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Abstract: 

The experience of postcommunist Europe casts doubt on the widespread belief among Western 

theorists and policy-makers that group rights leads to violence while liberal individualism brings 

peace.  Comparing cultural policy in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia, and Romania 

demonstrates that the strongest supporters of individualism were those who grasped its (counter-

intuitive) advantages for majority groups who wanted to constrict minority cultural opportunities.  

Most leaders in multiethnic democracies instead gravitated toward group-rights approaches.  

Despite Western warnings, these approaches proved surprisingly effective at reducing tension if 

they included the pluralist recognition of claims by multiple cultural groups.  The timing and 

extent of pluralist group-rights approaches depended on the size and structure of cultural groups 

articulating cultural claims and on the choices of minority and majority group leaders. 
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 The newly democratizing states in Central and Eastern Europe offer unexpectedly good news 

about the possibility of a workable balance between the rights of individuals and the rights of 

groups.  After WWII ended Central Europe’s fascist regimes, a consensus emerged among 

Western scholars and policy makers that claims to group rights resulted in repression and 

violence, and peaceful ethnic coexistence depended on individualist approaches to civil rights.  

National and ethnic loyalty, it was argued, were dangerous forces that required subordination to 

liberal individualist norms and non-ethnic forms of social organization.1 The end of communist 

rule in the same region shows potential to disrupt this consensus.  Despite Western appeals for 

liberal individualism, political leaders in many postcommunist countries have introduced group-

rights policies without unleashing a wave of ethnic violence.  Meanwhile, the leaders who most 

threatened ethnic peace were often those who were loudest in proclaiming Western-style liberal 

individualist principles. 

  The experience of postcommunist Europe offers persuasive evidence that multiethnic 

democracies gravitate toward group-based policies to resolve competing cultural claims even in 

the face of the West’s continued emphasis on liberal-individualist principles.  The emergence of 

such policies depends on a variety of factors, including not only the demographic composition of 

a country’s population but also the way majority and minority political actors define themselves 

in relation to the state and the political and socio-economic resources they are able to mobilize 

domestically and internationally, including the availability of a kin state in the neighborhood and 

of international norms that support a group’s claims.   

  Once adopted, the success of a policy in reducing ethnic tension depends less on the 

individual- or group-nature of the rights claim than on the degree to which either kind of claim 

recognizes a degree of cultural pluralism.  Emerging group-rights approaches coincide with 
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stable majority-minority cooperation, while individual-rights approaches frequently attract 

leaders who used them as a normative justification for majority-group dominance. 

Individual or Group?  One Culture or Many? 

  To explore the mismatch between the normative individualism that Western institutions 

endorse and the predominance of collectivism in the on-the-ground choices of domestic 

politicians, it is necessary to understand these positions not as monolithic wholes but as realms of 

disagreement in their own right.  Among both the individual-rights and the group-rights 

advocates, the most important conflicts concern the recognition of plurality.  The key cultural 

policy question is no longer whether the democratic state should take a position of strict cultural 

neutrality.  The key issue is whether the democratic state can safely encourage and provide 

means for the reproduction of multiple cultures:  whether more than one language should be 

recognized in the domains of government, whether ethnic and national minority groups could 

maintain separate state-sponsored organizations, whether groups could control educational 

institutions or cultural institutions (such as in the domain of media and entertainment) for 

socializing members of the minority in their culture. 

Pluralism in Liberal Debate 

  For theorists, the central question of the debate has been whether democratic governance 

can uphold universalist principles of individual rights, liberties, and equality rooted in 

Enlightenment thought and simultaneously enable or even encourage the reproduction of 

particular cultures.2  The normative logic of liberal individualism has been to call for a common, 

unifying state-culture while at the same time encouraging the “de-ethnicization” of politics.   
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Individualist scholars insist forcefully that only in a “difference-blind” democracy based on 

individual rights can citizens enjoy full equality.  Brian Barry argues that, according to liberal 

principles, “[c]ultures are simply not the kind of entity to which rights can properly be ascribed”3 

and that there is nothing “natural” or “primordial” about collectivist identity-politics.4  Others, 

including Evan Charney and Stephen Deets, also warn of the concrete dangers that can result 

from the privileging of national identity.5    

  Within the apparent consensus on the centrality of individual rights, however, differences 

emerged in the 1990s regarding the proper consideration due to ethnic groups.  An alternative to 

the longstanding postwar consensus on individual rights appeared among theorists who 

advocated political recognition of cultures.6 Theorists on the pluralist side of the spectrum hold 

that liberal-democratic institutions (the rule of law, accountability, and so on) should guarantee 

citizens rights and liberties.  They also emphasize the liberal idea of choice.  Unlike 

individualists, however, pluralists claim that individual choice makes sense only in communities.  

