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MÁRTON LACSNY1 

The Trinity of Civil-Military Relations2 and Their Connection to 
Patriotic and Military Education in Hungary 

A civil-katonai kapcsolatok három pillére és azok kapcsolódása 
a hazafias és honvédelmi neveléshez Magyarországon 

Abstract 

Civil military relations from a special point of view: patriotic and military education 

of the whole society. In other words: How to educate civilians to become aware 

and able citizens, who know how to handle a country’s military capabilities 

responsibly. The Trinity of Civil-Military Relations gives us a new approach to the 

issue that enables us to elaborate it further on with respect to civilian control, 

effectiveness, financial efficiency, all this in the context of Hungarian reality and 

the viewpoints rational political decision makers. The core statement of this article 

is that the key issue of civil-military relations in modern democracies is how the 

average civilian approaches an average soldier of his/her own homeland’s armed 

forces. Transferring this to the decision makers’ point, the key is how to formulate 

the average civilian’s approach. 

Keywords: civil-military relations, civilian control, effectiveness, efficiency, patriotic 

education, political decision makers 

Absztrakt 

Civil-katonai kapcsolatok egy speciális nézőpontból, az egész társadalom hazafi-

as és honvédelmi nevelése szempontjából. Máshogy fogalmazva: hogy lehet a 

társadalom tagjait olyan nevelésben, tájékoztatásban részesíteni, hogy művelt és 

felelősségteljes állampolgárként tudjanak dönteni az ország haderejéről? A civil-

katonai kapcsolatok három pillére új megközelítést ad a témának, ami lehetővé 

teszi, hogy mélyebben kimunkáljuk az összefüggéseket a demokratikus civil kont-

roll, a hatékonyság és a költséghatékony működés összefüggésében és mindezt 
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elhelyezzük a mai Magyar valóság és a hazai politikai döntéshozók összefüggé-

sébe. A cikk legfontosabb állítása az, hogy a modern demokráciákban a civil-

katonai kapcsolatok kulcskérdése az, hogy hogyan viszonyul az átlagpolgár hazá-

jának haderejéhez. A döntéshozó nyelvére lefordítva a kulcskérdés az, hogy ho-

gyan lehet a választópolgár gondolkodását formálni a haderő vonatkozásában. 

Kulcsszavak: civil-katonai kapcsolatok, civil kontroll, hatékonyság, költséghaté-

kony működés, honvédelmi nevelés, politikai döntéshozók 

INTRODUCTION 

My field of research is civil military relations from a special point of view: patriotic and mili-

tary education of the whole society. In other words: How to educate civilians to become 

aware and able citizens, who know how to handle a country’s military capabilities 

responsibly. I’m not talking about politicians now. I’m talking about responsible citizens of a 

country, who know how to cast a vote, when the question has security concerns. I’m talking 

about people who are ready to be trained (not necessarily trained) to defend their 

homeland. This article is about the state’s tasks to have enough of these citizens. 

These topics have not been in the focus of research in Hungary lately. Since Samuel P. 

Huntington published The Soldier and the State, his work was the canon of civil-military 

relations. Huntington focused on the (since Plato) always-arising question: “Who guards 

the guardians?” As such, he focused on the democratic civilian control of the military.
3
 But 

democratic civilian control is not the only aspect of civil-military relations. Civil-military rela-

tions are the civil society’s relations towards the society’s armed forces. This includes civil 

society as a whole, but also includes the individual citizen’s approach. On top of all this, 

both are part of the same thing: the society as a whole. They live in the same place (co-

untry), eat the same food, read the same news and receive the same primary and 

secondary education.  

