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It is problematic to classify the relationship between political parties and the state in
post-communist Hungary as a case of low or no party patronage and state politicization.
A study of the ministerial bureaucracy reveals that the passing of public administration
reforms has not provided an effective constraint against politicization, and that the poli-
ticization of the ministerial bureaucracy has increased over time in terms of extent,
intensity and scope. Comparison of four post-communist governments in Hungary
permits one to relate the politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy to the desire of
governing parties to enhance their political control over the formulation and implemen-
tation of public policies under conditions of polarized political competition between
former communists and their political allies, on the one side, and anti-communist
parties, on the other.

Research on the transformation of the post-communist state argues that the

intertwining of party building and state building in post-communist Europe

provides ‘ideal conditions for party patronage’.1 Hungary is commonly

cited as an outlier in the region in that it has experienced the least patronage,

operationalized as the number of public administration personnel and its rate

of increase over time. The negative growth of state personnel and thus the

apparently negligible relevance of patronage for Hungary is related to

factors such as the country’s status as a front runner in the area of public

administration reform, in particular the adoption and implementation of

civil service legislation shortly after the change of regime, the presence of a

‘critical opposition’, and the early institutionalization of ‘responsible party
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government’, all of which are said to have prevented the use or abuse of the

state apparatus for the provision of jobs to party supporters.2

This study re-examines the arguments surrounding the relationship

between political parties and the state in post-communist Hungary. It exami-

nes to what extent, in what ways and why patronage matters for the ministerial

bureaucracy. Patronage is understood as the staffing of public offices – here

the ministerial bureaucracy – on the basis of political criteria. This definition

differs from the broader understanding of patronage as the distribution of

specific goods in exchange for political support, in that jobs form but one

kind of special benefit that can be handed out to party supporters.3 At the

same time, the focus on patronage as the provision of jobs in the ministerial

bureaucracy overlaps with usage of the concept of ‘politicization’ in compara-

tive public administration research. Politicization is typically referred to as

‘the substitution of political criteria for merit criteria in the selection, reten-

tion, promotion, rewards and disciplining of members of the public

service’.4 The terms ‘patronage’ and ‘politicization’ are therefore used

interchangeably in this essay.

Taking issue with the results of recent research, this study presents a three-

fold argument on party patronage and the politicization of the ministerial

bureaucracy in post-communist Hungary. First, it argues that civil service

legislation has not provided an effective constraint against the politicization

of the ministerial bureaucracy in Hungary. Rather, governing parties can

potentially control the staffing of the entire ministerial bureaucracy. The pre-

sence of civil service legislation is therefore not sufficient to infer that the

post-communist state is not politicized nor can it be considered to be a suffi-

cient brake on the politicization of the state. Second, the politicization of the

ministerial bureaucracy in Hungary is, and over time has become, far more

extensive and intensive than has hitherto been appreciated. The politicization

of the ministerial bureaucracy has been especially important for the senior

ranks, as evidenced by large turnover after changes of government and by

the obvious political connections of appointees to positions that are nominally

part of the permanent civil service. At the same time, the core structures of the

central government ministries have generally been less subject to politici-

zation below the senior level, but there are signs that the politicization of

the ministerial bureaucracy is creeping downwards, increasingly involving

the wider, non-managing civil service.

Third, it is argued that the politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy in

Hungary results less from the logic of building and maintaining party organi-

zations than from the attempts of governing parties to address problems of

governance under conditions of polarized political competition between

former communists and anti-communist parties. Under these conditions,

new governing parties have an incentive to initiate personnel turnover in the
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ministerial bureaucracy and to insert officials who combine political loyalty

and expertise for the sake of initiating and implementing public policy

change and of conceivably managing the distribution of particularistic

goods – patronage understood broadly – to party supporters. The consolida-

tion of party organizations of parties both on the left and on the right has facili-

tated the politicization of the state, in that it has enhanced the access of parties

to politically associated experts, promoting the rise of the partisan state in

post-communist Hungary. In contrast to the literature on patronage in

Central and Eastern Europe, this study therefore concludes that the polari-

zation of political competition and party strength rather than party weakness

and the absence of a critical opposition produce the politicization of the

post-communist state.

Public Administration Reform and the Parties’ Reach into

the Ministerial Bureaucracy

In Hungary, governing parties have the possibility of reaching deeply into the

ministerial bureaucracy. They can potentially exercise political discretion

over the staffing of the entire ministerial bureaucracy. Hungary is the front

runner in the area of public administration reform in post-communist Europe,

in particular civil service reform.5 This record is usually assumed to create con-

ditions that limit party patronage and the politicization of the state.6 Hungary

was indeed the first country of Central and Eastern Europe to adopt and

implement civil service legislation in 1990 and 1992. Subsequently, Hungary

has passed three more civil service reforms, in 1997, 2001 and 2002–3, each

of which led to the revision of the formal–legal basis governing personnel

policy in the ministerial bureaucracy. This legislation has gradually institutio-

nalized rules and procedures that reduce the possibilities for governments and

their ministers to staff the ministerial bureaucracy on the basis of political cri-

teria.7 State secretaries and senior and higher civil servants are required to hold

a university degree; higher civil servants have to be recruited on the basis of a

formal procedure for open competition, and they have to pass a basic examina-

tion upon entry to the civil service; senior civil servants and state secretaries

have to pass a special examination after taking up their post; the political

rights of civil servants are restricted in that they may not hold posts in a political

party and are obliged to resign from the civil service if they run for elections at

the national level; civil servants at all levels generally enjoy permanent tenure;

they can be dismissed only in exceptional circumstances; and they have a pro-

spect of pursuing a career in the civil service that takes into account criteria for

merit and seniority.