They stress the importance of “membership in a secure national community for persons’ sense of 

identity and self-worth.”7 

  What differentiates liberal pluralists from the individualist position is not the importance 

of fundamental liberal principles but rather the consequences of particularist cultural 

reproduction.  Where liberal individualists see dangers in the recognition of particular cultures, 

pluralists consider the efforts of cultures to reproduce themselves as a “natural attribute of a 

political society.”8  For Young, on the pluralist side, “cultural diversity requires 

acknowledgement rather than judgment….  [T]he value attached to ethnic affiliation by many 

human communities is a natural condition and not a social pathology.”  Young argues that the 

“appropriate prescription” is “[p]reventative therapy in the form of effective policies of 
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accommodation rather than curative medicine by the extirpation of identity.”9  Liberal pluralists 

therefore endorse policies that support minority cultures for the sake of the individuals in those 

cultures.  Kymlicka argues that all liberal states practice nation-building that advantages majority 

cultures and contends that the claims of majority and minority may be equally legitimate.10 

  Pluralist positions appear not only in political theory but in the practices of many states, 

including European Union members.  EU members themselves make significant concessions to 

minority claims for cultural reproduction.  Finland, for example, recognizes Swedish as an 

official language even though Swedish-speakers constitute only six percent of the population.  

Belgium, Italy, the United Kingdom, and Spain have adopted policies that grant politically-

organized cultural groups various rights.11 Even though specific policies vary across the 

European Union, the 1993 Copenhagen Criteria that articulated the conditions under which  new 

members would be admitted specified respect for and protection of minority cultures as one of 

the most important criteria.  Nevertheless, in setting standards for “Eastern enlargement,” the 

Western officials endorsed liberal individualism as the primary rights paradigm.12  European 

documents articulated the same principle.  The Council of Europe’s 1995 Framework 

Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, commonly considered the most important 

European legally binding international tool for minority protection, consistently refers to 

“persons” and “individuals” rather than groups that would benefit from such protection.”13 

Pluralism in Collectivist Debate 

  In the parliaments of Central and Eastern European countries, however, political leaders 

have found it necessary to balance not so much the claims of individuals against cultural groups, 

but the claims of competing groups.  The main question in such settings is whether more than 
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one group can qualify for cultural rights, and if so, how those rights should be distributed.  The 

differences that emerged in these debates can be summarized in two new categories of analysis: 

national pluralism and national exclusivism. 

  National pluralists endorse a group’s right to cultural reproduction and recognize that in 

an ethnically plural society multiple groups may claim such rights.  At the same time, national 

pluralists often disagree vehemently about the extent to which groups deserve rights or even 

about which groups qualify as rights’ holders.  National pluralism in majority groups offers 

explicit recognition of and support for minority groups (as groups rather than as individuals), but 

not necessarily at a level equal to those of the majority.  As the titular “owner” of the state, the 

majority group may claim state resources for its own cultural reproduction.  These majorities 

provide support for minority education and culture, but the majority sets the terms.  Among 

minority groups, national pluralism more often entails demands for the same cultural conditions 

that majority populations enjoy merely as a result of their majority status, particularly the 

ubiquity of language and culture.  In practice, minority national pluralists seek group rights that 

will allow group members to think as little about their minority status as members of majority 

groups think about their majority status. 

  National exclusivists insist upon group rights but for their group alone.  The most 

extreme representatives express a willingness to remove minorities from political power or from 

physical proximity to the majority.  More moderate national exclusivists accept the presence of 

minority populations and even their political participation but accord them only individual rights 

and reserve the collective right of cultural reproduction for members of the majority. 

  One way to understand the range of individual-rights and collective-rights positions can 

is a schematic, two-dimensional array based on the locus of cultural rights and the degree to 
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which cultural policy recognizes a plurality of cultures.  Figure 1. shows a schematized array of 

alternatives. 

