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Ideological-structural priorities of the "socialist values" 

It was always the so-called "socialist values" that determined the official political "goal systems" of the 
communist social transformation that was carried out in Hungary and the other countries of the region. 
These values constituted the basis of the ideological structures of the production and distribution model. 
The most important characteristic of these structures was that they were in contradiction with those 
scarce economic factors that ultimately determined the model's social-political breathing space, and the 
realization of its values. The fundamental conflict of the system was always that, as a consequence of the 
shortage of economic resources, it was incapable of satisfying those political-ideological ambitions and 
social expectations which these values suggested. As it is commonly acknowledged, the essence of the 
conflict was that the systems under examination should have financed both material conditions and 
forms of social provision for every member of the society at one and the same time, using state means. 
The problem was that this would have far exceeded the financial means and stamina of any nation, 
today, even of those with the most developed market economies. 

At the same time, the communist regimes made the promise to all strata and groups of society that 
these legally canonized and politically declared pledges, based on values enshrined in the communist 
constitutions, should be extended as basic rights to everyone. A unique paradox concerning these 
constitutional allowances was that the group of basic rights declared in the basic law did not decrease as 
the economic model became ever less tenable. Actually, it rather increased, (to conform with its 
fundamental mission as expressed in its ideological tenet system attempted to "build" into its system, 
recodified internationally accepted basic rights (1) ). Consequently, the communist states, headed by 
the so-called reformist countries, ratified virtually all the international human rights and social-legal 
basic treaties of the 70s and 80s. By doing so, they 'proved' their regime's humane character and social 
orientation (2). At the same time, these regimes naturally regarded as one of their most important 
ideological goals, that these "allowances", and constitutional basic rights declared in high level legislature, 
be organically built into the political values of society, and be an organic part of the communist regimes' 
basis of legitimization. By doing so, it was argued, this would reduce the intensity of the analyzed 
conflict, and the social range of influence (3). The social-economic conflict discussed here determined 
all three prototypes of the communist system as outlined by Janos Kornai (4). As such, it equally determined 
the ideological, the social-psychological and the redistributional character of the revolutionary transition, 
the classical and the reform system, as well as that of the post-socialist system. 
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Its effects can be demonstrated to this day. All this became especially unambiguous during the time of 
the change of regime, when (with regard to the collapse of ideological taboos formerly regarded as 
everlasting) the titular conflicts intensified to a never before witnessed degree. From this, we can now 
posit as a working hypothesis, that the populations of the Central-Eastern European region experienced 
the political contradictions under analysis, conforming to their economic-cultural development, with 
relatively differing social-psychological character. This exerted an influence that shaped the formation 
of their "market economy knowledge" in all that was to follow (5). 

This working hypothesis can be summarized, according to the following points of examination. 

Main Characteristics and Models of the East European 
"Market Economy Knowledge" 
In those countries (for example, Hungary and Poland) where - using Elemer Hankiss' well known 

terminology - there was a gradually developing "second society" appearing in increasingly distinct 
subcultural institutions, it adopted a form for itself for the "second economy", the "second public", the 
"second culture", the "second social conscience" and also for the social-political interactions of the 
"second sphere" (6). It brought about what was always a unique and pluralistic social system of values. In 
the countries analyzed, as a result of the unique central European "semi-bourgeoisification" processes, 
analyzed by Ivan Szelenyi and others (7), the social system of values that evolved was such that by the 
beginning and the middle of the seventies, it had fashioned a social-psychological climate (which was 
much more open than that of other countries in the region), which made it possible for certain strata of 
the population to accept these "economically conformist", less voluntary values. We believe that one 
reason for the formation of the higher adaptive abilities of the populations of the relatively more developed 
countries, and their only moderate susceptibility in connection with orthodox ideological values, was 
that the transmission of "western style" economic microstructures, as well as the exploitation of 
developmental opportunities contained within them, was, in this subregion, much more powerfully 
effective than in, for example, Romania or the republics of the former Soviet Union (8). The clear 
explanation for this is that in thelatter countries, the state appropriation of private property and the state 
directed "ideological brainwashing" was far more drastically successful than in the former ones. Besides 
this, for example, even by the nineteen fifties, the running of the Hungarian agricultural co-operatives, 
their property character, and their inner structure departed significantly from the Soviet-type collective 
farms that initially served as a model. And as time passed, these differences only grew further (9). 

All this, viewed from a different angle, means that from the beginning, in the "developed" Central-
Eastern European nations, transmitted "foreign" values from the past were in contradiction with the 
values required for building a socialist egalitarianism, which this policy was never capable of entirely 
refashioning. This brought the consequence that the Hungarian and Polish stimulus threshold with 
regard to voluntary values, in all periods of the party state system, was always higher than that belonging 
to the populations of most other countries in the region, since a significant proportion of the former 
had never reached the point of the esoteric communist values (10). Naturally, certain social strata of the 
communist regimes experienced the social-psychological effects of the examined conflict in relatively 
differing fashions. One of the most vivid formulas was certainly the development of Hungarian society 
through the sixties, seventies and then eighties. Its most predominant feature was the formation of "the 
two societies" (11). 