It is, however, problematic to relate the degree of politicization to the

adoption of civil service legislation because the formal–legal framework
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incorporates a number of discretionary instruments that ministers can use to

politicize personnel policy. Even if state secretaries have to meet certain cri-

teria upon their appointment, members of the government have the authority

to select and de-select them at all times. The assignment and reassignment

of officials to positions at the rank of senior civil servant, representing levels

3 to 5 in the ministerial hierarchy and responsible for managing ministerial

departments and divisions, are also subject to the discretion of the minister

of the day. Ministers and the prime minister can set up ministerial cabinets

with ministerial and political advisers up to five and ten per cent respec-

tively of the overall ministerial staff. Members of the government can

also freely appoint and dismiss titular state secretaries and government

commissioners for the sake of performing specific tasks in the interest of

ministers, the prime minister or the government. Finally, civil service

legislation also provides ministers with possibilities to intervene in the

appointment, promotion, transfer and dismissal of civil servants in higher,

middle and lower-ranking positions. In Hungary, these personnel decisions

are formally taken by administrative state secretaries as professional heads

of the ministerial organization, and not by an independent civil service

commission. Because the appointment of administrative state secretaries

may be politicized by the governing parties, incumbent ministers may

exercise indirect political discretion through the administrative state

secretary.8 As a consequence, civil service legislation in Hungary provides

enough political discretion for governments to influence the staffing of both

the senior and the non-managing ranks of the ministerial bureaucracy,

suggesting that the presence of civil service legislation is generally not

sufficient to prevent the politicization of the state.

When the Party Never Stops: Patronage and the Growth

of the Ministerial Bureaucracy

In Hungary, the politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy has been intense

but it has been concentrated in the senior ranks. However, there are signs that

politicization is creeping downwards into the non-managing ranks. Patronage

is generally difficult to identify and measure. Eschenburg emphasizes that the

essence of patronage is found in the motive or intention of the appointing

authority.9 Patronage occurs when the motive for the appointment of a

person is incompatible with the official function of the office, for instance

the appointment to a public position on the basis of partisan, special interest

criteria. In order to estimate the precise extent of patronage in the ministerial

bureaucracy, it would be necessary to identify the motive of the person who

took the personnel decision, or the person on whose behalf the personnel

decision was taken, for each and every position in the ministerial bureaucracy.
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Even if this were possible, for instance, on the basis of an endless number of

interviews, one would still have to address the problem that interviewees have

good reason to conceal their true intention, because this would entail the

confession that they have not acted in accordance with the official and func-

tional requirements of the office but with special interests in mind. Similar

to corruption, patronage therefore belongs to the realm of ‘covert politics’.10

In an attempt to develop indicators to capture the extent of patronage,

recent research examines the size of public sector employment or a particular

category of public sector employment, its growth over time, and the growth of

government wage bills.11 To the extent that these studies refer to Eastern

Europe, Hungary is usually identified as the case that has experienced the

least patronage since the number of public administration personnel is said

to have even contracted during the 1990s, while other countries have experien-

ced positive – in some cases excessive – growth.

However, the rate of growth of administrative personnel is a problematic

indicator of the measurement of patronage. First, the growth or reduction of

administrative personnel over time is not necessarily the product of party

patronage but may result from the reform and reorganization of public admin-

istration, or public sector restructuring more broadly. In Hungary, for instance,

the greatest drop in state administrative personnel occurred between 1995 and

1997 as a result of the Bokros austerity programme, which included the goal of

cutting back the personnel of administrative institutions by 15 per cent in order

to reduce the government wage bill. Conversely, the biggest increase in the

size of the central state administrative personnel occurred in 1999 after the

self-governing social security organs were recentralized and as a result were

transferred and reclassified from their former status as a public corporation

at the local government level. In both cases, personnel fluctuations were

thus unrelated to the presence or absence of party patronage.

Second, studies of patronage usually assume that parties turn to public

sector jobs as a reward and selective incentive for their supporters.12 The

assumption that the growth in administrative personnel indicates patronage

implies that parties hire new personnel but do not fire the personnel recruited

by their predecessors in government, and that they therefore feed the suppor-

ters and organization of their political competitors. When taking office, parties

should therefore have a strong incentive to dismiss officials who are associated

with the opposition parties, and the discussion (above) of Hungary’s civil

service law suggests that governing parties in Central and Eastern Europe do

in fact have the discretion to do so. As a result, they can save budgetary

resources for purposes that correspond more closely to their interests. This

consideration is especially relevant when taking into account that public

finances were under severe pressure in most countries during the first decade

after the change of regime.13
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Third, the size of administrative personnel is a contingent indicator for

patronage in that it depends to a large extent on the countries under scrutiny,

the portion of public sector employment examined and the period of time

studied. When looking at the size of the ministerial bureaucracy, here

without the prime minister’s office, Table 1 shows that during the period

1993–2003, the size of the civil service in general and the ministerial bureauc-

racy in particular did indeed shrink until 1998 and 1997 respectively but has

since grown, exceeding its original 1993 level. Moreover, Table 1 reveals that

the staff trajectory of different ministries has taken very different directions.

On the one hand, the ministry of economic affairs and its predecessors

shrank by 45 per cent until the end of 2000. On the other hand, the ministries

of cultural heritage, education, and youth and sports, as the successor minis-

tries of the ministry of culture and education, grew by 62 per cent during

the 1990s. In both cases, the staff trajectories reveal at best half the story in

so far as patronage is concerned.