 

Figure 1. about here 

 

Cultural Rights in Central and Eastern Europe 

  In order to understand the appeal of these positions and their consequences, we apply the 

four-fold typology to four democracies in postcommunist Europe:  the Czech Republic, Slovakia, 

Hungary, and Romania.  These four countries in the heart of Europe maximize opportunities for 

comparison: they occupy a broad swath of territory from Germany to the Black Sea and exhibit a 

broad range of conditions as well as responses to cultural rights claims.  Even as international 

institutions sought a broadly applicable rights regime, the political leaders in these societies 

developed diverse positions on questions of group rights and pluralism.  That diversity shows 

connection to underlying conditions of ethnic demography, including not simply ethnic 

composition but also the kinds of internal and external minorities that exist within or outside a 

state: the degree of their political organization, and the kinds of cultural rights demands they 

formulate.  The case analyses that follow highlight the conditions under which particular 

approaches emerged and evolved.   

Limited Pluralism, Individual Rights: The Czech Republic 

  Of the four countries examined here, only the Czech Republic neither serves as a kin-

state to minorities in other countries nor has a significant national minority on its own territory.  
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On the 2001 census, more than 94% of respondents identified themselves as “Czech” or 

“Moravian.”14  Roma comprised the largest and most distinct minority cultural group in the 

Czech Republic with a share of the population estimated between 2% and 3%.15 The Czech 

Republic’s Roma, however, did not pursue sustained claims for cultural reproduction, and 

disputes over cultural rights remained relatively infrequent.  Czech political leaders thus faced 

few challenges to pursuing a single, dominant culture without reference to group rights.  A closer 

look, however, suggests that Czech liberal individualism has sometimes exhibited close 

connection to the group-based search for homogeneity that national exclusivists pursue. 

  One segment of the Czech political elite took no pains to hide its exclusivism.  The Czech 

Republican Party (SPR-RSČ) based its political support on some of the region’s most extreme 

anti-foreigner and anti-minority (especially anti-Roma) sentiment.  The party’s leader, Miroslav 

Sládek, stood at limits of the exclusivist-nationalist category, arguing that Roma not did not 

deserve group rights but should face group sanctions.16  At its height in 1996, the party received 

just over 8% of the vote, but its popularity faded thereafter, dropping below 4% in the 1998 

elections and to 1% in 2002.  Several small parties and associations have attempted to take up the 

Republicans’ message but with little political success. 

  On the opposite end of the political spectrum Václav Havel played a crucial role in 

securing the country’s international reputation for individual liberalism.  As Czech President 

from 1993 to 2003, Havel consistently advocated a brand of liberal individualism that verged on 

the de-nationalized vision of human relationships described as “cosmopolitanism.”  Despite his 

longevity in office, however, Havel’s overall political influence remained largely symbolic, and 

he played little direct role in shaping the Czech Republic’s policy toward minority cultural 

groups.   
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  Among the party leaders with direct influence over policy, official positions fell mostly 

within the liberal individualist category, but with much less cosmopolitan flavor.17  Particularly 

notable are the positions of the Czech Civic Democratic Party (ODS) and its then-coalition-

partner the Civic Democratic Alliance (ODA).  Both parties defined themselves explicitly as 

“liberal,” and ODS leader Vaclav Klaus’s frequently insisted that the “foundation of the state is 

the free citizen.”18 The leaders of both parties approached questions about the Roma minority 

with emphasis on individual rights.  Pavol Bratinka, a leader the Civic Democratic Alliance 

(ODA). similarly argued that “the explicit and specific problems of the Roma community should 

not be ignored.  Nevertheless, we must build on the principle that all citizens are equal before the 

law.  No group can get any advantages and no measures can be applied according to an ethnic 

key… [e]ven if it sometimes seems to be the easiest way.”19 

  The liberal individualism of ODS and ODA lacked consistent application, however.  

Czech citizenship law offers a particularly notable example of legal criteria that appeared to 

avoid “ethnic keys” yet obviously affected some groups more than others.  The Czech Republic’s 

law governing the transfer of citizenship from Czechoslovakia included clauses that withheld 

Czech citizenship to those with a criminal record and without a record of residence in the Czech 

Republic.  Klaus acknowledged that these conditions were more likely to exclude Roma than 

other groups, but he argued that “the government cannot change the accepted law for the sake of 

one group of inhabitants.”20  The citizenship law’s uniquely negative impact on Roma became 

even more apparent in the wake of subsequent legislation allowing the Foreign Ministry to waive 

citizenship requirements for a community of Czechs emigrating from Ukraine.  This decision 

caused Human Rights Watch to conclude that “it was easier for an ethnic Czech in Ukraine who 
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had committed a murder to gain Czech citizenship than a law-abiding Rom who was born and 

lived his entire life in the Czech Republic.”21  Whether Klaus and his political associates 

genuinely accepted a liberal-individualist notion of politics is debatable,22 but it is significant that 

policies justified through individual-rights rhetoric resulted in some collective disadvantage for 

Roma.  The individualist position was especially weak among officials at regional and local 

levels, particularly in communities with large numbers of Roma.  