In this unique dual social structure, there existed over the course of nearly thirty years, two adjacent 
societies - an "official" and a "non-official" one. It was possible for an individual to enter, from the 
latter, the "official" political and economic elite, through position achieved via membership in the 
party, and through working their way into the "legal" political and economic hierarchy, and by so 
doing, accept the canonized relationship between "official" values and economic factors. 

At the same time, it was also possible to become a member of the "well off." So if an entrepreneur 
wanting to assert his economic interests (in practice discarding the "official" interest explanations and 
interest interpretations, and with them, making a "tacit" compromise) he was able to select the route to 
a "semi bourgeois" existence, by being a small entrepreneur or through a family business. In this last 
case, the always mildly "schizophrenic" Kadar regime made no demands for a factual ideological espousal 
of values or political activity, from a "semi bourgeois" individual in the event of their resigning from 
active participation in the political sphere (12). 

All of this was modified during the period of total collapse of the regime, in that the total and "explosion-
like" loss of values affected the "official" political economic elite as well, and the conflict under examination 



can be said to have solved itself. As for the transformation of the system and for the majority of the '"winners" 
emerging from the post-communist period, all this emerges as a purely "official" interpretation. The 
conflict itself was never experienced amid such drama, and finally, it vanished from the agenda (13). 

At the same time, a significant segment of the population of the communist countries, even in the more 
"developed" subregion, was not bereft of egalitarian values, at the center of which, stood post-Stalinist state 
paternalism, centrally planned schemes of distribution, and furthermore, restrictions (described as voluntary) 
on democratic state political institutions. As a consequence, the large portion of "losers" only managed to 
digest successfully the actual political-economic effects of the changes and their determining factors, many 
years after they happened. Consequently, in connection with the social transforation processes of economic 
factors their relations have been, in more than one respects, contradictory. For these strata (and this particularly 
applies to those areas such as employment, health and welfare provisions, social help and old age pensions) 
it was not easy to perceive that the "rule of economic factors", looking at a virtually irrevocable but for them, 
relatively long historical period, once and for all queried the validity of egalitarian values canonized in the 
party state period. This remained true even in the more developed countries of the region, where the state 
had long ago abnegated the "social contract" signed during the period of "classical" socialism (14). 

Naturally in their case, the social integration of the values of market economy, and their consistent 
espousal and experience are, for the time being, nothing other than a highly desired political fiction that is 
relatively difficult to realize, despite the fact that they originally expected something quite different from 
the change of regime (15). Therefore the increasing political and economic untenability of the Central-
Eastern European communist social experiment, viewed from a different kind of perspective, can be 
expressed as a slow, irresistible erosion of "classical" ideological values, and also, as a more vivid social 
recognition that economic factors compel the socialistic redistribution mechanism built by the political 
decision makers, to strict rationalization (16). In consequence, in a unique paradox, the individual communist 
societies at the time the regimes collapsed, had most of all come to the realization what deep historical 
truth content there was in the basic construction dialectic as sounded to such a degree in classical Marxist 
economics (17). 

Naturally, with regard to the chronological appearance of the discussed process and its social-economic 
depth, there were, are and will be highly important differences between the post-communist countries 
of the region. In spite of this, we regard it important to show a model of the conflicts of social values 
and economic factors that pervaded the socialist system: 

Figure 1 
Conflicts of socialist values and economic factors in the period of revolutionary 
- transitional system 
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Source: author. 



Figure 2 
Conflicts of socialist values and economic factors in the period of classical socialism 
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Figure 3 
Conflicts of socialist values and economic factors in the period of reform socialism 
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Figure 4 
Conflicts of socialist values and economic factors 
in the period of post-socialist system 
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Source: author. 

Remarks on the Permanent Legitimization and Value Crisis 
This shows that the communist regimes of the Central-Eastern European region, in all the phases of 

their existence - with the possible exception of the Tito and the best 15 - 20 years of 'golden' period of 
the Hungarian Kadar regimes - suffered from a long term crisis of values, spreading to a significant 
section of society, clearly linked to the model's crisis of legitimization which can be said to have been 
permanent and relatively deep. Without getting into the complications of a deeper analysis of this circle 
of problems, it is still necessary to stress that see a close connection between the two processes. By 
comparison, Agnes Heller is correct. Besides these identical situations, Heller sees fundamental differences 
between the legitimization types employed by the Soviet and the Central European communist regimes 
(18). Miklos Szabo, Maria Markus and Thomas Rigby also identify with a similar point of view. These 
authors approach this circle of questions from a rationality-supposition angle that is itself a fundamental 
departure (19). Taking into account their approach, it is worth directing our attention to the following 
consideration in connection with our topic. 

The mass base of legitimization in the "developed" countries of the region was never as wide as in 
the Soviet Union, where until Stalin's death, party membership meant in practice the acceptance of the 
entire regime, and identification with its goals. At the same time, the political leaderships in Hungary, 
Poland and later in Czechoslovakia were always aware that the private convictions of party members did 
not much differ from that of those who had not joined it. Accordingly, in these countries there was no 
kind of "organizational cover" for identity with the "official" system of values (discounting a few "hard" 
years of personality cult) which kept the political leadership in permanent uncertainty. 