TABLE 1

DISTRIBUTION OF CIVIL SERVANTS BY EMPLOYING MINISTRY

1993 1994 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Interior 594 569 549 526 648 640 538
Health 309 335
Welfare 438 477 427 344 381
Agriculture 478 495 440 437 451 608 727
Economic Affairs 805 755
International

Economic
Relations

424

Industry & Trade 652 1,369 1,087 1,005 677
Defence 120 124 111 135 131 143 191
Justice 315 267 335 318 283 297 321
Environment 383 374 381 370 464 454 528
Transport 389 337 342 342 301 331 378
Foreign Affairs 1,633 1,618 1,745 1,578 1,772 1,835 1,887
Cultural Heritage 241 253
Education 458 653
Youth and Sport 89 117
Culture and

Education
630 696 584 506 551

Finance 579 569 591 572 620 576 520
Social and

Family
Affairs

324 252

Labour 237 225 236 286 318
Total Ministries 6,872 7,120 6,828 6,419 6,597 7,110 7,455
Total Civil

Service
n.a. 104,092 107,061 104,646 103,296 108,249 111,746

Source: Ministry of Interior.
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At first glance, the contraction of the ministry of economic affairs suggests

that patronage has been irrelevant in this sector and that the state is indeed

retreating ‘from rowing to steering’, in that the transition to a market

economy has led to the redundancy of many administrative functions and

units.14 On the one hand, the figures for the ministry of economic affairs,

and for several other ministries, hide that staff changes have resulted from

the reorganization of ministries. For instance, the ministry of economics

received units responsible for labour market policy and vocational training

in 1998 from the former ministry of labour. By contrast, in 2001, departments

dealing with research and development were shifted to the ministry of edu-

cation, and the departments for international trade were transferred to the min-

istry of foreign affairs, causing continuous fluctuations in staff across

ministries. The figures also conceal that the ministry of economic affairs is

usually identified as a central player in the provision of party patronage

broadly understood, including the provision of contracts, services and funds.

In 2000, for instance, the ministry developed and subsequently managed the

so-called Széchenyi Plan. The Széchenyi Plan was originally launched by

the Orbán government as a development programme for the revitalization

of the small and medium-sized business sector in Hungary, one of the core

constituencies of the centre-right parties. However, the opposition parties

charged the government that the programme allows the governing parties to

direct public money to ‘associated businesses’ because of the application of

soft eligibility criteria for the allocation of grants.

On the other hand, there are good grounds to relate the staff increase in the

successor ministries of culture and education to party patronage. Here, the

increase in the size of the ministries can indeed capture some degree of

party patronage but also indicates more broadly that reorganizations provide

excellent opportunities to dismiss unwanted personnel and to hire ‘friendly’

staff into new units or new ministries such as the ministry of youth and

sports, controlled by Fidesz (Alliance of Young Democrats) between 1999

and 2002, or the ministry of informatics, under the control of the SZDSZ

(Alliance of Free Democrats) since 2002. Second, what is not visible in

Table 1 is that party patronage in terms of providing jobs to party supporters

is often concentrated in the back offices of the ministries, such as newly

established marketing offices or research centres, leading one observer to

the cynical comment that ‘for these guys, the party never ends’. All these

examples suggest that, if staff numbers and evidence from interviews are

valid indicators, there are signs of an increase rather than a decrease, or a

stabilization on a low level of party patronage in the ministerial bureaucracy

as well as in the periphery of the ministries.

Finally, aggregate figures on the size of the state cannot capture the extent

to which different positions within the state bureaucracy are affected by party
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patronage. For Hungary, the politicization of the senior ranks of the civil

service and the identification of an appropriate dividing line between politics

and administration has been a matter of continuous debate.15 In particular,

administrative and deputy state secretaries, who are nominally the top two

ranks of the senior civil service, have been subject to politicization. Four fea-

tures of politicization stand out. First, Figure 1 shows that the number of posi-

tions available for the appointment of state secretaries has increased by more

than 30 per cent, from fewer than 60 in the early 1990s to more than 80 since

the Socialist–Liberal government under Prime Minister Medgyessy took

office in 2002. Second, the changes of government in 1990, 1994, 1998 and

2002 each triggered a large turnover among state secretaries, as new govern-

ments replaced the state secretaries they inherited from their predecessors in

government. Turnover rates varied from more than 90 per cent under the

FIGURE 1

TURNOVER AMONG STATE SECRETARIES

Note: Elections were held in 1990, 1994 and 1998.
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Antall government that took office in 1990 and roughly 60 per cent during the

Horn government (which took office in 1994), while both the Orbán (1998)

and the Medgyessy governments (2002) replaced about 70 per cent of the

state secretaries who had served the previous government.16 Because the

replacement and new appointment of state secretaries clearly peak in the after-

math of political leadership changes, this kind of turnover can be taken to indi-

cate the use of political criteria in staffing state secretary positions. However,

Figure 1 also shows that turnover and appointments are not restricted to

periods of political change but persist – though at lower levels – during a gov-

ernment’s term in office.

The third feature concerns the career pathways of newly appointed state

secretaries. In Hungary, state secretaries are primarily recruited from

outside the ministerial bureaucracy such as other organs of public adminis-

tration, academia, the private sector, interest groups and non-governmental

organizations. Moreover, it is not unusual to find state secretaries with some

kind of political background such as a former position in government as poli-

tical state secretary, or a career as member of parliament, or a party function-

ary, employee or activist. In fact, the civil service law forbids the simultaneous

holding of party or elected office and a post in the civil service but considers it

sufficient that new state secretaries resign from their political position upon

their appointment to a state secretary post. Governing parties are therefore

confronted with very few effective constraints upon the use of partisan criteria

to staff positions of state secretary.

The most striking features of the politicization of state secretaries in

Hungary, however, is not simply their recruitment from settings other than

the ministerial bureaucracy, and thus a personnel policy that contradicts the

principles of a professional and politically neutral civil service as well as

the most common modes of senior personnel politicization in West European

countries.17 Rather, the politicization of the senior civil service is character-

ized by the appointment of state secretaries who are returnees, in the sense

that these officials have earlier been appointed to senior positions of the minis-

terial bureaucracy under governments formed by parties from the same politi-

cal spectrum; they leave the ministries when their party is voted out of office

and work in the private sector or academia or at a political party; and they

return to the senior ranks of the ministries when their party or bloc of

parties is voted back into government.