  Most of the prominent Roma-related political conflicts—from the segregation of 

swimming pools to subsidies for Roma willing to emigrate, to the construction of walls 

separating Roma and Czech settlements—began with municipal officials, and tended to create 

conflicts within parties between the local and national levels.  The relatively small size of the 

Roma population, its institutional fragmentation23 and geographical dispersion meant that Roma-

related issues received little attention at national levels and permitted discontinuity between 

individualist rhetoric among top officials and a more exclusivist view at lower levels.  

Pluralist Consensus, Mixed Rights: Hungary 

  In Hungary, as in the Czech Republic, there was no sizeable internal minority that could 

enforce claims to cultural rights.  Hungarians reached a different consensus, however, because of 

considerations about Hungarian cultural minorities in neighboring countries.  Roma comprise a 

large minority of Hungary’s population—2% according to the 2001 census, 5% to 6% according 

to more detailed estimates24— but (as in other Central and Eastern European countries) internal 

divisions, a scarcity of political resources, and the “absence of a coherent ethnic identity” have 

limited and fragmented the cultural claims of Roma.25 By contrast, Hungarians living outside of 

Hungary’s borders have articulated explicit demands for cultural rights in the countries in which 
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they live and sought to enlist Hungary as a guarantor of those rights.  Within Hungary, 

furthermore, family relations and cultural exchange across the borders contributed to widely-

shared popular interest in the protection of Hungarian minorities abroad.  As a result, Hungary’s 

parties reached widespread agreement on a pluralist stance.   

  One notable exception to this consensus is the national-exclusivist Hungarian Justice and 

Life Party (MIÉP), which maintained a high profile in the country’s politics despite relatively 

weak popular support.  MIÉP has consistently employed irredentist slogans and consciously 

echoed French nationalist Jean-Marie Le Pen.  Two other small parties, the Independent 

Smallholders’ Party and the Christian Democratic People’s Party, have echoed some of MIÉP’s 

exclusivism, though their positions have been less consistently extreme.  The position has found 

only limited electoral appeal, however.  MIÉP did not manage to achieve parliamentary 

representation until 1998 and again fell below the 5% parliamentary threshold in 2002.  The 

Christian Democrats became a marginal political force after parliamentary defeat in 1998, and, 

after growth in the mid-1990’s, the Smallholders’ support collapsed before the 2002 elections 

(for reasons largely unrelated to cultural policy). 

  All other major political forces in Hungary have adopted pluralist positions on the 

national question, but they differ in the degree to which they support the recognition of group 

rights.  The country’s two largest parties—the Alliance of Young Democrats and the Hungarian 

Socialist Party—stand near the center while two smaller parties—the Hungarian Democratic 

Forum and the Alliance of Free Democrats—stand slightly further out on opposing sides.  Of the 

pluralist parties the Hungarian Democratic Forum has been the most inclined toward recognition 

of collective rights.  Under Prime Minister József Antall, Democratic Forum was the strongest 
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party in a national-conservative governing alliance between 1990 and 1994, and its institutional 

initiatives remained important parts of Hungary’s minority policy even after the party’s support 

ebbed.  The Minority Self-Government Act in 1993, for instance, recognized 13 national and 

ethnic minorities (including the Roma) and enabled them to form their own elected bodies to 

work in partnership with local and national levels of government.  The act became the basis for 

the creation in 1995 of the National Minority Self-Government system.26  The Antall government 

also began the process of institutionalizing relations with Hungarians abroad and signing 

“Friendship Treaties” with neighboring countries that incorporated sizable Hungarian 

populations. 

  On the other side of the individual-collective debate, the Alliance of Free Democrats has 

consistently supported pluralism within a liberal framework.  Although unable to repeat early 

political successes, the party has continued to play a significant role in Hungarian politics with a 

stable electoral base of 5% to 10%.  Free Democrats formally identify themselves as a liberal 

democratic party with an emphasis on the primacy of individual freedom and human rights.  

