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1 Introduction

The political changes that are going on in East Europe since 1989
have incited a wide interest in several fields of political science.
(1) Comparative studies on transitions to democracy are popular
and numerous, and fit into a wide, already existing literature. (2)
In this tradition, the emphasis is laid, almost exclusively, on
studies of the central organs and institutions of government: the
role of political leadership, the establishment of the new party
systems, the working of the parliament, the performance of the
new government, and so on. There is much less interest in the re-
organisation of local political or public life.

This assessment of the relative importance of the two spheres
seems to be almost obvious. The hierarchy established between
local and central politics, just like between local and national or
international history', is one of the oldest traditions in academic
life. One could also argue that the special circumstances of the East
European case only underline the importance of this distinction. In
the former, centralised system, the subordination of local
authorities to the central organs was strict and extensive.
Therefore, the establishment of a new system can only be done
from the centre. In this way, in the field of politics, the central
dilemma of economic reform is repeated: for a market economy,
private property and propertied classes are required: but in the
present state of affairs, it is only the state that can “create"
private property. The very making of the actors of a decentralised
economy becomes a task for central authorities. (3)

Moreover, this paper, and the research project of which it is a
part, has a particularly strong theoretical interest. One could study
changes at the level of local politics on its own right. But this is not
the aim of this project that wants to re-pose some of the
fundamental questions, at the level of methodology and even
political philosophy, related to the possibility and the modality of
political and social change; that tries to develop an approach to
study continuities and discontinuities in transitions. From this
perspective, the difference between the centre and the locality is



only even more pronounced. It is taken almost as an evidence that
theoretical studies should focus on the central organs, working
more closely with problems of general relevance, while studies of
local government and local changes are more concrete, descriptive,
less abstract. Yet, the particular way this project poses its
theoretical and methodological questions suggested to reverse the
established wisdom, and set out to study the process of change at
the local level. The perspective of this paper is given by the
problem of legacy.

The choice of this issue as a starting point may look dubious for at
least two different reasons. First, the question of legacy is very'
much present in current discussions. But it is contained in political
propaganda speeches, in justifications of particular actions, in
blaming of the opponents, the others - always the others! - of
being communists either in form or in substance. It is present in
journal articles and interviews, in media talks and presentations.
It has been so much abused and trivialised that any further
reference to the "communist past" seems to be devoid of value
and sense.

But there is an even stronger reason to leave the whole question
of legacy: the need for pragmatism, for attention to real, concrete
problems, and forget about rhetorical, de-constructive debates
about the "meaning" and the "truth" of the past. This approach
looks extremely sympathetic, and is only reinforced by the
current, low level of the discussion on "communist legacy". If only
this attitude could be accepted without reservations; if the current
situation in East Europe would be compatible with such an
outlook. However, it is disqualified in the most obvious way, in the
simplest manner in which the value of a pragmatic approach is
tested: it does not work. It does not work, as the two poles
presented above are not arguments reinforcing each other for the
choice of one of the alternatives (the "good" pragmatism
reinforced by the "bad" discourse of legacy), but two instances of a
vicious circle. If we look at the events of the last few years in
post-communist societies, we’ll find that no matter which pole we



take as a starting point, we'll arrive at the other, and back to the
first, without making any advance.

Thus, if we start as adherents of the first view, as ardent accusers
of the communists for all present wrongs, then we'll find that this
has no end. We'll encounter communists everywhere - in
governmental posts, in the central and local administration, in
schools, and we'll realise that most of the enterprises are still run
by "communists", whether in the state sector, or salvaged into the
private sphere. After a time, anyone who has just a bit of sense
will realise the futility of this witch-hunt, and opt for a pragmatist
position: let us forget about the communists, all that matters is
expertise, and of getting things done. However, as soon as this is
accepted, one will realise that things simply cannot be
accomplished, that nothing is working properly, that again and
again, one stumbles into the legacies of the past in the most
unexpected places and manners. Nothing is left, but joining again
the chorus for "getting finally rid of communism".

If one is starting from the opposite end, the same circle emerges,
only run through different phases. Here, one starts with the claim
for a complete tabula rasa, with an attitude of forgiving and
forgetting: let us not even mention the past. However, one is soon
realising that such a naive attitude does not lead anywhere, as
business as usual is most often done still in the old fashion; and
even when there are changes, more often than not these are
simply peculiar inflexions of the old manners, only combined now
with extreme rudeness and cynicism, nothing resembling a
genuine civil society. So, one is changing to the opposite extreme,
and goes around blaming the communists. But one will soon
realise that this will not be of much help. Thus comes the return
of pragmatism, by that time combined with the "proper" degree of
cynicism, and a settling with the idea that it is not possible to
change anything.

The main purpose of this paper, and of the whole research project,
is to find a way to overcome this impasse. Let us start with two
assumptions, two necessary preconditions for a way out. First, it is
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necessary to gain some distance, both from current political life
and the discursive formulations that accompany it, whether in the
sphere of politics, journalism, or (pseudo-scientific) political
commentaries; and second, it is necessary to take the issue of
legacy seriously. It seems that what unites, among other things,
the two approaches to the question of legacy mentioned above is
that they both fail to take it seriously into account: one by side-
stepping it, while the other by the all-too-easy solution offered.
This paper has a different starting point: it proposes to bracket
the problem of the legacy temporarily, and to take instead as the
direct object of analysis the discourse on legacy.

As a first step, let us look into some facts; the most simple,
objective facts, about which there is no controversy. The first
concerns the present state of affairs in political life which is
judged insufficient not only by its protagonists or by the
population at large and political commentators within the
countries, but by practically all serious external observers. (4)
Many of the high expectations voiced in 1989 were obviously
unfounded. But even the worst scenarios did not picture not only
in 1989, but even before and after that year, what followed the
collapse of communist rule: the incomprehensible war in
Yugoslavia, the kaleidoscope of local conflicts in the former Soviet
Union, or the near-paralysis of political life in Hungary and
Poland, especially concerning its ugly rhetoric. All this leads to the
conclusion that the presence of legacy is undeniable; it does make
a difference today, therefore all pragmatic approaches must take
into account.

