonstrated the limits of support for kinstate nationalism as a political project during the transition.

Rebuilding the Hungarian Right
After post-communist Hungary’s second peaceful democratic election in 1994, it appeared that the political inﬂuence of the nationalist
Right was on the wane. The new social democratic government promised a more technocratic and less ideological approach to the co-ethnics
across the border. The MSZP-led coalition focused on concrete goals,
such as modernizing the cross-border subsidy system and funding cultural and entrepreneurial endeavors in ethnic Hungarian communities.
Most significantly, the new government was determined to normalize relations with the neighboring governments in order to ensure that
Hungary’s European Union membership was kept on track. Within two
years, the new government had signed basic agreements with both Slovakia and Romania.
By 1998, a major shift on diaspora policy seemed unlikely: Yet that
year, MSZP and SZDSZ lost a hard-fought election to a new right-wing
coalition, led by the Federation of Young Democrats (FiDeSZ), a party
which had barely made it over the five percent parliamentary threshold in 1994. Between 1994 and 1998, the politics surrounding diaspora
34
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policy became a highly contentious and central point of opposition
and criticism of the government. In just four short years, the political
Right in Hungary had been remade and strengthened and the political
and rhetorical focus on the diaspora and questions of the nation were
renewed and intensiﬁed.
A major factor behind this shift was the party-building strategy of
FiDeSZ, which revitalized the Hungarian right and consciously utilized
the diaspora issue as a political resource. The victory of FiDeSz in the
1998 parliamentary elections began a crucial intensiﬁcation of Hungary’s ethnic activism, which eventually resulted in the controversial 2001
“Status Law.” The conditions of Hungary’s democratic transition provided a relatively open and ﬂuid political ﬁeld, in which new political
organizations could emerge and challenge more entrenched parties. For
such parties, which lacked other kinds of historical or ideological legitimacy, a discourse of national identity and the symbolic politics of a borderless ethnic nation and cultural pride offered one avenue of potential
electoral success.
The HTM issue represented a partial solution to the ideological and
organizational barriers that FiDeSz faced in challenging more entrenched
political forces. In the early 1990s, FiDeSz’s main distinguishing characteristics were its youth (the original party charter capped membership
to those 35 and under), and its unﬂagging anti-communism. However,
neither of these attributes gave the party a long-term ideological basis on
which to build a distinct party platform, especially while the traditional
liberal and conservative ideologies were already represented by the more
well-known SZDSZ and MDF. Complicating matters was the successful reconstitution of the former Communist Party into the social democratic MSZP. The MSZP’s evolution into the most formidable opposition party and a potential coalition partner for parties on the ideological
Left further encroached upon FiDeSZ’s position as an anti-communist,
left-wing party in opposition to the conservative MDF.
FiDeSZ was also somewhat disadvantaged by its outsider status,
having had little connection to historically-salient political divisions and
parties. This difference was apparent as all the other parties of the CenterRight – the Smallholders’, KDNP, MIÉP, and MDF – were part of “an
interrupted historical trend in the country” which harkened back to parties and movements of the interwar period or to intellectual trends that
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survived Communism intact.37 FiDeSZ had to compete with the historical legitimacy of these other parties and with the parties to the far Right
of FiDeSZ, such as the Hungarian Justice and Life Party (MIÉP), which
were known for their strong and often extreme language of nationalism,
irredentism, and Hungary’s rightful place in history. FiDeSZ met this
challenge by transforming itself from a “neo-liberal conservative” party
focused on individualism and free market policies to a “traditional conservative” party more skeptical of economic reforms and committed to
the principles of family, nation, religion and culture.38
As an opposition party during the MSZP-SZDSZ government
from 1994–1998, FiDeSz moved to claim “ownership” of the status of
the nation – an issue with which the party could attack the legitimacy
of the Left and fortify its own unique identity. FiDeSZ ﬁrst began to
attack the MSZP’s economic reforms, tying the Socialists’ modernization project to a betrayal of the country’s morality, national culture, and
middle-class values. The party then went further by changing its name
to FiDeSZ-MPP (Magyar Polgári Párt – Hungarian Civic Party) during its 1995 party congress and adopting a new discourse of representing
a broad right-wing “civic” or “bourgeois” Hungary. Party leaders criticized the MSZP government for failing to provide moral leadership and
argued that its reform policies were “criminal” because they had “consumed, squandered and discredited the opportunities, hopes and challenges which the miracle of the regime change signiﬁed – or would have
signiﬁed – for the nation.”39
The idea of a “civic” Hungary endangered by the Socialists’ policies
also framed FiDeSZ-MPP’s critique of the government’s diaspora policy. MSZP was accused of selling out the Hungarian nation and squan37
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dering the rights and opportunities of millions of Hungarians in order
to please the West and to continue with its neo-liberal reforms. The perfect context for these critiques came as the Horn government went forward with its plans to normalize relations with the neighboring governments of Slovakia and Romania. The controversies surrounding the
Basic Agreements provided a forum for FiDeSZ-MPP to expand its ideological critiques and make alliances with other right-wing elites within
Hungary and across the border.