Then at some point some members of the society decide to join some branch of the 

armed forces. Does this single decision change the individual’s approach to civilians or the 

armed forces? If not, what does? Does this individual cease to be a member of the civil 

society? I share Peter van Uhm’s opinion that civil-military relations represent a civil 

society’s values regarding their state, country, life, family and everything they think worth 

defending. (1) A part of this is democratic civilian control, which is the state’s (that is – in a 

democracy – led by civilians) approach to military. 
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MAIN POINTS 

My idea of the coincidence between this and my field of research is the following: The way 

a democratic state (government) values its armed forces is transferred towards the whole 

society through how the state leads and regulates the education of its children. Now if a 

state has democratic traditions dating back at least a generation the whole thing is mirrored 

back to the state and its government as the following generation begins to vote for (or 

against) governments according to what they learned at school. This is no rocket science. 

As the saying goes: Be good to your children because they are going to choose the 

residential care, you’re going to live in. 

In the Routledge Handbook of Civil-Military Relations the authors outline a completely 

new concept of the issue of civil-military relations that is based on the trinity of control, 

effectiveness and efficiency. This gives us a new approach to the issue that enables us to 

elaborate it further in the context of Hungarian reality and the viewpoints rational political 

decision makers and their relations to military and the society as a whole. 

As Florina Christiana Matei notes it,
4
 the three main aspects of civil-military relations 

are: 

— Democratic civilian control, 

— Effectiveness in fulfilling roles and missions, 

— Efficiency in the use of resources. 

Reading the book I collected some crucial points and questions discuss in this paper and 

elaborate the specialties of Hungary. I don’t completely share Cristiana Matei’s opinion 

saying that the main problem in Hungary is the control being civilian or democratic. It also 

goes further than the awareness of political decision makers. The main problem is that 

civilians should have an idea about military. All of them
5
. After gaining some experience or 

relevant education anyone can decide to like it or not, but the knowledge is essential. In 

Hungary obligatory national service was suspended (for peace time) in 2003
6
 which means 

that since then the only knowledge citizens have regarding armed forces is through the 

educational system or merely accidental (if they have personal links to someone who 

serves or served in the armed forces). My statement and the core statement of this article 

is that the key issue of civil-military relations is how the average civilian approaches an 

average soldier of his/her own homeland’s armed forces. 

Let’s take a look at how all this works in Hungary. Democratic civilian control is 

obviously the most important aspect especially in a democracy established not so long ago. 

Like in many other communist dictatorships, one of the deepest concerns of the transition 

to democracy was the reaction of the armed forces. Although Hungary was not a military 

dictatorship and the military didn’t play a significant role in maintaining the regime but still: it 

was armed and it was larger than any other force within the country’s borders. 26 years 

                                                 
4
 (2) 

5
 In a democracy this means all, who are entitled to vote 

6
 The last conscript soldier dismounted in november 2003. 
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after the regime change we can tell that it went well concerning the democratic civilian 

control of the armed forces.  

How democratic civilian control works in Hungary? How are the main instruments of state 

security controlled by democratically elected leaders? 

“Institutional control mechanisms involve providing direction and guidance for the security 

forces, exercised through institutions that range from organic laws and other regulations 

that empower the civilian leadership, to civilian-led organizations with professional staffs. 

These latter can include a ministry of defense for the military, a ministry of the interior for 

national police, and a civilian-led intelligence agency; one or more committees in the 

legislature that deal with policies and budgets; and a well-defined chain of authority for 

civilians to determine roles and missions, such as a National Security Council-type 

organization. Oversight is exercised on a regular legal basis by the civilian leadership to 

keep track of what the security forces do, and to ensure they are in fact following the 

direction and guidance they have received from the civilian chain of command.” (2) 

By “armed forces” I mean all institutions that are organized along military lines,
7
 which 

in Hungary include military, police, intelligence, and the customs’ branch of the tax and 

customs authority. All of these are controlled by ministries and all of them by different ones: 

— Military (including military intelligence) by the Ministry of Defense, 

— Police by the Ministry of Interior, 

— Intelligence by the Prime Minister’s Bureau (a separate ministry led by a minister, 

not the prime minister) and the Ministry of Interior, 

— Tax and customs authority by the Ministry of Economics. 

