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Prospects of consociationalism in post-communist polities. The case of Romania.
Post-communism and consocitationalism

In one of his well-known essays Claus Offe argued that what he termed “ethnic politics” is likely to become one of the central features of the post-communist world. He rejected the view that ethnically motivated political action is simply barbarous, primitive and thus doomed to disappear as the new age of enlightened democracy sets in. Often referring to the works of György Schöpflin, Offe convincingly showed that the Eastern European brand of political nationalism - tragically visible in the early 1990s - is war from irrational. On the contrary, once ethnic politics gains momentum, it is a nearly impossible task to reverse it. (Offe 1996)


      Although Offe himself did not trust in institutional cures, below I will argue that de facto consensus oriented structures are not unconceivable in the ethnically mixed zones of East Central Europe. According to my thesis a system of consociational practices has been established in post-communist Romania between 1996 and 2008. First, I will attempt to define both consociationalism and post-communism and find those aspects where they may theoretically overlap or exclude each other. Then turning to the case of the Hungarian community living within the boundaries of Romania I will point out those features of the Romanian political structure that suggest that an underlying consocitional logic is in place. 


In the 1990s social scientists were likely to refer to countries of the region as polities in transition. In this interpretation East Central Europe would be on the way to Western political systems and living conditions. Regardless of whether this projection will eventually come true or not, post-communism has emerged as a long-lasting condition. In the political sphere I understand this concept as a series of features that form an unending, vicious circle limiting and often inhibiting the emergence of democratic structures including the lack of effective policy planning, governance and civil society in general. Venelin I. Ganev provides us with a concise definition regarding the essence post-Communism: “[state malfunctioning] is the outcome of a set of institutional and social processes that crucially – and negatively affected the organisational basis of effective governance.” (Venelin 2007:197)  

The first stage is what Liliana Pop calles “principled conviction”. This implies that soon after the demise of the one-party state and following a short period of grand coalition, two political forces emerge (“former communists” vs. “revolutionaries”) that mutually consider and present each other as the moral vice. (Pop 2006)  Deep distrust among the actors does not allow for strong institutions since the rules of the game – consenus and compromise - are seen as costly and immoral. Instead of following parliamentary procedures alternative modes of decision making are established that are often centred on a strong figure. The internal composition of these ad hoc bodies frequently changes.  Besides the weak role of parliaments as political bodies, the party system is inherently unstable. The cost of forming new parties or changing a party’s position is relatively low since it is strong individuals linked to administrative resources who determine outcomes and not organisational logic. Intra-party competition quickly becomes hopeless for those who lose, therefore exit is preferred to voice. In this Hobbsian sphere, accumulation of resources is seen as vital to one’s position.          

As objectives are obscured by the lack of formal structures, public competition and systemic needs, these shortcomings of the political supply side lead to dysfunctional policy making or “bad governance”. In turn, for undesired outcomes or mistakes the two major power centres blame each other, thus reinforcing their principled conviction. We may close our brief discussion on post-communism with the words of Ganev “...given the structural peculiarities of historical legacies, the selective destruction of institutional infrastructures is an almost natural development and a major social effort is needed to reverse it.”       
  
On the other hand, the consociational structure is designed to channel potentially disastrous cleavages into a formula of rational consensus within democratic political systems. The main elements are a sense of proportional gains, elite compromise and the so-called pillarization of the respective “subcultures” or communities. Pillars are stable institutions (e.g. political parties surrounded by religious bodies, cultural associations, trade unions and other interest groups) that render the behaviour of the community predictable and allows its leaders to speak for the entire population they claim to represent. In a consociational system elites of both or all of the communities agree on specific rules that govern the distribution of offices and resources within the state. Such arrangements include the right of formal or informal veto as a safety belt.  It was the Dutch political scientist, Arend Lijphart who first coined the term consociational as one of the results of his ambitious comparative study on democratic political systems in the 1970s and 1980s (Lijphart 1984). Today the best known and exemplar (although less functioning) case is probably that of Belgium, while the Austrian Proporz is a (a declining) classic for an informal consociational structure (Luther 1999).

We have to note that consociational systems tend to lose their plight in the face post-modern politics. This is largely due to the demise or deformation of the original pillars. Bargaining behind closed doors is less acceptable if the outcome of these is no longer considered as delivery by the majority of citizens. The system of proportional consensus may in effect be presented as scandal by those political actors that see more potential in capitalising on (mediatised) conflict rather than on the old and increasingly unpopular compromise. This was exactly the case in Austria after 1986 when the FPÖ broke apart from the consensual logic in favour of radical right wing populism under the charismatic leadership of the late Jörg Haider (see e.g. Pelinka 2005, Plasser-Ulram 1999, Höbelt 2003, Luther 2003).       