The contentious plenary debates in the Hungarian parliament over
the treaties exposed the MSZP government to intense criticism and
began to erode the elite consensus on diaspora policy. During debate
over the basic agreement with Slovakia, for example, Horn’s actions
were called “treason”40 and the treaty itself “Hungary’s third Trianon.”41
FiDeSZ-MPP took advantage of these tensions. The party moved
quickly to form alliances with other right parties that had spoken out
against the Socialists’ economic reforms and lack of “nemzeti content”.
The year 1995 began with the government’s formation of a 6-Party
Consultative Committee of Minorities Beyond the Border, which cooperated on parliamentary declarations, budgetary decisions, and participation in European forums regarding the Hungarian diaspora.42 Within
a few months, this broad-based consultation was dead. On September 7,
1995, members of FiDeSZ-MPP, the MDF and the KDNP held a press
conference where they presented an itemized critique of the MSZP’s
approach to the diaspora issue and announced their new institutionalized cooperation to oppose the government’s policies.43
The criticisms enumerated at the press conference and at numerous other times by FiDeSZ and its allies faulted the MSZP-SZDSZ
40
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government for subordinating the interests of the HTM to the goals of
Euro-Atlantic integration and a more conciliatory foreign policy. While
Prime Minister Horn lauded the fact that the signing of the Basic Treaties meant that “Europe is with us”44, his detractors saw the treaties and
his refusal to allow HTM representatives to sit at the bargaining table
as a sign of weakness and misplaced priorities. “Under the magic spell”
of Euro-Atlantic integration into NATO and the European Union, the
MSZP government had forgotten about its responsibility to its co-ethnics in neighboring countries. 45 The Socialists’ acquiescence to the
demands of Western Europe put Hungary into the position of having
to “apologize for every basic demand made on behalf of the Hungarian
nation”, such as autonomy for the diaspora communities.46 Instead of
dealing with the reality of ethnic tensions in the region, the government
“hides the problems of the HTM under a bushel in front of its Western partners.”47 The Socialists were stuck instead in the “late-Kádár era
mentality”, which only served the interests of the state and the political
interests of the Socialist party while giving short shrift to protecting the
interests of the Hungarian nation.48
The Right’s intensifying criticism of the Socialists also provided an
opportunity for FiDeSZ to form alliances with members of the HTM
communities dissatisﬁed with the MSZP’s stance on the diaspora issue.