Remarkably among political parties in the region (including those that define themselves in 

liberal terms), the party’s ideological doctrine has emphasized not only universal human rights, 

but also the need to defend the rights of all disadvantaged groups.  Included are not only ethnic 

minorities but also sexual minorities, women, children, and the handicapped.27  The Free 

Democrats’ approach to Hungarian minorities outside of Hungary is consistent with a liberal-

pluralist stance:  The party advocated ethnic Hungarians’ right to cultural reproduction yet 

opposed efforts to provide them benefits solely on grounds of ethnicity. 

  On questions of cultural rights, Hungary’s two largest parties have occupied an even 

narrower range between individual and collective rights within the general framework of 
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pluralism.  After the 1994 elections, the Alliance of Young Democrats (FIDESZ) actively 

supported a national pluralist position on cultural rights, combining individual freedoms with 

advocacy for the institutional recognition of minorities’ collective rights.28  Under the leadership 

of Viktor Orbán, this party has moved from a liberal-democratic ideology to a conservative 

nationalism that places increased emphasis on Hungarian national interests.29 While in 

government between 1998 and 2002, the FIDESZ program cited liberal principles in its 

definition of citizenship, while in practice defining nationhood in cultural terms.  The party 

combined individual freedoms with advocacy for the institutional recognition of collective rights 

both in relation to ethnic minorities in Hungary (by supporting minority self-governments) and in 

relation to Hungarians living abroad.30 Since 2001, the party has placed increasing emphasizes 

on relations with Hungarians abroad.  Central to its strategy were the “Law on Hungarians 

Living in Neighboring Countries” (or “Status Law”) adopted in 200131 and the party’s 2004 

(failed) campaign for legislation to grant Hungarian citizenship to ethnic Hungarians abroad. 

  The Hungarian Socialist Party (MSZP), FIDESZ’s main parliamentary opponent and the 

strongest party in Hungary’s post-2002 coalition government, is a successor of the reform 

communist wing of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party that has redefined itself as a social-

democratic party.  Although a staunch opponent of FIDESZ’s policies, MSZP has supported the 

same approach of combining liberal guarantees of individual rights with the formal recognition 

of group rights.  MSZP recognizes collective rights for national minorities and supports 

institutional structures that guarantee group cultural reproduction.  In relation to Hungarian 

minorities abroad, the party advocates policies that help strengthen the socio-economic status of 

these minorities in their countries in ways that would allow them to maintain themselves as 
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separate cultures.32 At the same time, the MSZP leadership has been strongly critical of 

FIDESZ’s approach to nation-building.  In the 2004, MSZP campaigned against offering 

citizenship to ethnic Hungarians abroad.  The MSZP leadership has also pursued a more 

consensual approach to Hungary’s relations with its neighbors.  Thus, the primary difference 

between MSZP and FIDESZ has been in the manner in which the two parties have articulated 

their positions to their domestic and international audiences. 

Contested Pluralism, Collective Rights: Romania and Slovakia 

  In Romania and Slovakia, the presence of large and politically active Hungarian cultural 

minorities helped to produce a broader spectrum of positions on cultural policy than in the 

previous two cases.  These positions (including those that formally advanced liberal 

individualism) focused on groups rather than individuals but differed substantially in the balance 

of rights allotted to majority and minority groups. 

  Similar patterns in the two countries have much to do with similarities in ethnic 

composition.  Roma and Hungarians are by far the most significant minority cultural groups in 

both countries:  Hungarians comprise nearly 10% of the population in Slovakia and nearly 7% in 

Romania.  Although the Roma population is as large or larger—estimates suggest 9% to 10% in 

Slovakia and 8% to 12% in Romania33—the debate about cultural rights for Roma faced the 

same limitations as the Czech Republic and Hungary:  weak common Roma identity, poor 

organization, and few resources.  Furthermore, unlike in Hungary, the problem of co-ethnics 

living abroad has played only a limited role.  Few Slovaks living in the Czech Republic expect 

Slovakia to act as a kin-state, and few Romanians in Moldova look to Romania.  Nor have 

concerns about these populations (or the much smaller number of Slovaks and Romanians in 
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other countries) resonated with domestic political audiences.  Questions of cultural rights for 

Hungarian minorities and Hungary’s role as a kin-state thus dominate the political agenda in both 

countries. 