The second point, even more important for our purposes, concerns
the effect of the current discourse on legacy. The aim of any
discourse is to provide an answer, a solution. This has certainly
not happened in case of this discourse. It led to nowhere, though,
as the previous paragraph made it evident, the problem which it
tried to address was real. The effective impact of the concrete
discourse was to render impossible the serious addressing of this
issue; it led to a paralysis of thinking, an immunisation against the
very possibility of finding solution.



The bracketing of the direct discussion therefore gave us a
significant result. Instead of taking sides in current debates on
legacy, it is necessary to take the state of the whole discussion as
a symptom. This suggests that if we have a symptom, we can also
talk about a disease. But is there a point in using medical
analogies in political discourse? Is it not a return to an of obsolete
biologism that has been long surpassed in the development of
both political science and sociology? But, as a matter of principle,
medicine is not same thing as biology; and concretely, there are a
number of indications that medical analogies may be particularly
helpful in analysing the current East-European situation.

First of all, the use of such medical, as opposed to biological,
analogies would not be out of contact with some analyses of the
socialist systems, made before their demise. Elemer Hankiss, who
has written a number of highly influential articles and books
during the last ten years of the regime, has very-’ often used such
analogies, especially in the late 1970s and the early 1980s. (5)
Both his arguments and imagery indicated that in his view,
contemporary Hungarian society was not simply under foreign or
domestic oppression, but was an entity that wore symptoms of
profound sickness. Eventual recovery required the proper
diagnosis of this sickness, that was not at all obvious, and required
new tools; tools that were different from both the Marxist and
liberal vocabularies widespread before and after 1989.

Second, some of the terms, often used with respect to the
transition process, should be finally taken seriously. The first is
that of "regime"”, and the difference between a political "system"
and a political "regime". (6) Today, the term "regime", when
applied in political discourse, has an overwhelmingly negative
connotation. The specificity of this all-too-obvious point can be
understood by paying attention to the original meaning of the
term. According to the OED, "regime" first of all means "the
regulation of such matters as have an influence on the
preservation or restoration of health; a particular course of diet,
exercise, or mode of living, prescribed or adopted for this end". (7)



It refers to a whole manner of regulating existence, of what
people do, and not simply a way to overcome an illness. Due to the
frequent borrowing of medical analogies in political life, "regime"
or "regimen" was applied through centuries in political discourse,
but only in the very specific sense of regulation, and not applied
to the form of political rule until the French Revolution. It was
only in 1792 that retrospectively, it was used for the former
system of rule, due to the widespread influence it exercised over
various spheres of life (see especially the well-known expression
"Ancien regime"). Since then, whenever the term "regime" is
applied to a political system, these two (positive and normative)
aspects are interwoven: a "regime" is a type of political rule that
extends to all spheres of existence; therefore, it is not simply a
political system, and is to be condemned.

In current political discourse, the term "regime" has lost its
specificity, as part of a much broader trend of linguistic
imprecision. In a supposedly positive science, the terminology
applied to political systems, or forms of government, devolved
into a peculiar duality of good and bad, where all terms used for
"bad" forms of government were indiscriminately lumped
together (tyranny, dictatorship, despotism, regime). The word
"regime" became applied to all type of political systems, therefore
the finer, but ultimately more important questions about the
partial survival, the lasting impacts of a particular system were
lost. However, for the East European countries, the term "regime"
is to be used in the original, medical sense. Communism was not
just a political system, but a "regime" that defined, succeeding
even in its failure, the whole mode of living in the country.
Therefore, if the rejection of Communism is to be taken seriously,
it is necessary not only to change the political system, but to
change the "regime": the way people are living, to the extent that
this has been and is still shaped by communist practices. Italy
today may need a change in its political system, but nobody is
proposing a change of the "regime" of the country, in the old
medical sense of the term. In East Europe, it is exactly this change
that is required. (8)



The second medical term to take seriously is the expression "shock
therapy". In its contemporary use, this term is has a very narrow
meaning. Restricted to the sphere of economics, it is interpreted in
the sense of a stabilisation policy, and is impregnated by a
profound belief in the "market". The proponents of "shock
therapy" have an ideological conviction that the market is the only
solution to any social or political ills; that the proper and complete
reliance upon the market or market forces is at once a sufficient
and necessary condition for the government of social and political
life, implying that "health" is equivalent to a correct system of
prices. However, a proper attention to the terms could help to
relate this debate to a much broader context. First, the word
"therapy" is taken again from medicine, with the very precise
meaning of curing. There is a revealing difference between "shock
therapy" and simple measures of economic policy; the idea that in
this case, the question is not merely a discussion of alternatives,
or the correction of an earlier policy, by rational means and
calculations, but the prescription of a specific course of affairs
beyond matters of policy: it is the prescription of a change of
regime.

The expression itself, therefore, if we strip it from the economic
ideology in which it is enveloped, seem to be particularly
adequate to the current situation in East Europe. How to operate
such a change of regime, and who are those that these changes are
primarily targeting? It is here that the other word of the
expression gains importance. The change has to be quick, sudden,
a rapid overthrow of the established order of things.

The first question to answer concerns the level at which this
operation is to take place. Is this the whole society, beyond the
political order? If this were the case, then we would encounter a
serious problem. It would amount to a simple preaching of
revolution, the phenomenon that has been rejected by all political
and moral philosophers who ever considered applying medical
analogy to social life, and a return to the very idea of revolution
whose validity has been questioned, it seems, for ever, by the
experience of East Europe. It is in this context that one can



understand why proponents of shock therapy are often called
"liberal Bolsheviks".

But this whole discussion seems to be out of place. The target of
the revolution was always the social or political order, while the
target of the free marketers is individual human conduct. They
are quite properly following the medical analogy implied in the
expression "shock therapy": there is no reference to social and
political factors, the focus is exclusively on single individuals. A
"shock therapy", in the medical sense, means the pulling out, by a
sudden movement, an individual from a state of being that is sick,
and that the given individual, left on Its own, is unable to leave.