All of these ministers are (by legal definition) civilians and members of a democratically 

elected prime minister’s government.  The parliament has a standing committee for military 

and policing issues and another for homeland security issues. By tradition a governing 

party politician heads the former; an opposition party politician heads the latter. These days 

they are Lajos Kósa and Zsolt Molnár. The higher levels of the chain of command are 

defined in the Fundamental law, and cardinal acts
8
 on the above defined branches. 

The relation of the different organizations towards each other is quite difficult to 

describe but these were previously described by different authors
9,10

 and for our purposes it 

is enough to state that since the regime change it did not show any signs of being likely to 

throw over the governmental system. If and ever any armed institution of the country 

                                                 
7
 I intentionally left out some minor ones, because they are not relevant regarding CMR. For example 

detention guards, who are not enough in numbers to be relevant, or disaster relief crews (for example 
fire brigades), who don’t actually bear arms (but are organized along military lines). 
8
 Cardinal acts of law in the Hungarian legal system mean that they are defined by article T of the 

Fundamental law (constitution) and can only be amended by 2/3rds majority of the house 
9
 (13) 

10
 (4) 
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intended to overthrow the legally and democratically elected Hungarian government since 

the regime change in 1990, it was not even close to success or even anyone noticing
11

 it. 

Is there civilian controlled oversight? Is there independent media coverage? 

Democratic civilian control and oversight doesn’t only mean that the people controlling are 

civilians. It also means control of the whole society. The fact that the whole budget of the 

armed forces in Hungary are published (as part of the act on the annual budget of Hun-

gary) and the annual reports of the Állami Számvevőszék, which is the Supreme Audit 

Institution (SAI) in Hungary are also published on its web page mean that there is civilian 

controlled oversight. 

There is a whole study on Hungary in Routledge Handbook of Civil-Military Relations by 

Florina Cristiana Matei. In this, Matei states: “… democratic civilian control has been less 

than perfect in Hungary. First, there has been tension between the military and civilian 

worlds.
12

” Tension is – in my opinion – not the correct word. There has been lack of 

contact. Since the abolition of national service, civilians (including MPs) had no idea of 

what military is about.  

In the 1980s Hungarian military was organized based on the Soviet model and was 

based on conscript service. The good aspect of this was that every single Hungarian 

youngster had some idea about military service, discipline and comradeship. The bad 

aspect was that conscript service in the last couple of years of the communist regime was 

often the instrument of the communist state to teach discipline to the renitent elements. In 

addition to this in the 1980s conscript service was 3 years and the morale of the military 

was quite low. These two often resulted in the ordering of senseless activities (or at least 

activities that looked senseless to them) of the conscript personnel, which made the morale 

of the military even worse. Decision makers of the present days are exactly the ones that 

were ordered those senseless activities or ones that were unfit to do national service. One 

half has very bad experience of the military, the other half does not have any experience at 

all. No wonder that this results tension between civilian decision makers and professional 

military officers. 

Effectiveness in fulfilling the roles and missions: 

“For the security forces to be effective in fulfilling any of the six roles and missions, I 

suggest three basic requirements. First, there must be a plan in place, which may take the 

form of a strategy or even a doctrine. Examples include national security strategies, 

national military strategies, White Papers on security and defense, strategies for disaster 

relief, strategies on organized crime, doctrines on intelligence, counterterrorism doctrines, 

                                                 
11

 In a country, where there’s free press, anyone can say that he/she noticed something alike, but 
serious concerns never were raised.  
12

 (13) 
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and the like. Second, there must be structures and processes to both formulate the plans 

and implement them. These include ministries of defense, ministries of interior, national 

security councils, or other means that facilitate jointness and/or inter-agency coordination, 

as well as international cooperation. Third, a country must commit resources, in the form of 

political capital, money, and personnel, to ensure it has sufficient equipment, trained forces, 

and other assets needed to implement the assigned roles and missions. Lacking any one 

of these three components, it is difficult to imagine how any state would effectively 

implement any of these roles and missions.
13

”  

The six roles and missions are: 

— Wars 

— Internal wars 

— Terrorism 

— Crime 

— Humanitarian assistance  

— Peace operations 

According to the Fundamental law Core duties of the Hungarian Defense Forces shall be 

the military defense of the independence, territorial integrity and borders of Hungary, the 

performance of collective defense and peacekeeping tasks arising from international 

treaties, as well as the carrying out of humanitarian activities in accordance with the rules 

of international law
14

. This means that all six of the above mentioned are part of the legally 

defined duties of the Hungarian Defense Forces, but let’s do some double check: What and 

to what extent does Hungarian Defense Forces really do regarding the six key roles and 

missions? 