  The national circumstances of the two cases differed only in one important regard: 

Slovakia has only recently achieved independence.  Until 1993 the primary questions of cultural 

rights for Slovaks involved their relationship with the majority Czech population of 

Czechoslovakia.  Independence eliminated some of these questions but intensified others.  

Independent Slovakia faced questions not only about the role of minorities, particularly 

Hungarians, but also a more significant debate about the role of the majority in its effort to build 

a “national” state.34  The effects of this difference, however, manifest themselves only in a few 

relatively isolated areas discussed below.  In most respects, the two countries demonstrate an 

extremely similar array of collective-rights positions.   

National Pluralism in the Minority Population  

  The Hungarian ethnic parties in Slovakia and Romania have firmly supported pluralism 

as the basis for cultural rights, usually within the broader context of support for collective rights.  

Hungarian political leaders in both countries defined their visions for cultural rights in terms of 

equality between the Hungarian cultural group and that of the majority population.  In Romania, 

the overwhelming political party of choice for most Hungarians has been the Democratic 

Alliance of Hungarians in Romania (RMDSZ).  Although made up of several factions 

institutionalized as “platforms,” this party has consistently articulated the notion that national 

minorities should have the same rights to cultural reproduction as the majority population:  the 

unrestricted right to language use in institutions of education, culture, and self-government, and 
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the unrestricted right to maintain Hungarian cultural traditions and their relationships with kin 

abroad.  All RMDSZ platforms have accepted the notion of collective rights in addition to 

individual rights, even though they differ internally on how they derive their claims to rights.  At 

one end of the spectrum, conservative-Christian leaders have argued that Hungarian cultural 

rights were natural entitlements.  At the other end, those in the liberal faction claim that 

autonomous individuals should be allowed to join communities and exercise rights through those 

communities.35  From 1993, overall RMDSZ strategy has remained in the control of moderates 

under the leadership of Béla Markó, who has advocated a gradualist strategy based on 

negotiation with minority-friendly majority political forces and a collectivist approach to cultural 

rights that at the same time emphasizes liberal principles.36  Under Markó’s leadership, RMDSZ 

has pushed for the institutional recognition that Romania is a state of multiple national and ethnic 

groups. 

  In Slovakia, Hungarian political leadership spans a nearly identical spectrum.  A liberal 

wing—Slovakia’s Hungarian Civic Party—argued for linguistic and cultural rights on the basis 

of individual choice and personal fulfillment, while its more collectivist rival—Együttélés 

(Coexistence)—has demanded national pluralism.  As in Romania, the political power of 

Hungarians in Slovakia has most often remained in the hands of moderates, here represented by 

the Hungarian Christian Democratic Movement.37 The policy proposals of the Hungarian parties 

in both countries sought to guarantee for Hungarians many of the same de facto collective rights 

enjoyed by the majority populations.  In Slovakia, the Hungarian parties’ demands in their 

strongest form represented a level of collective benefits as equal as possible to the level that 

majority population enjoyed merely by virtue of their status as the majority population.  

Együttélés’s detailed 1994 proposal for territorial arrangement, for example, not only would have 
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separated the country into majority Slovak regions and a majority Hungarian region but also 

would have maintained parity in the percentage of each population that would be forced to live 

as a minority within regions dominated by the other ethnic group.38  Hungarian political 

representatives used a variety of arguments to assert the essential equivalence of Slovak and 

Hungarian claims.  In particular, they sought to portray the Hungarian minority as a co-equal 

“titular” (technically “state forming”) element in Slovakia.39 It is noteworthy, however, that 

Slovakia’s Hungarian parties have rarely extended this status to other ethnic groups. 

National Exclusivism and Pseudo-Liberalism in the Majority Population 

  During the first part of the 1990s, the politically most significant parties within the 

majority population of both countries adopted national exclusivist approach to cultural rights.  

These parties, however, often made their claims in the language of liberal individualism.  Until 

the late 1990’s, Romania’s largest party, the Social Democratic Party (PSD),40 insisted on an 

almost unlimited right of cultural reproduction for ethnic Romanians at the expense of all other 

groups.  In these claims the party found support from the smaller but even more vocal Party of 

Romanian National Unity and Greater Romanian Party.  During the same period in Slovakia, the 

Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) and the Slovak National Party (SNS) used a slim 

parliamentary majority to pursue similar policies on behalf of ethnic Slovaks. 