Let us conclude the discussion so far. By taking the issue of legacy
seriously, and its current discussion as only a symptom, we were
led to the realisation that in spite of the changes in the political,
legal, and economic systems, the countries of East Europe are still
manifesting symptoms of a profound "sickness", due not simply to
the previous political system, but the "regime"; a kind of
"sickness" that they are not only unable to overcome, but even
come to terms with it; that prevents its own diagnosis from the
inside.

The next point to be discussed concerns the concrete diagnosis.
The easiest solution would be to follow upon the expressions
"social body", or "body politick", so often used in the history of
thought, before and after Hobbes. However, that would lead us too
far into using metaphors. This paper suggests a different road,
more consistent with the interpretation given here on "shock
therapy" and "regime": the "sickness™ concerns not the social body,
not even the individual soul, but the will.

This point can be elaborated using a text of Seneca. (9) He calls
this sickness of the will stultitia . This state that has three
characteristics. First, one who has this sickness is unable to stand
straight, is moved by all sorts of external influences, is not able to
select, to separate, to discriminate; is open to "all winds". (10)
Second, this person is dispersed not only in space, but also in time,



is unable to give unity to his existence, is without memory, is in a
state of perpetual change, fluidity. Finally, he/ she is unable to
focus his will, as does not possess a proper relationship to himself;
is not free in his will. The emphasis is placed on this last point: the
relation to oneself, the problématisation of the link between self
and will.

Its absence, stultitia , has a peculiar characteristic: it is impossible
not only to change, but even to notice it from the inside. A
diagnosis implies both a knowledge of what is healthy, and a will
to change. In the condition of stultitia, it is this knowledge and
will that are missing. This suggests an answer to the problem we
started with, as post-communist countries show all signs of a
"disease" that they are not even able to address.

However, at this point, it seems that our analysis led to a
impossible position. We arrived at the diagnosis of a lack of a will
to change, even pretending to claim that such a will could not
even exist; and yet, there are all signs to show that the majority of
the population of these countries in fact opted for the change,
whenever they had a chance to express their opinions. The three
most significant instances are Solidarity in 1979-81 in Poland; the
second economy in Hungary', since the 1970s; and the events of
1989-1990, culminating in the first free elections and the
overwhelming votes for change. These three points are important
not only as facts showing the will to end communist rule, but also
since they served as the major reference points for practically all
external and internal analysts to side-step the significance of
communist rule, and, in spite of all reason to the contrary, to
consider it as a simple form of despotic government that can be
swept away without a trace. For different reasons, this naive
scenario overwhelmed even the few acute observers of the
situation: Solidarity became a fairly tale especially for the socialist
left, already under strong pressures due to the Gulag-effect; the
"second economy" was believed to be the stepping stone for a real
market economy and civil society by many; (11) while the
revolutions of 1989 provided heroic and uplifting images to the
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whole media world, saddened just a year earlier by pictures of
Tienanmen square.

However, the modality of these changes, especially the peculiar
fall of the system could be also used to support an opposite
scenario: communism broke down when the gap between
communists and non-communists became almost invisible; where
it no longer had any difference to erase, could no longer find
motivation, fuel for its activity. It is this hypothesis that serves as
the guiding thread for the research project pursued since the late
1980s which this paper is part of. Such a perspective is no doubt
much less popular, and is also more difficult to substantiate, than
other available theoretical and ideological positions that provide
easy diagnoses and clear blueprints for the future. Also, it
requires, beyond the search for the guilty, or self-culpabilisation,
the explicit incorporation of self-reference. Yet, it was the pursuit
of this path that intellectual honesty, understood in the sense of
Nietzsche and Weber, required.

Such an approach means, instead of applying existing frameworks
on transitions in a concrete empirical study, or being engaged in a
normative undertaking about the desirable roads, or even
criticising the existing approaches and policies, the pursuit of a
dual path. First, it was necessary to do theoretical and
methodological research about the way in which, beyond the
taken for granted assumptions of the literature, a serious study
(i.e. one incorporating self-reference) of continuity and
discontinuity at the level of daily experiences would be possible.
(12) Second, empirical studies must be done to assess the real
continuities and discontinuities at the level of daily existence;
studies that keep a distance from actual political life, but that
nevertheless try to stay, as close as it is possible or desirable, to
current events. This is the reason why this highly theoretical
project chose to study changes in local government as its topic.
(13)

The concrete line of investigation was the following. The target of
the research project was not politics, not even directly the



211 .

creation of politics, but the precondition of democratic politics: the
formation (or re-formation) of the political body itself - the polity.
Such a study could be pursued in two different ways. One could
start from the top, focusing on the centre of decision-making, the
elite, and investigate the attempts to create and shape this
political body. Alternatively, one may emphasise the grass-roots,
movements and processes started from below. However, this
project selected a third, intermediate road: the study of the
formation of local elites, particularly the newly elected mayors.

This choice can be supported by a number of reasons, the main
being, in line with the arguments presented in the Introductory'
section, the legacy of the past. On the one hand, In one sense, the
former regime was truly unique and successful: it has effectively
destroyed the previous social, political, and economic elites. The
result is that currently there is no elite in these countries that
could take up on itself the role of the building of the polity: a real
elite itself has to be created, which may well be the most difficult
element in the whole transition process. On the other hand, due to
the systematic mis-civilising or de-civilising and de-moralising
project of the former regime, one cannot rely upon whatever
comes from below with full confidence, as truly "grass-roots"
movements often only reproduce, now without external
conditioning, the worst aspects of the former regime. This
suggested us the choice of mayors: a group of people who, as
opposed to much of the current intellectual and political
discussions taking place in the centre, do know what they are
talking about, and in general lack the ideological garbage; but who
are also members of a new elite, possessing in the majority of
cases the real confidence of people who voted for them, and
standing in fact out of their environment.