For instance, when taking office in 1994, the Horn government appointed

state secretaries who had already served in the senior bureaucracy during the

last socialist government led by Prime Minister Németh. These officials left

the state administration in 1990 or shortly afterwards, mostly to take jobs in

the private sector rather than at the MSZP (Hungarian Socialist Party), and

they were ‘invited’ to return to the ministries when the MSZP won the
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elections in 1994. These ‘new’ state secretaries did not work as party officials

during their period outside government office, but their career background

inevitably associates them with the MSZP. Most of these state secretaries

were representatives of the ‘late Kádárist technocracy’ who gained growing

influence over government management from the early 1980s and began to

dominate the ruling communist MSZMP (Hungarian Socialist Workers’

Party) in the late 1980s.18

Similar patterns of recruiting a large proportion of returnees into state

secretary positions reproduced themselves after the 1998 and the 2002

elections. When the coalition of Fidesz, the MDF (Hungarian Democratic

Forum) and the FKGP (Independent Smallholders, Agrarian Workers and

Civic Party) took office in 1998, it appointed state secretaries who had

already served in senior positions during the first centre-right government

between 1990 and 1994, in particular officials who had been recruited late in

the term and thus closer to the 1994 elections. In 2002, when the second

Socialist–Liberal coalition took office, the ministries witnessed another

influx of state secretaries whose faces were well known from the Horn –

and often even the Németh – years. This ‘mode of partisan politicization’,

that relies on the replacement of inherited officials by returnees, partisans

and outsiders after changes of government, has therefore become increasingly

stable in post-communist Hungary.19 While hard data for the comparison of

governments and ministries is unavailable for the turnover of senior officials

below the state secretary ranks, there are signs that the politicization of the

senior civil service has begun to reach deeper into the service, in particular

at the level of head of department, and it increasingly follows the same

mode of politicization as that of state secretaries.

The exception to the mode of partisan politicization to the senior

bureaucracy was the first democratically elected government, formed in

1990 by parties of the former democratic opposition under Prime Minister

Antall. In contrast to its successors, the Antall government recruited its

senior officials primarily from the lower managing ranks of the ministerial

bureaucracy and thus from among the officials who had pursued careers

during the communist regime. This initially friendly takeover of the

senior bureaucracy after the change of regime was a short-lived pheno-

menon, however, as the Antall government soon adopted a far more asser-

tive approach to senior personnel policy. In sum, a closer look at the

ministerial bureaucracy reveals that patronage and politicization have

indeed been very important in post-communist Hungary. The politicization

has been concentrated at the top of the ministerial civil service but it has

changed its defining features from the Antall government to its successors,

suggesting an intensification of the use of political criteria for the staffing of

the senior bureaucracy. Moreover, there is a trend that political parties are
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tightening their grip on the ministerial bureaucracy in that the politicization

of the civil service is expanding downwards.

In the Hungarian case, the approach of political parties to governing the

state has therefore come to look quite similar to the approach of the commu-

nist party before the change of regime. Political reliability and party control

have again become virtually necessary conditions for an appointment or pro-

motion to the senior ranks of the ministerial bureaucracy. At the same time,

appointees are required to possess policy and administrative expertise,

suggesting a preference for the selection of red-and-expert officials that was

characteristic of personnel policy during the late-communist regime.20 The

striking difference from the communist regime, however, is that the new

centre-right parties that emerged from the former democratic opposition

seem to have successfully emulated their political ‘competitor’ from before

the change of regime as regards governing the state bureaucracy. To be

sure, the democratic alternation of parties in government implies that post-

communist parties cannot maintain long-term control over the ministerial

bureaucracy. But for the time they form the government, the mode of senior

personnel politicization in Hungary suggests that parties of both the right

and the left approach the governance of the state in ways that are very

similar to the ruling communist parties before the change of regime.

The Structure of Political Competition and the Politicization

of the Ministerial Bureaucracy: Towards an Explanation

The discussion of patronage and politicization in the ministerial bureaucracy

suggests that, contrary to the findings of earlier research, it is problematic to clas-

sify Hungary as a case of low or no patronage. Rather, patronage has been

important and it has grown in terms of both extent and intensity, casting doubt

on the arguments brought forward by Grzymala-Busse that the politicization

of the state is a function of the ‘absence/presence of a critical opposition’ or

by O’Dwyer it reflects that the ‘institutionalization and robustness of post-

communist party systems’.21 This section briefly examines how these arguments

fare when applied to the ministerial bureaucracy in Hungary. Subsequently, the

section explores an alternative explanation of state politicization in Hungary. It

argues that it is problematic to assume that political parties turn to the provision

of jobs in the ministerial bureaucracy for the sake of ensuring their organizational

survival. Instead, it is argued that the politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy

is driven by the attempts of governing parties to enhance political control over

policy making and implementation under conditions of polarized party

competition between ex-communist and anti-communist political forces.

First, by the conceptual standards of Grzymala-Busse, Hungary has had a

‘critical opposition’ only since the elections of 1998 and not before.22 After the
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1998 elections, the centre-right Fidesz–MPP (Alliance of Young Democrats –

Hungarian Civic Party) formed a coalition with the agrarian FKGP and the

conservative MDF, while the socialist MSZP and the liberal SZDSZ went

into opposition. The MSZP–SZDSZ opposition can be classified as ‘credible’

in the sense that both parties had been in government; they had a clear ‘profile’ in

that they had not dramatically altered the ideological appeal over the previous

years nor did the opposition leaders regularly change their partisan affiliations;

and, finally, the opposition was to become ‘contentious’ in the sense that it

would vigorously monitor and criticize the governing coalition. Under these

circumstances, we should expect less politicization and thus a stabilization

or conceivably even the contraction of the size of administrative personnel.

