
 

 

 

AHF Statement, April 6, 2014: 

Proceeding with Democracy in Hungary in a Responsible Way 

 
The Hungarian government invited international observers for the April 6 parliamentary elections that 

included an observer from the U.S. Helsinki Commission. As the Socialist Party had been behind in the 

polls, its leader not surprisingly was cool to the idea of impartial international observers as he feared they 

would legitimize the outcome of the election.  Instead, the political opposition with the assistance of its 

foreign friends launched a smear campaign to delegitimize and politically bludgeon the government, 

asserting that it was anti-democratic and an incorrigible violator of human rights.   The criticism extended 

to topics that are generally in the purview of national legislatures and hotly debated in other countries, 

including the United States, e.g., marriage, and matters generally left to internal discourse, e.g., historical 

events and figures.  The barrage of relentless attacks had an unintended consequence – the strengthening 

of Jobbik. 

 

Was the Socialist Party leader too hasty?  Will the findings of the election observers be impartial?  Or 

will they take a page from the political opposition parties in Hungary and their overseas friends.  

Realizing that they will lose at the polls, their incessant message was that the elections “will be free but 

not fair?”  This would explain their expected loss while at the same time keep up the drumbeat against 

the government.   

 

There are reasons to be skeptical.  The criticism in the media noted above has been unusually and in 

several instances unjustifiably harsh as it relates to the state of democracy in Hungary.  Such unwarranted 

criticism has even crept into certain official pronouncements. The American Hungarian Federation, 

among others, has expressed its deep concern about the lack of even-handedness when it comes to such 

tilted judgments.  In its statement submitted to the Helsinki Commission on March 19, 2013, the 

Federation expressed its concern as follows:       

Putting the internal affairs of democracies established on the western parliamentary model, such as 

Hungary, under a microscope, however, is unusual and requires rigorous analysis. If the microscope is 

brought to bear to evaluate the actions of the government, the two questions that always must be asked 

are as follows: do those actions transgress in any substantial manner the established institutional norms 

practiced by a consensus of democracies around the world? And do they transgress the democratic 

norms established within the country being discussed itself? 

In engaging in this review, one must distinguish between political questions that may arise about a 

government's effectiveness or the wisdom of its policies and actions that may have breached in  

any substantial way institutional norms of democracy as practiced around the world in its various forms. 

Examining Hungary from this perspective, the legislative agenda of the current government, while 

perhaps politically controversial, does not rise to the grave level of putting "Democracy at Risk.” There 

has been robust, critical discussion in Hungary's media about every aspect of the key laws in question 

that Parliament has passed, no state repression of the opposition's right to publicly criticize and object, 

and no state efforts to deny the opposition its democratic right to peacefully win over the public to its side 

in the next elections. In addition, demonstrators have freely expressed their anti-government opinions, 



while foreign commentators have given interviews, and critical assessments have been published in the 

Hungarian media. On winning the election, the opposition can and undoubtedly will introduce its own 

legislative agenda, and if it has enough support in the electorate as Fidesz did, it can enact its own 

changes to the constitution as well. These are core elements of democracy well in play in Hungary today. 

The Federation strongly supports and encourages a robust review of these matters. . . . The Federation, 

however, is concerned with the insinuations that the process itself was somehow not democratic. One can 

agree or disagree with the outcomes, but to question the institutional integrity of the process ironically 

strips the credibility of the very democratic procedures at play that could be used to establish other 

outcomes by other elected governments as well.  

Much of the criticism of the current electoral process has emerged from quarters that are prejudiced 

against the Hungarian government to begin with and should be seen as far from impartial.  Yet it is 

precisely impartiality that is needed to honestly assess the current electoral process and the freedom and 

democracy associated with it.     

A telling example of this prejudice was recently and unequivocally underscored when a blogger, a history 

professor who supports the Hungarian opposition, boasted about denigrating Viktor Szigetvari for 

publicly commenting on Kim Lane Scheppele’s analysis criticizing Hungary’s electoral system.  

Szigetvari was the Socialist Party’s campaign manager and is now co-chairman of Gordon Bajnai’s 

political party.   Scheppele of Princeton University is thought of as an independent expert on Hungary.  

Relevant translated parts of the exchange on Twitter are enlightening: 

Blogger:  ”You shouldn’t put that opinion out there for everyone to see.  Tell her.” 

Blogger:  “. . . .You all deserve to fail.” 

Szigetvari:  “No, I did not study law.  But when it comes to electoral law, for example, Kim accepts my 

expertise.  The last time we had a lengthy dinner together was a month and a half ago.” 

Szigetvari:     “. . . .I’ve had many personal meetings with her, and our personal relationship is one of 

respect.  We agree for the most part.” 

Blogger:  “I sent your post because I was so outraged.  We are working ourselves to death here, and you 

all are ruining everything.” 

Szigetvari:  “She has used/is using my analysis on several points. . . .” 

Szigetvari:  “For the most part I agree with her statement and always have, I have been helping her 

understand the details of the system for two years.” 

Several critics will participate in a conference the day after the elections about democracy in Hungary.  

Other review events are planned.  Now that the elections are over, the looming question is whether the 

critics will be professional and above all impartial and end the “free but not fair” campaign?  
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