The central part of the previous line of arguments can perhaps be
reformulated in a programmatic proposition: the only possible
way out of the vicious circle left by the communist legacy is
provided neither in the hope of new groups or parties taking over
the centre and devising new and new global programmes, nor by
relying upon non-existent, exaggerated, or even dangerous
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popular sentiments, expectations and wills, but by re-building
manifold and multilayered elites: a process that in this particular
sense must rely upon the responsibility of each and every
individual - toward others, but also oneself.

This paper contains a first, descriptive analysis of some of the
main findings of the survey. (13) A number of different items
will be analysed, all having a common focus: the emphasis on the
creation, the building of the very field in which political activities
could be performed. In the analysis, we'll try to check whether
the will to contribute to the solution of problems that are common
for a locality exist, to assess the extent to which it is damaged, and
to map the circle between the problems of will, and the scarcity of
the means at disposal to achieve the end.

2. The point of entry

As the focus is on the formation of the very field of politics, social
background variables assume a smaller role, even on theoretical
grounds. Some available empirical evidence also supports the
claim that social background is of less an influence than in a
contemporary Western setting. (14) Instead, two points will be
reviewed here in some detail: the motivation to make the decision
to run, and previous experience with public office.

2.1. The motivation to run

For external observers, the high degree of political apathy that
characterises several post-communist countries defies
comprehension. One expected that the fall of communist
dictatorship would be followed by a strong sense of relief, and an
upsurge of activity. However, considering the trajectory of the
former system, the phenomenon looks rather obvious. (15) In
light of this, it is well worth starting our overview with the
question of what made people decide to run for a mayoral seat.
There were two points in our interviews that provided
preliminary insights and a hypothesis. The first was the high
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degree of the re-election of former local council heads, the high
level of continuity - or inertia - at this level of local politics,
making the study of mayors a particularly relevant area for a
study of legacy. (16) The second was that our interviewees quite
often stated that they only got their position accidentally, by
yielding to external pressures, or due to a lack of proper
candidates. The question was to what extent could these findings
be verified, not simply at the level of the continuity in the job, but
also that of the "subjective" reasons given for the decision to run.

On the basis of the interviews, seven reasons were listed in a set.
The option for "other" reasons was also open, but in all three
countries, only about 10% of the respondents chose this
possibility. The first striking thing in the response patterns of all
three countries was the relatively low level of initiative taken by
the respondents. First, a high proportion of respondents (1/4 to
1/3 in each country) were asked by local organisations. Second,
about the same proportion in Hungary and Slovakia - mostly the
former council heads - just stated that they have continued their
previous experience with local public affairs. Third, however, the
call to enter the race did not come from national politics. In all
countries, there was practically none who had a specifically
political career in his mind when making this selection, (17) and
the influence of national political organisations was also
minuscule, ranging from negligible in Hungary (2%) to small
Slovakia (7%), the latter being due to the remaining power of the
Communist Party and its local organisations.

Of the personal reasons, a relatively high percentage stated "the
desire to solve problems related to the whole community"” in
Hungary and the Czech republic (around 30%); much less so in
Slovakia (18%). This statement does give a personal motive,
related to the affairs of the whole community, but has a somewhat
dubious ring in the context of East Europe. After 40 years of
communism, it is hardly possible to talk about the "common
interest” or the "public good" without raising suspicions. The
remaining two items, both expressly stating a default choice
(running in order to prevent the election of a mayor who would
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have been politically or professionally incompetent), were
selected by a non-negligible minority. This was the smallest in
Hungary, 8.7% altogether, divided more or less evenly between
political and professional reasons. In the other two countries, the
percentages are higher, and the distribution uneven. In the Czech
republic, a considerable proportion of respondents (12%) decided
to run in order to prevent the post to be taken up by a politically
unsuitable person, and half as many for professional reasons;
while in Slovakia, the terms were changed, preference being given
to professional deficiency (8% vs. 5%).

In the perspective of this paper, the previous discussion gave two
rather surprising findings. First, most current mayors ran for their
seat not driven by a concrete, positive purpose, a deliberate
decision, an act of will, but were swept or kept there by external
circumstances. Second, there was a decisive absence of political
career considerations, as if politics was still a four-letter word.
Under such conditions, one can hardly speak of the presence of a
will so necessary to create the absent sphere of politics.

2.2. Former public office

Three variables were used to tap the dimension of continuity and
discontinuity at the level of former political activity and
intentions (communist party membership, the filling of public
offices, and prior thinking about taking up a public function). The
responses gave two major results. First, they reconfirmed a
relatively high level on continuity in personnel in all three
countries. This was the highest in Hungary, with half of the
mayors being formerly members of the communist party, and 2/3
of them altogether taking up some public role before. The
Slovakian numbers are almost exactly the same, and even in the
Czech republic, 1/4 of the mayors were party members, and 46%
of them public office-holders in the former system.

Second, the contrasting of the questions about filling a public
office and thinking about taking up such a position pointed out an
intriguing discrepancy: in each country, there were about twice as
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many respondents who actually took up public offices than those
who ever thought about filling such positions. This fact leads us
beyond the previous section. There, the problem was the refusal
to enter politics; here, we add the same attitude concerning any
public role, when we already know that such offices were not
connected to considerations of political career. How to make sense
of this peculiar fact?

Let us first have a look at a simple 2x2 table of the two variables
of former public function and the consideration of taking up such
a function. One of the four cells should be relatively empty: those
who have never thought about taking up an office, but actually
having filled one. However, apart from the two options defining a
correspondance of thought and action (never being in office, and
not even thinking about, and both thinking about and actually
filling it), one would expect a relatively high portion of those who
were thinking about this possibility, only never having the
opportunity to do so in the past. This cell could indicate the
strength of a potential pool of a new political elite: individuals
who had the will to take part in public life, but considered the
price to be paid under the existing system too high, and were de
facto elected in the first free elections.

