Bears, Tulips and Populists

Dilemmas of the Romanian political system in light of the 2008 legislative election
Summary 

In Hungary the interest shown by academics for the problems of the Romanian political system is at best marginal. Not only comparative studies are missing, but we barely find even broad and introductory descriptions. Public opinion perceives Romania either as a country hostile to the Hungarians living in Transylvania or a contestant to be defeated in the post-communist race for better economic achievement and living standards. The present study is neither intended to fill this void nor explores the hidden traits of the current discourse on Romania. The paper is rather an attempt to begin the exploration of the black box of the Romanian politics and possibly identify the questions that worth the attention of an observer coming from the close neighbourhood and from within the post-communist world.  


The paper is divided into two parts. The first three chapters identify those dilemmas and contradictions of the Romanian political system that we are going to look at more closely throughout the political campaign and developments right after the parliamentary election of 2008. 
The Romanian polity: the political culture of the elite and the role of the electorate


Today, nearly two decades after the Romanian revolution it is more than clear that explaining the current state of the political system in Romania – or indeed of any other country in the region – by the paradigm of democratic transition would be a hopeless and futile adventure. As a Romanian academic stated few years ago: 

„In essence, the lack of basic elements of a modern state - independent judiciary and administration systems - is signalling not only the lack of substantial democracy, but also the actual impossibility of the Romanian society to exit transition…” (Savin, 2003)
Therefore, it is pointless to look for a certain way an imagined transition must occur, rather we need to explain a condition that is everything but static and still. The dynamics and unpredictability of this particular condition are neither provided by new actors nor by new movements. The feature that distinguishes Romania from many other post-communist regimes is the continuity of its political elite. This elite has kept the political system changing and swirling. 


According to the widely shared consensus among observers and social scientists writing for the English speaking world, the Iliescu-regime of 1990-1996 was nothing more than a neo-communist flood of corruption, national chauvinism and nomenclature infight. Therefore it could be to blame for lying down the foundations of much of the wrongs and backwardness the Romanian reality presents us with today. It is a view shared by authors coming from as diverse backgrounds as Alina Mungiu-Pippidi, the director of an influential think tank in Bucharest, Horia Patapievici, a leading journalist working for the journal 22 that is associated with the Democratic Convention for Romania, Thomas Gallagher a renown British authority on ethnic relations, Trevor Wysong, former editor of the academic journal East European Politics and Societies Henry F. Carey, a conflict resolution expert born and teaching in the USA or Steven D. Roper a leading USA academic who also acted as advisor to the US State Department on several occasions. According to this interpretation, Romania will find the real way to reforms and normality only when the democratic opposition strengthened by grass root movements finally organises itself and cleans the country of the influence of the former communists. 


 We believe that in order to enter the black box of Romanian politics we need to deconstruct this scheme. In this process necessarily have to build on the observations and data collected by the above mentioned experts. It is important to separate the practices of clientelism so typical of Romanian politics (Carey, Mungiu-Pippidi) both from the illusion of the “original Romanian democracy” which was so much cherished by Iliescu and from (Wysong) official and quasi constitutional nationalism (Gallagher). 

If we want to decipher the first phenomenon we need to pay attention to the particular political culture of the elite.1. The ‘principled conviction’ (Pop), that is the belief that the “other” is made up of a group of traitors and cheaters therefore co-operation is a “must not”, was a key element in the birth of post-communist political culture. This attitude dominated developments until 2000 on the political scene. (It is here that the role of Iliescu’s illusion and fears of losing the sense of certainty played their role.) 2. This attitude reduces the relevance of formal political institutions as there is no room for consensus and in turn gives a strong incentive for developing one’s own solid power base including financial security, property and clientele. Since post-communism by definition involves transfer of resources, redistribution of previously nationalised resources makes wealth-accumulation rather easy. As excessive wealth accumulation is legitimised by both sides claiming to be saviours, using state resources for one’s own purposes is no longer a scandal. 3. As resources and power crystallise around certain groups, decisions become ever more centralised and in the process informal institutions of bargaining gain prevalence over defunct formal ones. 4. This is also true of parties as organisations. Their value diminishes quickly as distribution of power becomes excessively uneven. 5. Organisational weakness also lowers the cost of exit (of forming new parties), especially for those who had power, while fierce internal struggle for control over centralised resources can easily become an incentive to leave for those who are on the losing side. This is one of the main sources of turbulence. 6. Political responsibility is greatly diminished in the process: if everyone uses state resources illegally, nobody is really corrupt, accusations from the other side will not be taken seriously and informal consensus will be stronger than institutional breaches. 7. For those involved, doing politics will almost exclusively mean personal rivalry within their own structures and between offices. 8. Policy responses will not be based on finding consensus among public popularity, interest groups, opposition and some form of perceived objective “good”, but they will be determined by the interest of one’s own power base and convictions.