  In Romania, the Party of Romanian National Unity and the Greater Romania Party 

unambiguously claimed collective rights exclusively for the majority, without justifying their 

demands on the basis of individual rights.  By the 2000 parliamentary elections, Greater 

Romania had become the main exclusivist nationalist party in the country, and its leader, 

Corneliu Vadim Tudor, took second place in presidential voting with nearly a third of the total 
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vote.41  In parliament throughout the 1990’s and in coalition government in 1995, this party 

showed a great degree of ideological continuity with the centralizing and national homogenizing 

tendencies of the Ceauşescu regime.  The party’s anti-minority policy proposals included a ban 

on the use of minority languages in local administration, courts and education, and a prohibition 

on ethnic parties.42 

  Romania’s Social Democratic Party (PSD), an offspring of the National Salvation Front 

established in 1989 by second and third-tier Communist party apparatchiks, has remained the 

single most important party in Romania since its inception in 1989.  Its leader, Ion Iliescu, was 

appointed as president in 1990 and won two of the three subsequent presidential elections.  In the 

period between 1990 and 1996, the Iliescu-led party pursued a national-exclusivist line, building 

a collective and majority-centered vision of Romania directly into the new constitution which 

begins by noting that the Romanian state rests on the unity of the Romanian “popor,” which in 

the current Romanian understanding means people in the ethnic sense (like the German 

“Volk”).43 The educational and cultural policies adopted during this period aimed to increase 

institutional spaces for the majority language and limit those for minority languages.  The Iliescu 

government in this period explicitly rejected the notion of group rights for the minority and 

opposed institutional decentralization that would have empowered the Hungarian minority. 

  In Slovakia, majority exclusivist parties took a similar approach, but in many ways 

surpassed their Romanian counterparts in their unwillingness to compromise with the Hungarian 

minority, particularly on questions of language rights.44 The Slovak National Party (SNS) and 

the Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) repeatedly emphasized the role of Slovaks as 

Slovakia’s ‘titular’ or ‘state-forming’ (štátotvorný) nation’ and actively sought to ensure 

collective benefits for the Slovak majority.  SNS called for schools as “nation-serving 



 
18 

 

institutions” and legislation to make Slovak the exclusive language in the official domain and 

public education.45 HZDS programs endorsed similar policies in more muted tones,46 and the 

public statements of some high-level HZDS officials (including some by party chair and prime 

minister Vladimír Mečiar) frequently rivaled in vehemence the comments of SNS leaders.47 

  The representatives of these majority parties in both countries made use of liberal 

individualist arguments in justifying their nationalist exclusivist course.  SNS in Slovakia, for 

example, rejected “collective rights for national minorities as a disintegrative tendency which at 

present has no support in international law.”48  Both HZDS and SNS proposed the resolution of 

nationality disputes according to the principle of individual rights of citizens.  The frequent use 

by these parties of the “civic” principle in this context reveals the unusual affinity between 

liberal individualism and national exclusivism in ethnically divided societies.  In this strategy, 

the civic principle was reduced to a sum of individual preferences that, in practice, created 

advantages for the majority population.  The abstract principles of individualism reserved 

collective rights to the majority ethnic groups, Slovaks and Romanians.  Meanwhile, those 

majority political actors who remained consistent to individual liberalism in rhetoric and policy 

preferences either drifted to the political margins or migrated to national pluralist parties 

discussed below, which supported a degree of equality—albeit equality among groups rather 

than individuals. 

  

National Pluralism in the Majority Population 

  By the late 1990s, national exclusivism no longer dominated minority policy in either 

Romania or Slovakia.  Iliescu lost the Romanian presidency in the 1996; when he returned to 
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power in 2000, he did so with more moderate approach to minority policy.  Slovakia’s HZDS 

and SNS lost control of government after the 1998 elections.  In both cases the new governments 

included Hungarians.  These changes in leadership, however, did not mean the victory of liberal 

individualism over collectivist approaches to cultural policy.  Rather, the majority-minority 

agreements that helped bring about moderation in both countries relied on a pluralist balance that 

informally accommodated group rights for both majority and minority groups. 