Table 1. Public activity and deliberation

Number of thought of taking up public function
mayors who:

HU 074 SL
filled YES NO YES NO YES NO
public YES 72 74 29 84 51 90
role NO 12 66 21 112 16 72

In all three countries, the results were the exact opposite of the
expected (see Table 1). Everywhere, of the four cells, by far the
smallest number of respondents were in the one specified by the
presence of thinking and the absence of activity; while the
opposite cell was the largest in both Hungary and Slovakia, and
the second largest in the Czech lands. In other words, very few of
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our mayors were considering taking up a public function before,
without actually doing so, and a very high proportion never ever
thought of such a move, but actually ended up filling it. One could
expect the former cell being much larger, but there were 4-5
times more cases in the latter.

In order to explain this rather perplexing result, another variable
was brought into the analysis, former communist party
membership. This variable, not surprisingly, was quite strongly
related to former political activity. The question was the extent to
which it could explain the surprising results discussed in the
previous paragraphs.

The following hypotheses were formulated in advance.

1. Those who were both politically active in the past system and
were planning this activity in advance should mostly be former
party members, while those who were "apolitical" on all counts in
the past should be former non-members. In other words, among
party members, the first cell should predominate over the second,
while among non-party-members, we expect the opposite.

2. Those few who were actually thinking about political activity,
but never took up actual positions, should almost exclusively be
non-party members. The opposite option - someone who was a
party-member, thinking about political activity, yet failing to do
so, and eventually being elected as a mayor by popular vote -
simply does not make much sense.

3. The surprisingly many respondents who never thought about
political activity, yet ended up doing so, should be
overwhelmingly party members. The opposite cell again should be
close to zero, for more or less the same reasons: why should
someone who has not been a party member and never thought
about taking up a public office find oneself in one?

The first hypothesis was fully confirmed in both Hungary and
Slovakia. In the Czech lands, however, there was a peculiar result:
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half of the few respondents who were deliberately politically
active were non-party members. The second hypothesis was
upheld in all three countries. In Hungary, there wasn't a single
respondent who was a party member, thinking about public office,
but not fulfilling it, and in the other two countries, there were
only a few marginal cases. The third hypothesis, however, was
refuted everywhere. In no country was there a considerable
difference between former party members and non-members
among those who took up public office without premeditation. In
Hungary and Slovakia, the differences were only slight, 60% vs.
40% in both cases, as opposed to the hypothesised wide gap; while
in the Czech lands, there were actually more than twice as many
non-members among those who ended up in public positions.

Thus, even a short glimpse at the political, as opposed to social,
background characteristics of mayors pointed out a number of
peculiarities of both the former and the present political systems,
peculiar continuities beyond the changes. In any advanced society,
there are a number of public offices to be filled. The taking up of
such a position offers both a possibility to exercise influence,
power, authority, and is a personal honour. This assures that the
most energetic and widely respected persons are to be selected
for such offices, at each level. In the former socialist countries, the
formal emphasis on filling such public roles and functions was
even greater, the private - economic, professional, academic -
possibilities for career were even more difficult than elsewhere.
Still, something obviously was not working. There was a dire lack
of supply, of volunteers for such positions. Under such
circumstances, individuals were not selected for posts; they were
found, convinced, and nominated. Party members, of course, were
a primary pool of potential nominees, but non-party members
were not exempt of this practice either. The institutional forms of
this practice, the "cadre bank" and the "cadre development
programmes" of the communist party have, of course, disappeared
with the collapse of the former regime. (18) But they had a
lasting effect: a disappearance of the political will, the absence of a
pool of individuals who wish to act politically. By the time a space
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emerged in which politics was again possible, the political will has
been seriously damaged. (19)

3. The ideal mayor

Before going into the actual work of mayors, let us present the
picture they gained of their job after about two years of
experience. We asked two questions about the "ideal mayor", one
referring to the "best" occupational background, the other to
personal characteristics.

On the basis of the interviews and the experiences of the former
system, we drew a list of seven occupational categories, and asked
our respondents to select one among them. Out of these, only
three were chosen by more than 10% of the respondents in all
countries: manager, economist, and lawyer; with some internal
variation. In one case, there was almost unanimity: in all three
countries, about 1/3 of the respondents thought that managers
were most suited to become mayors. Concerning the other two
professions, there was a difference in emphasis. In Hungary, there
was a strong preference for economists over lawyers (40% vs.
13%), while in the other two countries, the numbers were
basically turned around, especially in the Czech republic. One
cannot help generalising from this fact, by comparing it to the
characteristics of the French revolutions. It is well-known that the
1789-93 Parliament was an assembly of lawyers, while the 1830
revolution and the subsequent July monarchy was rather
associated with, if not economists, but financiers and bankers;
professions quite close to the contemporary Hungarian functions
of "economists". This difference can be interpreted in two ways.
One could say that it shows the advantage of Hungary over the
other countries, of being a step ahead. But the question is whether
the first phase has been accomplished in Hungary, or only side-
stepped. (20)

The second relevant questionnaire item contained a list of eight
personal characteristics that were recurrent in our interviews:
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audacity, readiness to act; good nerves; patience, understanding;
professional competence; the willingness to serve the citizens;
generally respected personality; the ability to reach compromises;
and thoroughness. These were the characteristics mentioned in
our interviews, with quite surprising regularity. Respondents
were asked to choose three characteristics. Here again, the
differences are strong between Hungary and the other two
countries, and are theoretically important (see Table 2).

Table 2. The characteristics of the ideal mayor

HU < SL
audacity 21% 64% 54%
good nerves 56 46 56
patience 41 52 51
prof, competence 43 53 62
willing to serve 52 6 1
resp personality 18 16 13
able to compromise 47 21 19
thoroughness 22 69 48

Let us start with the common points. In all countries, the overall
distribution of responses was quite peculiar. The eight items did
not follow the usual, even distribution, ranging from those
accepted by the large majority through the mid-range until those
selected only marginally, but were divided into two groups: five
items, each selected roughly by half the respondents, and the
other three items selected by only a small, but not insignificant
minority of 10-20%. There were no characteristics selected either
in the 20-40% range, or much above 60 %

Three of the items were highly valued in all countries: good
nerves, patience, and professional competence, the first being a
little bit less important in the Czech lands, while the other two in
Hungary; while one of the eight was not considered important in
any of the countries: a well-respected personality. One a first look,
one could be quite happy with this general picture, stating that
this is a very democratic set-up, where the "authoritarian".
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discretionary, personal characteristics of the mayors are
underplayed, the emphasis being on receptivity, the enduring of
the suffering of the others on the one side, and on professional
competence on the other. Taking into account the considerations
and results of the previous sections, however, the picture becomes
different. It is, in fact, a very strange kind of democracy taking
shape in front of our eyes; a system where personal activity and
initiative, together with positive, active, generally respected
characteristics are underplayed and replaced by two character
traits: a saintly passivity and forbearing on the one hand, and
mere professional competence on the other. Colours, energy,
innovation and imagination are not only actually missing from this
public sphere, as far as the most important common
characteristics of all countries are concerned; they are not even
solicited, though at stake is the re-construction of the very field of
politics, and not simply the professional continuation of existing
politics.