WARS 

Hungary’s NATO membership changed the measurement of effectiveness of the military 

radically. NATO membership means two things: rights and responsibilities. The right to be 

protected, according to the article 5 of the treaty of Washington, and the responsibility and 

obligation to take part in the common missions. The two developed in a kind of 

asymmetrical way since Hungary’s accession to NATO. Hungarian armed forces developed 

capabilities that can be used in expedition operations. The Hungarian level of ambition 

currently is being able to keep 1000 troops in missions. This means that basically by 

keeping approximately 4 000 soldiers at arms constantly (1 000 in missions, 1 000 training, 

1 000 on leave, 1 000 for reserve) Hungary can fulfill all its international obligations (NATO, 

UN, etc.). All security and military strategies and strategic documents since 1990 say that 

the likelihood of a conventional attack against Hungarian territory is very low or negligible.
15

 

                                                 
13

 (2) 
14

 The official translation follows the British spelling. For the coherence of the text I modified it 
according to US spelling. 
15

 (16) 
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What does a rationally thinking political decision maker say to this? Let’s maintain those 

capabilities and cut all other expenditures in favor of education or health care! 

Effectiveness regarding military defense of the independence, territorial integrity and 

borders of Hungary means sufficient plans, structures and resources for the task. 

Transformation of the Hungarian Defense Forces during the preparation for the NATO 

meant that the structure of doctrines had to be updated and harmonized for the NATO 

standards. This practically meant the adaptation of the NATO Allied Joint Doctrine (AJP-01) 

after 2010.
16

 Norms and doctrines of the Hungarian Defense Forces are written according 

to the Fundamental law and the whole legal system combined with NATO doctrines and 

regulations. This means that we have the professional norms. Do we have sufficient 

structures to formulate and to implement the norms (doctrines)? Obviously if there are 

professional norms that are up to date, there has to be sufficient personnel with sufficient 

structures to formulate them. Whether this personnel is sufficient to implement them 

remains question until we can put it to test, which we do not wish to do. What we surely can 

state is that according to Hungarian and international scholars and fellow soldiers the 

personnel of the Hungarian Defense Forces is well trained and professional.
17

 This takes 

us to the third aspect of effectiveness: sufficient resources. These are mainly human and 

financial. From the abovementioned we can see that the available human resources of the 

Hungarian Defense Forces are well trained but we also can state, that they are not 

sufficient in number. The Hungarian voluntary reservist system also focuses on the 

reserves able to replace the ones serving in missions abroad. The number of active 

personnel decreased between 1989 and 2012 from 125 000 to about 29 500.
18

 This paral-

leled with professionalization,
19

 but the decrease in the number is still informative. 

But the financial resources or better to say the lack of them is the most informative thing 

regarding the effectiveness of the Hungarian defense Forces regarding defense of the 

territorial integrity and borders of Hungary. The budget of the Ministry of Defense was in 

constant decrease between 2004 and 2014 and the last major procurement was the Saab 

JAS 39 Gripen aircrafts in 2001. Basically every single piece of equipment of the army 

would require major procurement and modernization.
20,21

  No wonder that the norms and 

regulation of the Ministry of Defense regarding the defense of the territory and borders of 

Hungary focus on NATO host nation support.
22

 

                                                 
16

 (14) 
17

 (13) (9) (10) (8) 
18

 29.500 is the maximum nuber of soldiers on active duty according to the parliamentary resolution on 
the issue. The actual number varies constantly and is around 24.800 present time. The so called 
budgetary headcount are between the two as this is the number calculated for the following annual 
budget that covers the salaries.  
19

 (9) (8) 
20

 (9) 
21

 (10) 
22

 Government decree 55/2010. (III. 11.) on the details of the governmental tasks regarding host nation 
support 
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This way of thinking overlooks quite a few aspects of military thinking and geopolitics. 