The government’s most vocal domestic critics, including FiDeSZ-MPP
and the FKGP, “found an almost natural alliance with the disaffected
‘radicals’ of the HTM, [i]n the spirit of the motto, ‘whoever criticizes
the government is our friend.’”49 Early in 1996, FiDeSZ made its associ44
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ation with more radical members of the RMDSZ, Romania’s main ethnic Hungarian political organization, a central part of the new network
of intellectual and political clubs, societies, associations, and salons that
the party sponsored. For example, Bishop László Tõkés, one of the most
prominent and vocal members of the Hungarian minority in Romania
and honorary chairman of the RMDSZ, was invited to participate in the
opening of FiDeSZ’s foreign policy club, where he stated his agreement
with FiDeSZ’s approach to the HTM issue and criticized the Socialists
during a press conference held with Orbán and other FiDeSZ leaders.50
These transborder alliances were crucial to FiDeSz’ development
because they helped to counteract party’s limited organizational capacity,
which stemmed from FiDeSz’s unique origins as a protest movement
created by a small, informal elite. As one analyst described the party,
FiDeSZ “was originally a movement of independent groups formed in
a completely autonomous way based on principles of direct democracy
and collective leadership.”51 The party lacked an extensive, state-wide
organization which could help overcome its narrow electoral base, modest infrastructure, and lack of connections in the world of media and
business elites. By the mid-1990s, FiDeSZ had one of the lowest percentages of party membership, the lowest number of regional and local
ofﬁces, and the lowest number of total members.52 Following the 1994
election, FiDeSZ had been forced to staff each county ofﬁce with only
one employee and relied on a small, centralized group of core ofﬁcials to
carry out almost all party functions. In fact, FiDeSZ had been known
as the “answering machine party”, because it had ofﬁces with answering machines, but no networks of supporters to answer the phones.53
50
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All this contrasted with the organizational style of the old Socialist elite,
which relied on less formal rules, a weaker executive, and a vast network
of personal connections and local organization. While the MSZP also
had a small membership base, it had nearly twice as many nation-wide
ofﬁces as any other party and an extensive mid-level bureaucratic infrastructure.
A growing engagement with the diaspora issue helped FiDeSZ to
take advantage of its oppositional role and to solidify its position on the
Right of the political spectrum. FiDeSZ-MPP acted strategically to position itself as the center of an emerging Center-Right bloc. The Young
Democrats integrated and out-maneuvered its rivals, provided a viable
alternative to the Left-wing bloc represented by MSZP and SZDSZ, and
concentrated its ideological and organizational base. FiDeSZ-MPP was
able to overcome its early rivals through a combination of co-optation
and cooperation. In 1995, the FKGP and its ﬁery leader József Torgyán
became the most visible and popular opposition party based largely on
its vocal criticisms of the government’s privatizing reforms.54 By the end
of 1996, however, FiDeSZ-MPP had begun to edge out the Smallholders’ as the most popular opposition party. Torgyán had become too controversial a ﬁgure outside of his main supporters, mostly the rural poor
and others hurt by the economic reforms, turning would-be supporters off with radical rhetoric reminiscent of the previous government’s
unpopular nationalism. FiDeSZ leaders worked during this period to
split off factions from the MDF and the KDNP. The party lured the
more moderate members with membership in FiDeSZ’s “Civic Alliance” and with promises of electoral cooperation, which served to further radicalize and isolate the FKGP. FiDeSZ also showed its willingness to cooperate with the Smallholders on certain issues, such as the
fate of the ethnic Hungarians and the question of foreign ownership of
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land, which both parties opposed.55 By 1997 and the run-up to the 1998
parliamentary elections, FiDeSZ-MPP had clearly won the struggle for
dominance on the right of the political spectrum.
Once in power, FiDeSZ reinvigorated a discussion of diaspora policy by offering a form of kin-state nationalism that could make Hungarians feel good about being Hungarian and their unique cultural and
linguistic status. In combating the “specter of national death” that many
intellectuals and analysts have commented on,56 FiDeSZ’s nationalism invited the younger generation in particular to learn about and take
pride in the larger cultural nation that transcended Hungary’s borders.