This picture is modified for the individual countries by the
differences in the selection of the other four items. In Hungary,
the other two items preferred by half the respondents were the
willingness to serve the citizens and the ability to reach
compromises. In the other two countries, however, only a small
minority selected these two items. There the remaining two
characteristics were selected by large numbers: audacity and
thoroughness. This is especially true for the Czech lands, where
both of them were selected by about 60% of all respondents; but
even in Slovakia, the numbers are around 50%. In Hungary, these
two personal properties lagged far behind, appealing only to a
mere 1/5 of the sample.

For Hungary, this only reinforces what was stated in the previous
paragraphs, making it a particularly acute case of "paralysed"
democracy. The great dilemma of democracy, since its birth in
ancient Greece, is the question of initiative, or ascendancy. (21)
Democracy implies equal rights, and in the modern age, also equal
opportunities, or at least the relative symmetry of life chances.
Still, the very survival of democracy depends on the ability to
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handle, stimulate, channel activity and initiative. Where this fails,
and the equality implied in democracy extends even to this level,
the result will be a paralysis of activity, where everybody will
only look at the others to prevent any advance and advantage;
ultimately, a complete and closed system of counter-selection will
emerge. Such a system, of course, was the very fabric of socialism
or communism, one could say. But the question today is the extent
to which these aims, these attitudes have become ingrained
deeply in a population, even beyond the system's existence; or to
what extent they have become rejected now altogether, perhaps
even excessively.

If the first problem is characteristic of Hungary, in the Slovak and
especially the Czech cases, there are clear signs of the presence of
this latter problem. The willingness to serve the citizens, the
ability to reach compromises are not negative characteristics in
themselves; quite the contrary, are necessary, internal parts of
any democratic political system. Still, because of the connotations
they gained in the former system, they were almost single-
handedly rejected in these two countries.

Hungary, here again, may be one step ahead of the others. The
problem is that it is not very clear in which direction. (22) It is
obvious that in the communist period, these two statements
gained the same, overwhelming, negative connotation in Hungary
as in the other two countries. Compromises and adaptability were
synonyms for opportunism, and the expression about serving the
citizens smells the worst slogans of the communist party. Why,
then, this volta face ? It is a sign of a "genuine démocratisation™?
Or it is just a new fad, a new expectation about how to behave,
just another sign of the democratic paralysis, an expectation of a
general state of servility of all with respect to each, without any
initiative, performance, spirit, energy, innovation?
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4, The actual work of mayors

Let us start our analysis with an overall assessment. We asked our
respondents whether their new job caused any surprise to them
immediately. The differences were again great between the
countries: in Hungary, there was a clear 2/3 majority of those who
did not encounter any surprises. In the Czech republic, the
situation was just the opposite, while Slovakia was in between,
though closer to the Czech case, with a clear majority of those who
were "surprised".

We performed a supplementary analysis. In order to see whether
this difference was due to background effects, we controlled the
results for party membership. In fact, in all three countries,
former party members on the average were much less surprised
by their new job than non-members, but the differences between
the countries still remained quite strong. Thus, for e.g., still only
40% of those mayors who have not been communist party
members earlier expressed such a surprise in Hungary, while in
the two parts of the former Czecho-Slovakia, even among the
former party members, this percentage was 55-60%.

The questionnaire contained a large number of questions, many of
them open-ended, that tried to tap in detail the actual work of
mayors, the conflicts and problems emerging there. The present
analysis will centre on three areas: the relation between the
mayor and the elected body; an assessments of the obstacles
mayors may have encountered in their work; and a short glimpse
into the state of local ethnic conflicts.

4.1. Relations with the elected body

The way the links between the mayor, the "first citizen" of the
community, and the elected body are established is a crucial
question in all types of local governments with a mayoral system,
as it has a profound impact on the possibility of solving the
problems of the community. This is especially the case in post-
communist societies, and for a number of reasons. First, before the
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elections, the role to be assigned to the "first man" was debated at
length. The dilemma was the following. In the old Communist
system, too much emphasis was placed on one-man leadership; on
the other hand, in the new process of transition, there is a need
for some kind of effective direction. The result was an opting for
the mayoral system, but with strong emphasis on checks and
balances. Therefore, considerable power was vested in the council.
This prefigured the possibility of two types of conflicts: that of a
"reformer" mayor vs. the conservative elected body; or of a
conservative, "former communist” mayor vs. the newly composed
council. (23) Second, after the elections, it turned out that a large
part of the former "Communist" council heads were re-elected.
This had a considerable impact on the way the government
assessed the results of the local elections, especially in Hungary.

The questionnaire contained a series of closed items tapping
different aspects of the relationship between the mayor and the
elected body. In the first, we asked our respondents to
characterise the council meetings. The results show a marked
similarity in the three countries, with some persistent, coherent,
and important differences. First of all, in the majority of the cases,
the relationship between the two authorities was satisfactory in
all three countries, though in about 10% of all cases, the meetings
were characterised as having a very bad, even hostile atmosphere.
Within this general trend, in Hungary the unity seems to have
been even stronger, the solution of the problems and the conflicts
even quicker than in the other two countries.