The first is Hungary’s geopolitical position, recent military history
23

 and geography of the 

Carpathian Basin.
24

 The second is that NATO and article 5 only refers to conventional 

attack from a non NATO country and it does not cover any other form of the breach of a 

country’s sovereignty nor does it help in any other cases when application of the armed 

forces can be a reasonable alternative (for deterrence for example). 

INTERNAL WARS 

Due to historical and geopolitical reasons the threat of internal wars on the present territory 

of Hungary is really negligible.  

TERRORISM 

According to the National Security Strategy: “Terrorism remains a significant global threat 

of our age in its constantly evolving manifestations in space and time, threatening both our 

alliances and core values. In Hungary, the overall threat of terrorism is low.” 
25

 The strategy 

of 2012 states this and the situation hasn’t changed much since 2012 regarding Hungary 

as a target.
26

 Counter terrorism in Hungary falls within the responsibilities of the intelligence 

and the Counter Terrorism Centre (TEK) both of which are controlled by the Ministry of 

Interior as described above. It has to be mentioned that Counter Terrorism Centre is more 

like a police force similar to GSG9 or a SWAT force, so investigation, undercover 

operations and data analysis are mostly done by the branches of intelligence. 

Regarding the norms and structures the regulations and the procedures are very similar 

to the ones regulating the Hungarian Defense Forces. The resources are well above the 

                                                 
23

 In the Second World War the territory of Hungary was only a secondary front as the primary ones 
were in Poland and the Balkans as it is well protected by the Carpathian Mountains thus not being a 
straight route towards Germany. But the more important aspect is that on the present territory of Hun-
gary the main operations were almost exclusively large scale tank battles thanks to the geographical 
conditions. (17) 
24

 To mention only two aspects: this results in leaving the borders of Hungary without natural defense 
lines and all the rivers flowing from the mountains towards Hungary. One can imagine a hypothetical 
case when someone in a neighboring country intends to poison a river flowing towards Hungary. 
25

 National security strategy – 29
th
 paragraph. 

26
 The migration crisis and the investigations and intelligence operations conducted to understand the 

phenomena and follow the proceedings proved that – although no actual terrorist attacks happened in 
Hungary, many terrorists went through the country on their way before they committed the attacks of 
Paris or Brussels. This means that global terrorism is present in Hungary and Hungary is just as good 
a place to counter terrorist attacks as any other place in the EU. It is well known that terrorist attacks 
don’t happen from one day to the other. They need thorough preparations that include training, the 
acquirement of weapons or explosives, etc. And all this has to be done in secret right in front of the 
eyes of the intelligence services. In other words if the only the Hungarian intelligence and counter 
terrorist forces would have done a 100% effective job, the Brussels attack would not have been 
possible although we know that 100% effectiveness is not possible especially in counter-terrorism. 
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ones of the military, although the two can hardly be compared because of the difference in 

the personnel and the relative cost of the training.
27

 

CRIME 

This is the responsibility of the Ministry of Interior and the police as the Hungarian Defense 

Forces legally cannot be applied for policing tasks within the borders of Hungary. An 

exception to this is that units of the Defense Forces can be combined with units of the 

Border Guard (belonging to the Police and thus the Ministry of Interior) for border policing 

tasks in case of mass migration crisis. Thus, regarding the effectiveness by dealing with 

crime as a phenomenon we can only analyze the operations of the police.
28

 

The one thing we surely can do regarding this question is make a comparison between 

the defense forces and the police forces in Hungary because they are comparable in 

number, norms, structures and budget (financial resources). Regarding norms and 

structures we can state that they are basically at the same level. Both are legally regulated 

by the Fundamental law and their own cardinal codes. Both have their own regulations and 

they navigate in very similar fields of force nationally and internationally. The latter is 

dominated by international institutions like UN, NATO, EU, OSCE, etc. that have some sort 

of international oversight as Hungary, as a member of all these is supposed to be a wes-

tern type democracy and is treated as such. Human resource statistics say that there are 

more than twice as many policemen than soldiers. In 2016 there were more than 50.000 

policemen in active duty compared to some 24.800 soldiers. These number include the 

special branches on intelligence and counter terrorism units and the border guard.  