However, as shown above in Table 1, this is exactly the time when the

ministries started to grow. Moreover, the crucial change from a more moderate

‘mode of bounded politicization’ to a mode of partisan politicization occurred

after the change of government in 1994, not in 1998.

At the same time, it is more problematic to classify the pre-1998 opposi-

tion as a critical opposition. Between 1994 and 1998, the MSZP and the

SZDSZ ruled in an oversized coalition commanding 71 per cent of the seats

in parliament. At the same time, the centre-right opposition underwent a

process of restructuring.23 The centre-right parties certainly provided a con-

tentious and vocal opposition, but the Fidesz only ‘grew into’ the dominant

party of the centre right party during this period: it had not yet acquired the

credibility of a former governing party, and it had only just completed an ideo-

logical reorientation from a radical liberal, anti-communist party into a liberal,

national, conservative party of the centre-right. In these circumstances, the

MSZP and the SZDSZ would therefore have found ideal conditions for the

politicization of the state, but this is also the period when state employment

in general decreased most radically. Moreover, the explanation is doubtful

when examining the politicization of the senior civil service because a very

different type of government–opposition relationship in 1998 returned the

same mode of politicization as in 1994. Finally, the presence of a critical

opposition is doubtful for the period before 1994, when the MDF ruled in

coalition with the KDNP (Christian Democratic People’s Party) and the

FKGP because the MSZP, which could have qualified as a critical opposition,

remained small, with only 8.6 per cent of the parliamentary seats, and, as Ágh

argues, ‘for two years, it was forced into a political ghetto’ before emerging as

the main force on the centre-left of the party system.24

O’Dwyer’s argument, that the ‘institutionalization of party systems’ and

the ‘robustness of party competition’ prevent the growth of administrative per-

sonnel, encounters similar problems when applied to the ministerial bureauc-

racy in Hungary.25 When party competition started to show most signs of

institutionalization, namely in 1998 and subsequently, the state administrative
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personnel began to grow, while periods with lower levels of party system

institutionalization witnessed the negative growth of ministerial personnel.

To be sure, these reflections on the staff development in Hungary do not

refute the argument that a critical opposition and the institutionalization of

party systems reduce the possibilities and incentives for political parties to

use the state for the provision of patronage jobs. However, they question

the suitability of the indicators of party patronage and state politicization

and possibly the applicability of the arguments to the ministerial bureaucracy.

So how can we explain the politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy in

post-communist Hungary? First, in contrast to the literature on party patronage

in Central and Eastern Europe, I argue that the incentive of political parties to

supply jobs for their supporters in order to ensure their organizational survival

does not apply well to the logic of personnel policy at the level of ministerial

bureaucracies. Rather, the appointment of potentially incompetent partisan

officials to senior ranks in the ministerial bureaucracy may be entirely dys-

functional. Not only does it have the potential to weaken the general policy-

making capacity of the government but it may even undermine the capability

of governing parties to pursue a patronage strategy and thus to distribute par-

ticularistic goods such as contracts and services to their supporters. The costs

of appointing an incompetent partisan official to the senior ranks of the minis-

terial bureaucracy may therefore far outweigh the benefits of having satisfied

the office-seeking aspirations of one party supporter. At the level of central

government ministries, I therefore follow the executive politics literature

and argue that the logic of personnel policy is instead primarily driven by

the desire of governing parties to control the bureaucracy and to make use

of the expertise of ministerial bureaucrats for the sake of preparing and imple-

menting public policies.

Second, in accordance with the literature on party patronage, I argue that

the structure of political competition is indeed central to the explanation of

state politicization in Central and Eastern Europe. Yet I argue that it is

especially the polarization of political competition between former communist

parties and their political allies, on the one side, and anti-communist parties,

on the other, that creates pressure for the politicization of the ministerial

bureaucracy in post-communist Europe. In conditions of political polarization,

changes of government do generally imply major ideological reorientations of

government policy. On the one hand, new governing parties are therefore in

need of technical and procedural expertise in order to develop new policies

and to effect changes in the management of existing policies. On the other

hand, principal–agent analysis suggests that governments and their

members will be reluctant to rely on the expertise of ministerial bureaucrats

who are associated with their political competitors and predecessor in govern-

ment, bearing in mind that bureaucrats may have an incentive to use their
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superior expertise strategically, misrepresent it or hide it altogether. If a

change of government takes place in a context of polarized party competition,

the members of the new government can therefore be expected to face pro-

blems of trust vis-à-vis the ministerial bureaucracy, which will create an

incentive for the new governing parties to replace inherited officials with

trusted appointees.26 However, new governing parties will be able to

replace inherited officials only if there is a supply of suitable personnel

alternatives that promise a mix of political responsiveness and governmental

expertise, because otherwise they could fall into the potentially costly

patronage trap outlined above. Governing parties therefore need to have

developed the capacity to access personnel alternatives, be this within their

own party organization, in the private sector, in academia, or inside the

ministerial bureaucracy itself.

While political polarization can generally be expected to create pressures

for the politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy after changes of govern-

ment, I assume here, in accordance with Frye, that in Central and Eastern

Europe the polarization of political competition is especially ‘atrocious’

when former communist parties and anti-communist parties are divided into

two ideological camps.27 As a result, the politicization of the ministerial

bureaucracy in post-communist settings can be expected to rise if two con-

ditions are met: first, the structure of political competition is characterized

by a polarization between former communist forces and their political allies

on the one side and anti-communist parties on the other; and, second, govern-

ing parties can rely on the supply of personnel that combines political loyalty

and governmental expertise to fill ministerial posts.28

Two alternative constellations can also be derived from the ‘politicization

hypothesis’ presented here. First, irrespective of the structure of political com-

petition, the politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy will necessarily be

limited if governing parties lack a supply of personnel alternatives. Second,

irrespective of the supply of alternative personnel, the politicization of the

ministerial bureaucracy can be expected to be lower if the political compe-

tition for government formation is less polarized; this is because new govern-

ments will find it less difficult to trust the ministerial bureaucracy and will thus

lack an incentive to initiate major personnel changes in the first place.