The second point is about the connection to national politics. Both
concerning the level and the dynamics of this impact, the results
are uniform and unambiguous. National politics seems to have had
relatively little role in the local council discussions even in the
past (the question was explicitly only about dynamics), and this
impact is rather decreasing. In about 30% of the cases, such a link
to politics was strong in the first period in all countries, but this
has disappeared since, while in about 15% of the cases, this impact
has grown since the elections. In both items, the link to national
politics was somewhat stronger in Slovakia.
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Third, there was a recurrent complaint in our interviews about
the often endless deliberations in the meetings, their frequent
turning into "complaint-sessions”, the lack of focus in the
interventions of many council members; to problems of political
culture in this narrow sense, referring not to general values and
mentalities, but the more matter of fact question of how to behave
in a public meeting, how to form and execute a proper speech.
(24) This, in fact, turned out to be a crucial concern, left-over,
sign of continuity or legacy, especially in the former
Czechoslovakia, where over 50% of our respondents indicated the
presence of this problem. In Hungary, this problem was less
present, but still 30% of the respondents acknowledged it.

Two further questions were posed on the unity and division
within the elected body, both of them taken out of an American
survey of city council members, therefore providing some
comparative data. (25) The results are coherent, reinforce and
even help to interpret the previous findings (see Tables 3 and 4.).

Table 3. Cleavages in the local council

HU 074 SL us
- no real cleavages 61% 51% 50% 19%
- some cleavages 31 41 38 36
- strong cleavages 8 8 12 44

Table 4. Decisions made unanimously by the local councils

HU (04 SL us

> 75% of cases  69% 51% 50% 42%
- 50-75% 26 32 32 31
- 25-50% 4 11 11 14
- <25% 1 5 7 12

According to them, it is in Hungary that the highest degree of
unity is reigning in the local elected bodies. There are no
cleavages in 61% of the councils, and in about 70% of the localities,
most of the decisions are made practically unanimously. These
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percentages are somewhat lower in the Czech and Slovak
republics, both numbers being around 50% respectively. In the US,
the differences appear not so much in the eventual decisions - the
number is above 40% -, but concerning the cleavages. Only a small
minority of communities (less than 20%) have elected bodies
without strong cleavages, while in 44%, the cleavages are very
strong (this number for the East European countries is around
10%).

Concerning the cleavages, due to their strong dependence on
concrete issues, it was not possible to make an exact comparative
set; some changes had to be made even between the East
European countries. Still, the available data offer a chance for
indirect comparisons.

First, there is a major difference not only concerning-the number
of localities with or without cleavages, but the number of
cleavages actually present. In the East European case, no
restriction was made on the number of cleavages one could have
chosen, but the majority of those who actually stated the presence
of any cleavages only chose one. In the US, there was a limit of
three, but the large majority of respondents in fact made three
selections.

Differences were also marked in the type of cleavages mentioned.
In the US, these were mostly economic: between tax cutters and
their opponents, supporters of businesses and of neighbourhood
conservation, development interests and others. In the East
European countries, on the basis of our interviews, it was difficult
to find even issues of economic programme that divided the
locality, and the one included in the questionnaire, about
supporters of reliance on external capital vs. neighbourhood
interests, was only selected by a very few respondents. Needless
to say, this does not mean that economic questions were not
important, but that these were not the questions that mobilised
thinking, leading to the formulation of clear alternative
programmes among the elected representatives.
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If the main dividing line is not economic, it should be political. It
would even be easy to propose a simple scenario: in such
transitions, political matters are to be settled first, and only then
comes economics. Both the American and the East European
questionnaires tapped national politics in two statements, one
about party affiliation, and the other in terms of political ideology.
Perhaps surprisingly in the tradition of the "end of ideology"
thesis, less so if considered in the context of Reaganism, while
party affiliation had little role in the cleavages in the US, the
differences between liberals and conservatives were quite crucial,
second only to economic questions. In East Europe, broadly
speaking, the situation was the opposite. Questions of political
ideology played a minor role everywhere. The opposition between
liberals and "nationalists", dividing so strongly the top political
sphere in Hungary, persisted only in a small minority of even
those localities that actually had cleavages (taken altogether, in
only 7% of all localities sampled was there a cleavage in the local
council along these lines); and even in the two parts of the former
Czecho-Slovakia, where the question was about the supporters
and opponents of separation, interest was minimal. It is perhaps
less surprising that such a cleavage was practically absent from
the Czech republic, where this debate was not significant; but even
in Slovakia, just a few months after the elections, and at the time
when political discussions about the actual separation were at
their height, only 12% of all respondents (and 24% of those who
mentioned a cleavage at all) claimed that such an issue existed in
their locality. We consider this as a good indication of the kind of
"grass-root" importance this question had even in Slovakia.

The cleavage between left and right was exactly as marginal in
Hungary as the previous ideological division, being selected by the
same - small - number of respondents. There were about twice as
many respondents selecting it in Slovakia, and three times as
much in the Czech Republic, where this distinction was quite
important. But, in all countries, and in distinct opposition to the
US, affiliation to the national political parties was much more
important than ideological belongingness. In both parts of the
former Czecho-Slovakia, this was the most preferred response,
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chosen by well over half the respondents who answered this
question. In Hungary, this proportion was much lower (34%), but
it was still the second most important cleavage.

Finally, there was another political question, related specifically to
the post-communist condition, the question of the survival of the
past. This was about as important in all three countries as the
presence of the left-right continuum, with which it was strongly
correlated.

Politics, therefore, has in fact taken the role of economics as the
most important source of cleavages in East Europe, especially in
the former Czecho-Slovakia. But in Hungary, it still played a
markedly smaller role than in the other two republics. If not
economics and politics, then what divided most council
representatives in Hungary? Nothing, one could say, they seem to
be so united; and we'll return to this point in the conclusion. But
there is one item chosen in Hungary more than in any other
country, which is the most important reason given there: conflicts
between the representatives of the different areas of the locality.