Humanitarian assistance tasks can be divided along the whereabouts of the operations. 

Floods are regular in Hungary at which the Defense forces are always active during the 

disaster relief operations. They are always secondary in terms of responsibility and 

expertise as disaster relief is the responsibility of the Disaster Relief Authority (Katasztrófa-

védelem) controlled also by the Ministry of interior. In these terms these are not military 

operations and their effectiveness does not depend on the effectiveness of the armed 

forces.  

As for the external operations, these cannot be divided from those discussed at “wars”, 

as many tasks of the Hungarian Defense Forces include humanitarian assistance as well 

as peace operations.
29,30

 

                                                 
27

For example training costs of a squad of 12 equipped with small arms cannot be compared with the 
training of a battery of heavy artillery. 
28

 The term “civil-military relations” is somewhat strange to use with respect to the police but in this 
case it is reasonable although relations of civil society towards the police is completely differ from that 
of the military. The first and foremost reason is that basically everybody knows (to a certain extent) 
what a policeman does and why is that important for the community. 
29

 (6) 
30

 (5) 
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EFFICIENCY IN THE USE OF RESOURCES 

The “Holy Spirit” of the trinity is the efficiency in the use of resources. In is the least tangible 

of the three and hardest to adapt to the special thinking of military. No wonder that Thomas 

Bruneau spent a whole chapter in their handbook to explain the concept.
31

 I previously 

described the transparency of the Hungarian national budget, so I’m not going into this. 

From the viewpoint of the rational political decision maker the concept is clear and 

understandable. Knowing Hungary’s budgetary conditions it is clear that no sober political 

decision maker would decide to spend a dime on operation not likely to be effective or 

procurements that are not supported by rock solid arguments. Here I have to stress that 

Hungarian political thinking differs from that of the US. Hungary follows the “small 

countries’ strategic thinking” which means that budgetary limits determine the strategic 

aims, not the way around. There’s one more thing I have to stress: Politicians (in 

democracies all over the World) think in the binary code of government (power) vs. 

opposition.
32

 This means that politicians only support a case is its likely to bring votes for 

them. And as operations of the Hungarian Defense Forces mostly take place outside the 

borders of Hungary, they are not tangible enough to politicians and – what’s more 

important – they are literally invisible to Hungarian public, needless to say, along with the 

whole of the defense forces. And It’s the public that brings the votes. 

CONCLUSION 

After this brief overview of the situation in Hungary, let’s go back to the original point: the 

key issue of civil-military relations is how the average civilian approaches an average 

soldier of his/her own homeland’s armed forces. The way a democratic state (government) 

values its armed forces is transferred towards the whole society through how the state 

leads and regulates the education of its children. Now if a state has democratic traditions 

dating back at least a generation the whole thing is mirrored back to the state and its 

government as the following generation begins to vote for (or against) governments 

according to what they learned at school.  

My personal experience is that all scholars, high ranked military officers and politicians 

with sufficient and relevant information on Hungarian Defense Forces all think reasonably 

and responsibly regarding the issue. The only thing is how to tell the people that military is 

very important? How to tell the people to vote for someone, who supports the development 

of the military when they hardly ever see a single soldier, let alone the benefit of the 

operations? My answer to this is patriotic a military education. Let’s teach the most 

receptive people, namely our kids about military. Let’s amend the school curricula and the 

textbooks and let’s organize programs for them to see for themselves. Obviously this has to 

                                                 
31

 (15) 
32

 (7) 
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be done by professionals of education, considering age group characteristics. This is no 

military training for kids, but sheer, transparent civil-military relations. 
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