Orbán stated his intent to combat the nation’s “inferiority complex”57
and lack of education about the HTM communities, earning his HTM
policies a large measure of respect from activist and advocacy communities that had felt somewhat ignored during the MSZP government.58
FiDeSZ offered a new approach to the HTM issue by treating the
diaspora not as a “problem” or “burden” that had to be dealt with, but as
a positive attribute for Hungary and the entire region.59 FiDeSZ policymakers made a point to emphasize the importance that culturally-autonomous HTM communities integrated into the larger Hungarian nation
could play in Hungary’s future. In 2001, Orbán invoked not only the
symbolic importance of the HTM, but their ability to increase Hungary’s strength and standing in the world as well:
There were times when it was the Hungarians beyond the borders who
kept our souls alive. My hope is that one day Hungarians in Hungary will
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look at territories beyond the borders and Hungarians there not as those
who have to be helped but those who are the great power reserves for the
Hungarian economy and the Hungarian community in the Carpathian
basin… [Material support for the HTM] is not help but investment, since
in the long term, it is obvious that the power of a 10-million-strong Hungarian community is far exceeded by the power of the Carpathian Basin’s
Hungarian community of 14 million people.60

The FiDeSZ government was also eager to combat criticisms that
the renewed emphasis on the HTM question would jeopardize Hungary’s EU accession. A member of Orbán’s foreign ministry argued in
a 1999 article that “the Hungarians beyond the border are not a burden
that hinders our integration, but just the opposite: with the appropriate
policy, [the HTM] can be an asset.”61 The HTM were often referred to
as the most peaceful of the region’s national minorities, the “standard
bearers of democracy and political stability” for the entire region.62
As the head of the governing coalition from 1998, FiDeSZ moved
to formalize its cross-border connections and took diaspora clientelism
to a new extreme. Beginning with its campaign promises made in front
of HTM communities before the 1998 election, FiDeSZ supported and
encouraged the more radical wing of ethnic Hungarian political parties,
particularly within the RMDSZ. According to Hungary’s largest daily
newspaper:
During the last government cycle, FiDeSZ openly stuck up for the radicals
of RMDSZ, granted serious material support to the organizations, enterprises and foundations of the “reformers”- of course against the leadership
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of the “moderates” - and allocated members of the populist wing paid positions from Hungary…63

FiDeSZ allied itself with like-minded ethnic Hungarian leaders, in
particular those that focused on autonomy demands and had little hope
for accommodation from the majority governments. The party and its
allies actively opposed the moderate wing, which “pursues a strategy of
small steps and legal security attainable through the tools of a constitutional state.”64
Finally, the Orbán government wasted little time in tapping into
existing transnational networks by changing the nature of governmental ofﬁces and non-proﬁt organizations in Hungary that deal with HTM
policies and subsidies. New personnel were installed in the ministries
dealing with minority and HTM affairs, and on the boards of trustees
of the largest public foundations which administer grant money to the
HTM communities, such as the János Apáczai Foundation, which has
a budget of 1.2 billion HUF per year.65 In addition, the FiDeSZ government moved the HTMH from the administration of the Prime Minister’s ofﬁce to that of the Foreign Affairs Ministry. This signaled the
ofﬁces’s new status as a top priority of Hungarian foreign policy and
the latitude being given to Zsolt Németh, FiDeSZ’s Foreign Affairs
State Secretary and a long-time passionate activist for HTM support and
autonomy.66 The FiDeSZ administration also tied the HTM communities more closely to the Hungarian government by institutionalizing
the World Congress of Hungarians (MVSZ) into a semi-ofﬁcial organization, the Hungarian Standing Conference (MÁÉRT), that would
serve as a consultative body of global Hungarians. FiDeSZ made good
on its promise to give diaspora organizations more access to Hungarian
state decision-making in February of 1999 by creating this forum that
63
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would serve, in the words of Zsolt Németh, as “a kind of integration
deal between Hungary and Hungarians beyond the borders.”67

Conclusion
This article has outlined some of the concrete ways in which Hungary’s diaspora politics and policies have been driven in large part by the
domestic political strategies of party elites. Using the state’s relationship
to the ethnic Hungarian communities in neighboring states as a political resource, right-wing elites, in particular, were able to generate ideological legitimacy, increased organizational capacity, and a way to discredit opponents and realign the balance of political power. This narrative demonstrates that kin-state nationalism and ethnic afﬁliations that
cross borders are not monolithic or necessarily waning phenomena, but
dynamic forms of political and social identiﬁcation that are utilized in
various ways when other paths of political legitimacy are inaccessible.
The discourse of protecting Hungary’s transborder nation and the culturo-linguistic heritage that it represents offers parties one mode of governing legitimacy. Yet this strategy is not without its costs, as the defeat
of the MDF government in 1994 and FiDeSZ’s narrow loss of power in
2002 demonstrated. Particularly when it appears that other state interests – such as economic recovery, political stability, and regional integration – may be jeopardized by the state’s increasing ethnic activism,
voters may be hard-pressed to choose those outside their borders over
their own pragmatic needs. This is one possible lesson of the decreasing
support for more recent attempts to intensify Hungary’s diaspora policy,
particularly in regards to the diluted “Status Law” and the failure of the
referendum on dual citizenship for members of the regional diaspora in
December 2004.
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