These hypotheses can be examined by tracing the politicization of the min-

isterial bureaucracy in Hungary. Our discussion compares the four govern-

ments that have held office since 1990 and concentrates on the senior ranks

of the ministerial bureaucracy. In particular, the theoretical perspective

must be able to explain why the first freely elected government formed by

three centre-right parties of the former democratic opposition opted for the

more moderate politicization involving the promotion of officials from the

lower ranks of the ministerial bureaucracy, while subsequent governments
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have consistently opted for far more intense, partisan politicization. However,

the discussion also shows that the politicization hypothesis and its alternatives

gain support when examining the politicization differences at lower levels of

aggregation, such as differences between governing parties of the same

coalition.

The Polarization of Political Competition and the Politicization

of the Ministerial Bureaucracy in Hungary

At first glance, we would expect that the Antall government, formed by parties

of the former democratic opposition, faced the most serious problem of trust

because the change of government was embedded in a change of regime and

the new government was facing the remnants of the communist cadre admin-

istration. The Antall government should have had a clear incentive to replace

the officials inherited from the communist regime with trusted officials from

its own circle. However, it appears that the Antall government took office in

a politically much less polarized context than its three successor governments,

providing conditions for the formation of relations of mutual trust between the

members of the new government and the ministerial bureaucracy. Moreover,

the Antall government differs from subsequent governments in that it was

unable to turn to an alternative administrative elite to replace the inherited

communist bureaucracy. In other words, even if the Antall government had

wanted to initiate major personnel changes it would have hardly had the

means to do so.

The origins of the friendly takeover of the ministerial bureaucracy by the

Antall government in the summer of 1990 can be traced to the events sur-

rounding Hungary’s transition to democracy. First, the legacy of the late com-

munist regime, in particular the personnel policy and the public policy record

of the Németh government, facilitated the formation of trust between the

senior bureaucracy and the members of the Antall government. Political hard-

liners among senior bureaucrats were effectively forced to leave the adminis-

tration during the Németh years, while reform-oriented officials were

promoted or brought into the administration from academia, for example.

Moreover, the Németh government pursued economic policy reforms that

sought to pave the way for the establishment of a market economy. This

helped senior officials to start developing a reputation of support for the objec-

tives of the ‘dual transformation’.

Second, the round table talks of Hungary’s pacted transition provided an

opportunity for the Antall government to mitigate problems of trust in relation

to the ministerial bureaucracy. At the time of their appointments in 1990, most

of the administrative state secretaries, for example, were well known by the

new Prime Minister Antall and, to a lesser extent, by the new ministers.
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Many of them had represented the ministries at the national round table talks

in the spring of 1989. During the negotiations, this new generation of senior

officials was able to signal to the representatives of the parties of the demo-

cratic opposition that they supported the change of regime and associated

policy changes.

Third, the Antall government lacked access to alternative personnel with

governmental expertise to fill the posts in the ministerial bureaucracy. The

lack of a sufficiently large pool of experts associated with the former demo-

cratic opposition at the time of government and regime change meant that

the new governing parties effectively lacked the possibility of initiating a

large-scale purge of the ministerial bureaucracy. The first generation of minis-

ters themselves lacked experience in government. They had entered the politi-

cal scene shortly before or during the period of regime change, and none had

previously worked in a government ministry close to political power. The

three governing parties also lacked an infrastructure that could provide

specialist support for the development of policies outside the ministries.

Even if some academics were recruited into the ministerial bureaucracy, min-

isters were almost completely dependent on their ministerial staff in the

policy-making process. In these circumstances, Prime Minister Antall recog-

nized that it was impossible to replace the entire ministerial bureaucracy after

the change of regime. Instead, it was considered necessary to work with

those senior officials who were expert staff but had not held formal positions

in the MSZMP in order to make the far-reaching reform ambitions of the first

government work.

This is not to say that the government was exposed to no politicization

pressures. The parliamentary factions of the governing parties, in particular

the MDF parliamentary faction, exerted pressures on Antall to assert more

control over the staffing of the senior bureaucracy. The MDF was founded

in 1987 by populist writers and intellectuals as a political movement rather

than a political party. Adopting the image of a ‘rightist-centrist people’s

party’ during the 1990 election campaign, the MDF continued to accommo-

date several political currents under its roof including a moderate-pragmatic,

a conservative and a radical-populist wing.29 The members of the Antall

government represented the moderate-pragmatic strand of the MDF,

whereas radical-populist and conservative factions were underrepresented in

the cabinet. The approach of the latter two factions to Hungary’s bureaucracy

was based on the radical anti-communist assumption that the completion of

the change of regime requires a ‘thorough cleansing’ of the bureaucracy

from all connections to the former ruling party, MSZMP.30 Such ideological

considerations of some parts of the governing parties prevented the formation

of trust. In consequence, the anti-communist factions within the MDF ques-

tioned Antall’s approach to senior personnel policy, calling for the exclusion
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from the policy-making process of senior officials associated with the

communist regime and the insertion of trustworthy officials into the senior

ranks of the ministerial bureaucracy.

The position of the anti-communist factions within the MDF does there-

fore also support the politicization hypothesis formulated above at a lower

level of aggregation, in that it demonstrates that individual factions within

governing parties can demand the tightening of political control and so push

for the politicization of personnel policy. As long as Antall’s position was

largely uncontested within the governing coalition, he could contain these

pressures for politicization. However, during the first parliament the party

system moved from a tripolar to a bipolar structure of political competition.

