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Political Cleavage and the Politics of Recognition in
Eastern Europe during the Era of System
Transformation: The Case of Hungary

Jungwon Park | Korea National University of Education

The purpose of this study is to explore the political cleavages and the changes
of conflict structure in Eastern Europe during the era of system transformation,
focusing on the case of Hungary. Two theoretical resources were applied in
this research: one is the theory of political cleavage developed by Lipset and
Rokkan, and the other is Axel Honeth’s theory of struggle for recognition.

Both in theory and practice, there was no room for political cleavage in
the Soviet-type socialism. Theoretically, Leninist communism aimed at a classless
society where no class struggle existed. Practically, in the Soviet-type socialism
one-party dictatorship prevailed and there were neither civil society nor political
cleavage. For this reason, politics of antagonism rather than politics of recognition
dominated in Eastern Europe during the era of Soviet-type socialism.

Political cleavage began to emerge in Eastern Europe as legitimacy of the
communist parties began to weaken and civil society revives and was revitalized
during the late 1980s. As solid control of party-state gradually comes down,
the competition of movement parties, historical parties and successor parties
was made possible in the political arena. Thus the era of system transformation
in Eastern Europe can be summarized as a transition from the suppression and
demolition of civil society by the party-state to the rebirth and resistance of
civil society to the totalitarian state.

With the rebirth of civil society, political cleavage on the fields of ideology,
market economy, nationalism questions, and the relations between labor and
capital operated in Hungary, too. However, compared to other East European
countries, political cleavage in Hungary was relatively less extreme and less

radical. This was made possible by the Hungarian communist ancien regime



64 AYAXAT 2017 AS5(H10H X33)

that was quite different from those of other East European countries. Though
Hungary shared with other East European countries the common features of
the Soviet-type socialism such as one-party dictatorship and planned economy,
in Hungary much softened ancien regime could be maintained until the collapse
of communism.

As a result, politics of recognition could make Hungary’s system transformation

smoother compared to other East European countries.

Key Words | Eastern Europe, Hungary, System Transformation, Political Cleavage,
Struggle for Recognition, Soviet-type Socialism, Civil Society