In summary, the current state of the Romanian political system represents the extreme case of how the internal logic of post-communist condition might inhibit good governance. The constant instability and uncertainty of this nearly perfect Hobbesian world is not necessarily readymade for its tyrant or new sultan however. It is not impossible to switch to normal politics from politics as usual. In an environment of higher expectations and greater control from the side of the public and external political arenas, formal institutions and institutionalised bargaining will replace current irresponsible practices. A large-scale scandal carried to a stage of catharsis would probably be instrumental in restructuring public moral standards and setting new limits for immorality.

Role and place of Hungarians within Romanian polity 

Nationalism played a crucial role in the political systems of the 20th Romania. However, Romanian nationalism cannot be seen as a monolithic force. Applying the categories invented by Gellner, Hobsbawm and more specifically by Gallgaher and Miklós Bakk, we can point to significant differences that exist between the constitutional period of the interwar period, wartime extremism and the so called national Stalinism developed in the course of 1960s. While the interwar constitution formally provided for equality in legal terms, the state apparatus began to apply covert methods of repression (limiting access to resources and offices as far as possible) vis a vis a Hungarian population. The latter lived (and continue to live) in diverse environments but united in seeing the Romanian rule as accidental and temporary. Peaceful integration was made impossible by mutual distrust between majority and minority as well as between the Hungarian and Romanian state that both slipped into fascism during the years of the Second World War. While in the historical consciousness of Hungarians the period of 1940-44 is represented as an important period of liberation;for Romanians 1940 meant sensitive and permanent loss of territories to the Soviet Union and temporarily to Hungary.    

In the first decades in newly constructed Socialist Romania Hungarians living in homogenous block in the traditionally székely counties of Southeastern Transylvania enjoyed a territorial autonomy that allowed them considerable freedom regarding the use of language, education especially in comparison to minority Hungarians living elsewhere. 

An absurd struggle for myths and history intensified within years of Ceausescu’s rise into power. Hungarians didn’t only bear the burden of irrational and intensifying autarchy of the 1970s and 1980s, but they faced an outright repression aimed at destroying their identity. 

Although the days of revolution united Hungarians and Romanians for some months, interethnic violence broke out in March 1990 and NSF withdraw from the agreement made earlier with the Hungarian Alliance regarding cooperation. In the first half of the 1990s the nationalist card was often played out both by Romanian chauvinist formations such as PMR and the Funar-led National Party and by the PSDR dominated by President Iliescu. UDMR sided with the Democratic Alliance and entered into government in 1996. This move was opposed by the protestant bishop Tőkés who led the nationalist wing tolerated within the UDMR. The activities and symbolic statements of the latter group opposing cooperation  was instrumental in widening the gap between szekely and other minority Hungarians and keeping anti-Hungarian sentiment on the agenda. At the same time this divide reflects real diversity in the realities experienced by minority Hungarians.   

Although the CDR government of 1996-2000 was far from a success story, the period of cooperation enhanced the integration of UDMR and therefore of Hungarians into the Romanian political system. This process continued between 2000-2004 when the UDMR played the role of loyal opposition to the minority PSD government that was led by Adrian Nastase, a politician with far deeper reformist convictions than Iliescu. In the yet again turbulent years of the D.A. and later of PNL-UDMR minority government, the UDMR hold key portfolios and thus infrastructural development of areas inhabited by Hungarians gathered momentum. However, important demands regarding education are still unfulfilled. 

The role of UDMR in the political life of Hungarians living in Romania

From the current literature on the UDMR we can conclude that virtually all prominent political scientists coming from the Hungarian community are of the opinion that although UDMR must be credited with the role of efficient organiser during the difficult first period after the revolution, it has failed to deliver on its promises. These critics state that while the Alliance focuses excessively on influence and power both within the community and in governmental circles, centralisation and office seeking has neither produced more favourable legislation (regarding autonomy) nor resolved the symbolic conflicts around educational institutions. More radical voices claim that UDMR acts as a party-state within the Hungarian community and call for new formations in defence of real democracy and real interest of the people. 