Before turning to the Romanian case we have to look for those features that might overlap between the consociational and the post-communist “ideal type”.  First, we may point to the similarity between the role of elites. We find powerful leaders at the centre of post-communist systems and it is elites endowed with bargaining power that are capable of creating the system of consociational consensus. Second, we find the politicization of a deep (ethnic, religious or linguistic) cleavage at the bottom of both abstractions. In their study of corruption within the post-communist zone William Miller, Ase Grödeland and Tatyana Koschechkina emphasize that ethnic minorities feel discriminated vis a vis state offices and have consequently adopted strategies involving direct corruption or implicit transactions of reciprocity to overcome the perceived discrimination. This applies to nearly each community except gypsies. The latter group is so drastically marginalized that they resorted to exit rather than voice strategies. (Miller-Grödeland-Koschechkina 2001) From the analysis it follows that besides that fact that regular and internalised corruption further decreases the efficacy of state administration, there is a point when ethnic based discrimination cannot be sustained if the state is there to stay. The third corner stone of the consociational system, pillarisation remains in question. Typically, post-communist societies lack well-defined interest groups and associations. However, ethnic politics often urges political association and the formation of ethnic parties.  
 The roles of RMDSZ within the Romanian political system  
Increasing pressures certainly played an important role in the creation of the Union of Hungarian Democrats in Romania (better known after the short form RMDSZ in Hungarian and UDMR in Romanian. The latter format was often used by the Hungarian Civic Party to indicate that the party is not truly Hungarian, therefore we will use RMDSZ for disambiguation in the text) that has quickly evolved into a major institution for Hungarians living in Romania since 1990. 
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 blamed for lying down the foundations of much of the wrongs and backwardness the Romanian reality presents us with today. 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 we may 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 2004, Mungiu-Pippidi 2005) both from the illusion of the “original Romanian democracy” which was so much cherished by Iliescu (Wysong 2005) and from official and quasi constitutional nationalism (Gallagher 2005). 

If we want to decipher the first phenomenon we need to pay attention to the particular political culture of the elite. The already mentioned ‘principled conviction’, 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.  Therefore the cycle of post-communism could fully develop in Romania. 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.
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 Ernest Gellner, Eric Hobsbawm and more specifically by Thomas Gallagher and Miklós Bakk, we can point to significant differences that exist between the constitutional period of the interwar years, 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 the 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 post-war decades, Hungarians living in a largely homogenous block in the traditionally székely counties of Southeastern Transylvania enjoyed a territorial autonomy that allowed them considerable freedom regarding the use of language and education, especially in comparison to minority Hungarians living elsewhere in newly constructed Socialist Romania. 

The struggle for myths and history intensified during the years of Ceausescu’s rise into power. Hungarians did not only bear the burden of the irrational and unsustainable autarchy of the 1970s and 1980s, they also 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. The National Salvation Front (NSF) withdrew from the agreement made earlier with the Hungarian Alliance. In the first half of the 1990s the nationalist card was often played out both by Romanian chauvinist formations such as PMR (Partidul Romania Mare, Great Romania Party), the National Party or by the formally social democratic PSDR dominated by President Iliescu. RMDSZ 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 RMDSZ. The activities and symbolic statements of the latter group opposing cooperation  was instrumental in widening the gap between székely 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.   

From the current literature on RMDSZ we can conclude that virtually all prominent political scientists coming from the Hungarian community are of the opinion that although RMDSZ 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 argue 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 has it resolved the symbolic conflicts around educational institutions. More radical voices claim that RMDSZ acts as a party-state within the Hungarian community and call for new formations in defence of real democracy and real interest of the Hungarian people. 
Putting it another way, alleged monopolisation of resources and office seeking strategy just reflect the position of RMDSZ as a pillar within the Hungarian community. Moreover, a glance at the political history of the last decade also provides us with much evidence. RMDSZ took part in the coalition forming the government of Romania during the Constantinescu era during 1996-2000 and again from 2004 to 2008. It also supported the social democratic Nastase-government through the so called series of “protocols” that listed the conditions under which the parties were willing to cooperate in the Parliament. These protocols were much criticised within the Hungarian political sphere for Nastase was head of the PSDR, the party that used to be explicitly hostile towards the Hungarians during the time of Iliescu. In this light the new policy of the RMDSZ was presented as excessively pragmatic and office oriented. 

For nearly two years, between 2007 and 2009 RMDSZ was the junior partner of the minority government that managed to stay in office after the split between the PdL of President Basescu and the National Liberals led by Prime Minister Tariceanu.   