Following the Second World War, almost all the East European countries endeavored to build states 
supported by pluralistic, European democratic value systems. These were all destroyed after a few years 
of the Stalinist terror though. The sharp discrepancies that emerged from the very beginning put in 
doubt the basis of legitimization for the local "little Stalins" and the consolidation of the imported 
values that they represented. Particularly in Hungary, Stalin's death terminated, in a relatively short 
period of time, the terroristic, totalitarian political system of values resting on a very narrow social basis, 
and in their place came a much more elastic, less voluntaristpraxis of legitimization. As a result (with the 



exception of the Soviet Union) all the East European countries had to make a break with the "traditional" 
political system of values and its basis of legitimization. As has already been seen, the answer of the 
"developed" countries of the region was the construction and political practice of pragmatism, that was 
a kind of substantialism, which rejected the previously voluntary values. 

The political decision makers of the latter countries, in the absence of the appropriate social basis, 
were not able to use the "catch up tactic" of the Hruschov leadership, which strived to gain military and 
technical superiority over America, nor were they able to flirt with the rehabilitation (on even a partial 
level) of terrorist methods, the Stalinist leadership style and ideological value systems. Because of this, 
they had to simultaneously accept and proclaim the "eading role" of the Soviet party and the "international 
road of socialism", even though this strategic approach did not seem overly original. Additionally it was 
also overly built on the existence of the Soviet protective umbrella expected to last for possibly centuries. 
This legitimization crisis was slow but could be followed well in the political attitudes expressed in 
public opinion. There was also the "generic process of loss of values". Both were present in the 
consciousness of the region's societies long before the "great explosion" and this accelerated in the 
middle to late eighties. 

One of the great historical merits of the social science forums developed in Eastern Europe in this 
period, was that they endeavored to analyze with empirical methods, the political behavior and orientation 
of these countries' populations, and the relations leading to the changes. The value and legitimization 
researchers of this period (20) concentrated essentially on the following themes: 

• the loss of confidence and values related to the regime's political institutions; 
• the transformation of the basic categories of political legitimization; 
• the social politics of developed market economy systems; 
• perspectives of democratic institutions and the development of civil society movements; 
• the expected political consequences of a possible construction of a multi-party system. 

The results of these empirical researches proved that the majority of countries in Eastern Europe -
and particularly Hungary, Poland and Czechoslovakia - were prepared to accept the changes, and ready 
to confront a radical change of regime from a political and social perspective as well. By comparison, on 
the basis of the research conducted then a speeding up of the following tendencies could be predicted 
in Hungary between 1985 and 1989: 

• in the center of the one party system, the MSZMP (Hungarian Socialist Worker's Party) was expected 
to lose serious political space, but the legitimization crisis would gradually reach all the basic 
power institutions of the regime (parliament, trade unions, local committees); 

• ever fewer people would believe in the leadership's working methods of government, in its style. 
The population would not believe in the country's current economic policy; 

• by contrast, confidence in the church, civil organizations, independent experts and the press 
would increase; 

• an ever growing segment of the population would desire a multi-party system, as a consequence 
of which they would only regard those parties and MPs as legitimate who were freely elected; 

• the population would increasingly willingly accept transformation to market economy, however 
the countries that would exert the greatest attraction were those (Austria, Sweden, FDR, Holland, 
Finland, etc.) which contained socialist and social democratic welfare institutions; 

• the Hungarian population would not particularly favor political demonstrations and strikes, and 
in particular, they would not sympathize with their violent manifestation (seizing factories, 
rebellions, arson, etc.). By contrast, they would believe in negotiated solutions. 

As is apparent from the opinions of the population in the era preceding the change of regime, the 
Hungarian population was ready in 1989 to accept the fact of system change in accordance with political 
and social traditions. At the same time they wanted to avoid the violent toppling and its handing over of 
power where possible, as well as the putsch like removal of the old order or their physical liquidation. 
Besides all this, legitimization factors had slowly but surely become threadbare by this period. 

These factors made it possible to make long-term compromises with the old system in its final throes. 
Neither in this period did there exist an economically established compromise scenario, with the help 
of which the power center, based on the "tried and tested" Kadarist traditions, would have had a realistic 
chance of avoiding "the big bang." Noting that in practice, the regime had used up all its ideological and 
economic reserves, it could only hope for an "organized retreat" in the case of a fortunate outcome of 
the "negotiated revolution". 



All this brought with it the very necessary political consequence, what could not be seen for a long 
time, that a significant segment of the population had to bid farewell to the gentle security of paternalistic 
state care, and gradually befriend a diametrically opposed, stone-hard economic rationale based on a 
different logic of redistribution. This had to be done in a social-psychological environment that was 
filled with anxiety but was essentially hopeful, which unchangingly believed in the assertion of some 
kind of "balancing justice", and in the development of a new system of social values, which in the not so 
distant future, was capable of regulating the crude economic factors. 
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