The rapprochement between the MSZP and the SZDSZ after 1991–92

pulled the MSZP out of its ‘political ghetto’ and, as a result, the ideological

division of the regime over how to deal with the communist past no longer

cut across the historically dominant socio-cultural divide but reinforced it.31

Ágh, for instance, argues that under these conditions the Hungarian party

system began to exhibit the ‘permanent marks of a polarized pluralism’.32

The growing polarization of political competition during the first parliament,

together with the fading popularity of the governing parties in the context of

political and economic crisis, the gradual disintegration of the governing

parties, and Antall’s deteriorating health condition, weakened his position

within the governing coalition while strengthening the influence of the anti-

communist wing. As a result, the government gradually stepped up the level

of political control over the ministerial bureaucracy and, by the time the

second parliamentary elections approached in the spring of 1994, most of

the first generation of state secretaries had been replaced by appointees who

were politically sympathetic to the centre-right parties.

In contrast to the Antall government, all subsequent governments took

office in circumstances that created pressure for and facilitated the politici-

zation of the ministerial bureaucracy. All three governments were formed in

a climate of political polarization that created demand for personnel change

in the managerial ranks of the ministerial bureaucracy, in particular, and all

three governments were formed by political parties that had developed the

capacity effectively to bring their own administrative elite to government to

prepare and manage public policies.

The remainder of this section briefly looks at each of the three subsequent

governments that were in office from 1994 to 1998 (Horn government), 1998

to 2002 (Orbán government) and since 2002 (Medgyessy/Gyurcsány) before

discussing the facilitating role played by ministerial bureaucrats themselves in

the politicization game in Hungary.

First, in 1994, the Horn government took office in a context of polarization

between the MSZP and its political ally SZDSZ, on the one side, and the
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anti-communist centre-right parties, on the other. This created an incentive for

the new government to initiate personnel changes. In particular, the Horn

government had an incentive to replace the state secretaries who were appointed

by the Antall government. The state secretaries who were appointed by the

Antall government owed their careers to the former government, and their

loyalty to the MSZP–SZDSZ government was therefore called in question.

Accordingly, the main victims of the 1994 senior personnel turnover were the

state secretaries recruited by the Antall government to the ministries only

after 1990, whereas state secretaries who had been continuously employed in

the administration since the late 1980s had a higher chance of survival.

Second, the MSZP sought to distinguish itself from the centre-right parties

by stressing its policy achievements and its experience in running the state and

the economy before the change of regime.33 In the 1994 elections, the MSZP

became the largest party, with the slogan ‘Let Competence Govern’. Márkus

argues that ‘the vote contained a twofold message: a refusal of ideologically

determined policy-making . . . and moderate support for Westernization. . . .
The well-known faces and familiar style of the ex-Communists offered a

sense of stability and security, after the turmoil of the first post-89 government

and its policies’.34 Accordingly, the MSZP promised not only a ‘government

by experts’ but, as Bozóki argues, more precisely a government by those

experts who had handed over the country ‘in good order’ (the Németh govern-

ment) in the spring of 1990.35

As a consequence, the MSZP was effectively able to bring back its own

administrative elite – officials who had already been appointed to senior posi-

tions under Németh and earlier. MSZP ministers also benefited from their past

experience. All MSZP ministers had gathered experience in the administration

or in government before 1990, giving them a good prior knowledge of senior

officials’ professional capabilities, preferences and political orientations. In

addition, ministers could take advantage of the rather well-developed national

organization of the MSZP and its broad-based social networks, both in policy

development and in their search for appropriate candidates.36 In contrast to the

centre-right parties in 1990, the MSZP was therefore not constrained by a lack

of supply of personnel with adequate governmental expertise, and this facili-

tated the shift towards a partisan mode of politicization in 1994.

Third, there were considerable differences in the politicization of minis-

tries led by the MSZP and those that were under the control of the small

coalition partner SZDSZ, providing evidence that the hypotheses formulated

above can also account for differences across political parties within govern-

ing coalitions. Like the MSZP, the SZDSZ had an incentive to initiate changes

in the senior ranks of the ministries; however, it was far more constrained

in tackling problems of political trust than the MSZP. SZDSZ ministers

shared many of the problems that had already puzzled Antall’s ministers in
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the early 1990s. They were largely dependent on the ministries for the

development and drafting of policies, as they lacked both experience in

government and the opportunity to rely on a party infrastructure that could

provide policy-making support from outside. SZDSZ ministers were also

exposed to pressures from the parliamentary faction to avoid the promotion

of senior civil servants to state secretary ranks because senior civil servants

were associated with the political views of the MSZP, potentially creating

an opposition to the ministers within the ministries. As a result, the culture

and education ministers tapped the backbone of SZDSZ support to staff the

state secretary ranks of the ministry: the intelligentsia of the capital city

Budapest. By contrast, for the SZDSZ ministers heading the ministries of

interior and transport, it became a matter of necessity to seek co-operative

relations with the inherited senior officials of the ministries, as the SZDSZ

had difficulties in recruiting suitable staff from the wider social environment

of the party that could have been appointed to state secretary ranks.

Fourth, the approach of the centre-right parties that formed the Orbán

government in 1998 shares many more similarities with the MSZP in 1994

than with the centre-right parties of the Antall government in 1990. These

similarities and differences across governments suggest first of all that the

politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy is not driven by the ideology of

governing parties but by other factors. Indeed, the impetus for the politiciza-

tion of the ministries came again from the heightened polarization between

ex-communist political forces and radical anti-communist forces on the

right of the political spectrum. Fidesz and its political allies regarded the

Horn government essentially as a reincarnation of a pre-transition socialist

government, especially owing to the appointment to the helm of government

and administration of personnel who had already been in senior positions

during the Németh administration. The radical anti-communist stance of the

centre-right parties led them to associate virtually the entire ministerial

bureaucracy with the former communist regime. The governing parties there-

fore had a motive to initiate personnel turnover even further down the minis-

terial ranks and they had little faith in promoting officials from within the

ministries to state secretary ranks.