Inspite of the failiure to ratify a new act on the rights of minorities and continued dispute over the status of the Babes-Bolyai University and regarding property that formally belonged to the Protestant Church, the position of RMDSZ was strong enough to prevent anti-Hungarian legislation repeatedly proposed by the Great Romania Party of Vadim Tudor. The social democrats, renamed as PDS, had to resist temptations to adopt a more chauvinist outlook even as PMR received 20% of the vote in 2000. 
The fact that PMR fell out of parliament in 2008 may also be accounted for as an indirect result of the active and long participation of RMDSZ in government. It is likely that just as the study of Kollai et al. showed in the case of Slovakia, anti-Hungarian votes and sentiment are fuelled not by historical memory, but by fears that that Hungarians want to break apart and thus represent a fifth column for the nation state (Kollai 2008). If the party representing the Hungarian minority shares in the responsibilities of government and takes up not specifically “Hungarian” issues, the appeal of belligerent chauvinism is likely to diminish.
However, we have to consider whether the asymmetric size of the two ethnic groups might impede the emergence of a durable consociational system. Although Hungarians constitute only approximately 5% of the population of Romania, a closer look at the political structure reveals a more complex reality. 

In Romania the law no. 35 of 2008 introduced a curious electoral system that mixes the features of a plurality voting system on the basis of uni-member districts and the proportional principle in an usual way. Those candidates that win the majority of votes automatically win seat in the parliament, however, the rest of the 316 seats in the lower chamber and 137 in the senate are divided among the parties according to the Hare-quota. The latter phase takes place on district level; party lists are unknown in this system. The new regulation also introduces an alternative threshold. If a party does not receive 5% of the vote, it may still get representation in the parliament by winning 6 of the 316 districts and 3 senate districts. This clause, depending on the geographical position of the districts (gerrmanydering) may serve as a virtual safety belt for RMDSZ. The new law thus provides us with evidence for our thesis about the consociational logic behind the Romanian political system. 
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1. Seats gained from Nord Vest region 2008                                         2. Seats gained from Centru region 2008
However, as we can see from the diagrams above, the alternative threshold is not the only relevant aspect of the new electoral system as far the role of RMDSZ is concerned. Looking at the geographical distribution of the number of seats won we have to recognise that the party became a relevant one in the districts of two Romanian development regions. In the Nord Vest development region consisting of the counties of Bihor (Bihar), Satu Mare (Szatmár), Cluj (Kolozs), Salaj (Szilágy), Bistrita-Nasaud (Beszterce-Naszód) and Maramures (Máramaros) RMDSZ won 9 seats. This means that in the counties bordering Hungary, where Hungarians do not make up the majority of population and often live in scattered small centres and villages, only Pdl gained more seats. From the Centru region - that among others includes historical székely counties such as Mures (Maros) Harghita (Hargita) and Covasna (Kovászna) - 11 candidates of RMDSZ became representatives. In this region none of the other parties gained more seats. To sum it up, in two regions RMDSZ proved to be the second largest party in 2008.  Since in recent years both the political weight of individual districts and need for regional level decision making are increasing, the relative strength of RMDSZ must be taken into account at the national level. 

 Conclusion  
We have identified several features of the Romanian political system that suggest that a de facto consosciational logic influences developments. Most importantly, RMDSZ gained recognition as a relevant political force and partner that may be included in the government. The party has broken out from isolation and it weight increased significantly in the years between 1996 and 2008. At the same time RMDSZ has managed to keep its position as a pillar within the Hungarian community. In this period explicit anti-Hungarian legislation has been tempered down, although disputes over education and Church property are still relevant aspects of interethnic relations. We also listed office seeking strategy and the alleged monopolisation of resources as evidence for an emerging consociational system. Moreover, since this structure is fully dependent on sustainable compromise, the pragmatist outlook is an inherent feature of consociationalism.  
What can still puzzle us is the longevity of this course. What happens when the major incentives for compromise disappear, that is when the ethnic pillar may again be excluded from national government? How far can we count on the moment of inertia of working structures? In fact, despite its reasonable performance at the 2008 legislative election, RMDSZ fell out of government and a short-lived PdL-PSD grand coalition took the place of the minority government. At the time of writing, it is still uncertain whether snap elections have to be called in 2010. What we can infer from the last 10 months is that the new government attempted to recall officers appointed earlier by RMDSZ and this move consequently outraged RMDSZ rank-and-file both at national and local level. The fight over resources and offices, however, the parties refrained from questioning the legitimacy of each other. RMDSZ did not triumph over the fall of the Boc-government, they would have preferred it to stay until the presidential election that is to be held in late November.
The second uncertain variable is the role of president. Traian Basescu’s (first) term showed how a president following a populist logic may render the whole system unpredictable in the Romanian version of semi-presidential power sharing model. 

A third variable we have to take into account is Hungary itself. Since 1998 the populist-inclined party, Fidesz has made several attempts both to bring RMDSZ under control and play the Trianon-card. These practices are likely to dominate the relationship between Romania and Hungary as Fidesz will likely to get an absolute majority in parliament in the upcoming legislative election. By re-introducing ethnic politics, this strategy might make it preferable for the new Romanian government and/or for the president to opt for it too, thus abandoning the prevailing structure.                               
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