This finding should first be situated in a proper perspective. In no
way is this division of an overwhelming importance in Hungary. It
is only selected by 41% of those respondents who claimed that
there were cleavages at all; and as a percentage of the total
respondents, this is at the same number (around 20%) as in the US
sample. In other words, this issue divides US and Hungarian
localities with about the same strength; except that in Hungary,
this is the strongest division, while in the US, there were a
number of different economic, political, and ideological questions
creating much stronger cleavages. It was the absence of other
possible sources of division in Hungary that promoted this item to
the top.

This fact can be read in two manners. It may be a sign of
increasing parochialisation. In a country where national politics
has discredited itself and lost all appeal, where there is no
innovative thinking at the level of economic or social policy,



. 28 .

localities lose inspiration, severe themselves from the centre, and
become enclosed into their own provincial debates. This sketches
the vision of a political field disintegrating even before it had fully
emerged. But with the collapse of high-level politics, such a return
to the basics, to reality, the actual conflicts of people living
together could lead to a different result: the re-start and re-
invigoration of political life, a new ability to handle and solve
conflicts and debates. This is by no means a romantic return to the
grass-roots, the traditional communities, the "local society". The
proposal is the opposite: not the reconstruction of a former, ideal
community, but the creation of the ability to handle conflicts. (26)

The previous discussion about the importance of politics at the
level of local government in post-communist societies can be
summarised in three points, forming a coherent and not very
cheerful picture. First, local politics is weak, the very expression of
politisation has a bad connotation, and is opposed by calls for
unity - when, in fact, it was exactly this search for the ideal of
unity that was characteristic of the former system. This points out
a dual legacy at the level of political culture: due to the earlier
lack of political and public sphere, people forgot to express
themselves in public, and engage in a debate whose aim is not the
elimination of the other, while the style of current top-level
political debates only serves to reinforce a by now grass-roots will
for "real" unity, opposed to all sorts of political divisions.

It is in the context of this search for unity that, paradoxically, the
current processes of disintegration can be situated properly. The
daily life of East European countries in the former system has
been dominated by enforced, false unity kept together only by the
communist party. At this level, there is no difference in principle
between the Soviet empire, the false federal states, and the
different kinds of regional administrations, going down to the
smallest segments of local governments. Today, when all these
entities are collapsing, we should be aware that this is done not in
the name of division, but in the spirit of the search for unity: the
smallest common denominator where a true, real, and unbroken
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unity can be maintained. On the one hand, this can be denounced,
quite correctly, as another deep legacy of communism. On the
other, it has its analogies with Western history. The same kind of
atomisation in search of a true source of unity happened there,
centuries ago, leading to the eventual solution of finding the
subject as the natural, ultimate and irreducible entity. This
reduction (or extension) or the concept of sovereignty to the self
finds still today expression in the concept of "consumer
sovereignty". Itis at this point that recent historical studies about
the reinterpretation of the experience of the Western civilising
process, and theoretical-philosophical works questioning the
naturalistic and universalistic claims of this specific model of
subjectivity, but not questioning its importance and value, can be
connected to the analysis of recent East European events - with a
promise of possible theoretical and practical gains in both regions.

Second, whatever still exists as local politics, is only some kind of
pale reflection of national politics: second or third-rate discussions
of the same empty, general debates that preoccupy national
politicians. If this is all there is in "politics", one can agree that it is
better for these debates to go unnoticed and not repeated. Finally,
the only political issue that raises local interest is the question of
the communist left-overs, a topic that only reinforces passivity.
There is no political debate about programmes and alternatives, to
stimulate thinking and acting, the facing of the existing problems.
In this situation, the only possible source for renewal can come
from the most down-to-earth differences: between the different
areas of the locality. This helps to explain the current, incessant
drive for fragmentation, and a possible, eventual mobilisation due
to economic deprivation and inequalities. The problem is that due
to the destruction of even the attained level of political culture,
one can only be extremely dubious about the way such "genuine"
conflicts will eventually be formulated.

4.2. Obstacles

Questions about the possible obstacles our respondents may have
encountered in their work were asked at two different places in
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the questionnaire. First, in an open question, we asked them to tell
in a few sentences the three most memorable conflicts they had in
their work, and then asked three closed questions on its
evaluation. Second, a few pages later, we returned to this topic,
but now only at a general level.

In the first occasion, we asked the mayors whether they were
satisfied with the actual solution, whether they had the proper
means to solve the conflicts, and if not, what were they lacking
most. Concerning the first two, it seemed that the solution of
actual conflicts was much more satisfactory in Hungary than in
the other two countries. The Czech and Slovak responses were
distributed along an almost perfect normal curve, with a slight
skew toward more satisfaction with the actual solution, but
dissatisfaction with the means at disposal. In Hungary, however,
about 70% of respondents expressed satisfaction with both
solutions and means.

Among the factors that were missing for a proper solution, the
similarities were quite remarkable. In all three countries, there
were two items chosen by about half the respondents: material
resources, and the proper legal means of competence. There was
only a slight difference of emphasis, in the direction already
suggested by the previous results: in Hungary, economic, while in
Slovakia and especially in the Czech lands, legal aspects were
more problematic.

Among the remaining possible sources of conflict, there was a
clear difference between local and national factors. In all
countries, it was considered that the possible influence of high-
level political influence, or the presence or absence of influence by
the local political parties was not a major point of concern. Among
the local factors, the relatively most important sources of trouble
were the elected body and the own apparatus, especially in
Slovakia. The support of local managers was less missed (present
in about 20% of the cases in each countries), while the support of
the electorate, perhaps apart from Slovakia, caused only marginal
problems.
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The second set of questions differs from the first set in two
respects. First, these are not connected directly to the evaluation
of a concrete example. Second, there is a two-fold, slight
displacement of perspective: instead of asking about potentially
missing sources of support in solving conflicts, the question was
directly about obstacles in daily work.

These differences in shade did not have a major impact on the
results. Here as before, Hungary is the country with the least
obstacles. The distribution of the responses, discounting the
acquiescence bias, is almost exactly mirroring the previous. In
Hungary, a small majority of the respondents stated that they
rarely perceived obstacles around their work, while a much more
considerable majority in Slovakia and especially the Czech
Republic were complaining about such obstacles.

This picture is reinforce