At the same time, the Orbán government had access to a pool of politically

associated personnel with governmental expertise who could fill the vacant

posts in the ministerial bureaucracy, and it took the opportunity to reactivate

many state secretaries who had already acquired experience in government in

the early 1990s under Antall. Moreover, the government could tap a far larger

pool of potential appointees from other sectors of society than the Antall

government could in 1990, since Fidesz in oppposition had invested in the

formation of social networks.37 Hence there was no necessity for the Orbán

government to pursue a gradual takeover of the senior bureaucracy as the
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Antall government had done in the early 1990s. Instead, the personnel policy

legacy of the Horn government, the continuous political polarization between

left and right and the organizational development of the centre-right parties

reproduced the personnel policy features of the Horn years.

Finally, the change of government in 2002 indicates the stabilization of a

mode of politicization that relies on large turnover and the appointment of

returning officials, party affiliates and outsiders to the senior ranks of the

ministerial bureaucracy. The Socialist–Liberal government under the leader-

ship of Prime Minister Medgyessy took office in a climate of again intensified

political polarization between left and right, which created pressures for poli-

ticization. Yet both the MSZP and, by 2002, the SZDSZ were able to turn to a

pool of politically sympathetic appointees to staff the senior ranks of the

ministries, many of whom had already gathered experience in the adminis-

tration at an earlier point of their career. As a result, the 2002 change of

government reproduced a mode of politicization very similar to the changes

of government in 1994 and 1998.

Since the two camps – ex-communist MSZP plus the liberal ally, SZDSZ,

on the one side, and the anti-communist Fidesz plus the smaller parties of the

right on the other – have consolidated, political competition has increasingly

taken on a friend-and-foe logic that leaves little room for non-affiliates. In par-

ticular, in government and politics, and hence also in the ministerial bureau-

cracy, officials are effectively forced to take sides if they seek to advance.

During the mid- and late 1990s, it was still very common that ministerial

bureaucrats below approximately the top three ranks would try to stay

outside the political games in order to secure the longer-term security of

tenure. With the increasing stabilization of a mode of politicization that

relies on the appointment and reappointment of politically associated

experts from outside to the senior ranks of the ministerial bureaucracy,

higher and middle-ranking officials have started to read the writing on the

wall, which indicates that career progress requires political commitment to

either of the two sides. One of the most recent products of this politicization

of careers within ministries is the establishment of a new platform, the ‘Third

Wave’, associated with the MSZP party organization. This loose grouping

consists exclusively of people from the ‘apparatus’, that is, the various

public sector organizations, in particular the central state administration.

Members tend to be young, and the Third Wave considers itself to stand

outside or cut across the traditional, ideologically defined platforms within

the MSZP. Again, these kinds of development look very familiar when com-

pared with the communist state bureaucracy before the change of regime.

As a result, the politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy is indeed

creeping downwards. However, the downward politicization is not simply a

product of party incentives for political control: it is reinforced by
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bureaucratic responses to a changing structure of career incentives. The

adaptation of civil servants to these changing incentives also indicates that

the politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy in general, and a mode of

partisan politicization in particular, are effectively being institutionalized,

for by the time officials have reached a certain level they almost inevitably

join the troops of politically associated experts who switch between the

ministries, the private sector, academia and politics, the highest prize being

the appointment as a minister and not as an administrative state secretary.

Quite clearly, the conclusion therefore is that the politicization of the state

has become – again – a central feature of Hungarian political life.

Conclusion

This study has taken issue with claims that post-communist Hungary has suc-

cessfully contained pressures for the politicization of the state. Concentrating

on the ministerial bureaucracy, it has shown that governing parties have a deep

reach into the ministries, in that they can potentially exercise political control

over the staffing of the entire ministerial civil service. It has also shown that

patronage and politicization have been concentrated in the senior ranks of

the ministerial bureaucracy, although there are signs that the politicization

is increasingly affecting the non-managing ranks of the civil service.

Finally, in seeking to trace the politicization of the ministerial bureaucracy

in post-communist Hungary, the study has argued that the politicization of the

ministerial bureaucracy has primarily been driven by the polarization of

political competition between the ex-communist MSZP and its political ally

SZDSZ, on the one hand, and the anti-communist parties, in particular

Fidesz, on the other. In these circumstances, new governing parties have

been confronted with major problems of political trust vis-à-vis the ministerial

bureaucracy because they associate ministerial bureaucrats with the policies

and interests of their political competitors. Governing parties therefore have

an incentive to replace ministerial bureaucrats with their own trusted appoin-

tees, but the extent to which they can do so depends on their capacity to recruit

officials who combine political loyalty and governmental expertise. As parties

of both the left and the right have gradually developed this capacity, the

Hungarian trajectory suggests that the partisan politicization of the ministerial

bureaucracy remains stable, at least so long as the political competition is

dominated by the divide between ex-communist and anti-communist parties.

The argument presented here therefore turns the dominant explanations of

the literature on party patronage in Central and Eastern Europe on their

head: the polarization of political competition and party strength, rather

than party weakness and the absence of a critical opposition, produces the

politicization of the post-communist state.
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18. See Erzsébet Szalai, Post-Socialism and Globalization (Budapest: Új Mandátum Könyvkiadó,
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30. See Miháhly Bihari, ‘Change of Regime and Power in Hungary’, in Sándor Kurtán,
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