In fact, any analysis of the electoral results verifies that the UDMR has been facing serious losses in terms of the number of votes for more than a decade. Clearly, UDMR must consider the relationship between office seeking and vote maximising strategy. However, difficulties of mobilisation as well as serious losses at the 2008 parliamentary elections must be seen in a more complex political space. 1. The fact UDMR dominates the issue of ethnic relations has consequences both on the demand and supply side of the game. If those relations are seen as normal it reduces incentives to go to the ballots given that Romanian parties had hardly attempted to approach the Hungarian electorate. The lack of a conflict in the relevant domain lowers the stake of the election from the point of view of the voter (demand side). Similarly, it increases difficulties of mobilisation (supply side). 2. Hungarian society is not immune to societal change occurring worldwide. Traditional networks and channels lose their importance and political parties have higher thresholds to climb if they want to reach their potential electorate. In other words, with the rise of consumer society expensive and sophisticated campaign techniques become ever more important. A small party in a relatively poor country might have difficulties in securing sufficient human and financial resources. 3. Junior coalition partners will be effected by bad records of the government (e.g. 1996-2000). 4. Since UDMR has been integrated into the Romanian political system and the Hungarian community is part of Romania’s society, if turnout is low on a national level, it is likely to fall in regions inhabited by Hungarians, too. 


However, even if we partially disregard electoral losses, there remains the question of unchanging legal conditions and continued conflicts regarding language and education within Transylvania as well as the question of possible democratic deficit. 

If there is a need for defending and promoting the interests of the Hungarian community vis a vis a system that shows considerable inertia on the issues concerned, it is irrational to divide and produce two or more entities that both have decreased negotiating power and electoral support. On the other hand, in order to increase transparency and credibility, there needs to be a clear formula establishing the relationship between office seeking strategy and policy targets. This formula must also be translated (into a slogan) for the electorate. We also have to note that in the Romanian political system it is difficult to establish an image of transparency as we have seen above. 

At any rate, the current adversary of the UDMR, the Civic Party (MPP) is prone to be influenced by the Hungarian populist right wing and it has already displayed irresponsible, populist tendencies and lack of transparency. It would be highly unfortunate if the Hungarian community became divided between a puppet of Hungary’s populist parties led by an ambiguous bishop with overwhelmed by his explicitly anti-Romanian attitudes and a UDMR sunk into infighting. Regular internal elections and a degree of mobility within structures are more desirable means for releasing tension that is produced by conflicting views and ambitions.

The Tariceanu-Basescu conflict

The conflict between the PM Tariceanu and President Basescu was the most important factor that gave dynamic to Romanian politics between 2004-2008. We agree with Sean Muller’s thesis that such conflict is inherent in semi-presidential systems. However, it is important to note that –as evidenced by the term of Constantinescu in office – the Romanian constitution allows for both weak and strong presidential power within the system. The necessary condition for presidential power is a strong presidential party within the Parliament. The stages of the conflict clearly reflects the post-communist condition. 

Under Basescu’s de facto leadership the PD-L began its transformation from a splinter group of influential figures into a catch-all party led by a charismatic figure. It is yet to be seen whether such a path will be followed and internal structures are developed in order to allow for a Western European type modern party. Such evolution is also possible in the case of PNL depending on whether new splinter groups leave it in the period it will spend in opposition. 

Campaigns compared 2004 and 2008

Posters of the Romanian parties

The features of the posters exhibit the inexperience in personal campaigning, the lack of themes and the lack of national coordination. There was no powerful and uniform message that parties wanted to convey to the electorate. We observed neither a clear message intended to mobilise nor to convince the large body of undecided voters. Most importantly, there was no sign of an identity campaign. On the side of the relevant Romanian parties there was no innovation regarding posters as visual elements. However, the landscape did not lack large posters. 

PNL was a bit ahead of the others in clarity and unity. 

The campaign of the UDMR 
UDMR was far more innovative and focused and conscious during the campaign period than their Romanian counterparts. Some of their candidates were actively involved in post-modern style of campaigning where mobilisation was crucial and there were no (officially) independent Hungarian contestants. It was only the UDMR that seriously attempted to make their slogan (Let’s go on together) enter into voter’s mind. The employment of professional or experienced young staff must be also highlighted as a key to success.     