  Although the new Romanian government led by the Romanian Democratic Convention 

formally rejected the idea of collective cultural rights, the 1996 elections marked the beginning 

of an increasingly pluralist period in Romania.  Government parties continued to advance 

policies in favor of majority cultural reproduction but were also willing to allow for policies that 

accommodated similar rights for minorities.  The largest governing party, the Christian 

Democratic National Peasant Party, supported efforts to increase Romanian control in the 

counties where Hungarians compose regional majorities and advocated Romanian state support 

for the cultural reproduction of kin abroad, especially to strengthen Romanian cultural 

dominance in Moldova (where Russian and other minorities pushed for linguistic pluralism).49 

The National Liberal Party, which emphasized liberal-individualist values, also identified the 

promotion of Romanian culture as a priority. 50 Yet both parties also supported proposals that 

offered de facto group rights for Hungarians including the restitution of minority church property 

and guarantees of minority language use in local government, education, and the courts. 

  Following Iliescu’s return to power after the 2000 parliamentary and presidential 

elections, the government continued an accommodative approach to minority relations that 

involved a complicated mixture of liberal-individualist rhetoric, majority collectivist goals, and 

expressions of cooperation that were more characteristic of national pluralists.  At one level, the 
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party continued to employ language of individual rights that is characteristic of liberals.51 As 

before, the rhetorical commitment to “individual rights” did not prevent the party from rewarding 

the titular majority culture with what were in practice a broad range of collective rights to 

cultural reproduction.  PSD continued to resist amendments to the constitution that would replace 

references to “the Romanian people” as the source of national sovereignty with the phrase “the 

citizens of Romania.”52  The party also continued to champion the “promotion of the Romanian 

values in the world cultural space, an action that will become a national interest objective for all 

the institutions of the Romanian state.”53 Yet PSD’s practical steps after 2000 suggest a marked 

change toward pluralism or increased willingness to award collective benefits to other cultural 

groups, while never explicitly using the phrase “collective rights.”  After the 2000 election, 

Iliescu and his Prime Minister Adrian Năstase entered into cooperation agreements with the 

opposition Hungarian party and worked with this party to implement a considerably more 

minority-friendly institutional framework in Romania.  Even though PSD deputies often 

expressed agreement in parliamentary debates with their exclusivist nationalist colleagues from 

the Greater Romania Party, they rejected Greater Romania’s proposals to limit Hungarian 

language use.54 In 2003, PSD helped to push through a constitutional amendment that guaranteed 

minority language use in courts.  

  In Slovakia, support for pluralist approaches to cultural rights among majority parties 

remained hidden during the first part of the 1990s.  The exclusivist HZDS-SNS government was 

quick to accuse rivals of being “anti-Slovak Slovaks,” and Slovak opposition parties used 

oblique approaches to signal moderate positions on minority issues.  The Christian Democratic 

Movement opted for a strategy of silence, making only vague references to minorities in its 
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programs and frequently refusing to take explicit positions on Hungarian-related issues in 

parliament.55  The Democratic Union initially offered a mild form of exclusivist nationalism, 

rejecting collective rights and autonomy, while advancing the “titular” rights of Slovaks in 

ethnically mixed areas.  But this party also shifted quickly to less specific statements about 

majority entitlements.56 The Party of the Democratic Left (SDL) sought to dispel any perception 

of favoritism toward Hungarian parties through meticulous balance between conflicting 

positions, weighing “the rights of individuals” and “the rights of minorities” against “the right of 

a nation to self-determination.”57 

  After the 1998 elections, the Slovak moderate parties that formed a governing coalition 

together with the Hungarian Coalition Party became increasingly more pluralist in their cultural 

policies, even though they did not formally recognize group rights.  The Slovak Democratic 

Coalition (SDL) that the Christian Democrats and the Democratic Union formed in 1998 

combined the reticence and vagueness of its component parties,58 but the minority policies that 

this coalition helped design manifested national pluralism.  SDL also made a conscious effort to 

translate the individual-group balance into actual policy proposals, advocating both a broader 

mastery of the Slovak language and culture among minority populations and a series of policies 

to accommodate minority demands in the sphere of language use and education. 

  Rather than a “de-ethnicization” of politics, as the liberal individualist position would 

predict, these parties achieved majority-minority cooperation through consistent efforts to adopt 

policies that in effect extended group rights to both majority and minority cultural groups.  Like 

their Romanian counterparts, majority parties in Slovakia refused to “de-ethnicize” the 

constitution by changing the reference from “the Slovak people” to “citizens of Slovakia.”  

Nevertheless, these parties in practice included the Hungarian minority in the political 
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community by maintaining governing coalitions with them even at times when such a coalition 

was not an electoral necessity.  With their low-key national pluralism, these parties have played a 

critical role in reducing national tensions in both countries. 

Cultural Rights and Policies in Public Opinion 

  Although political leaders and parties were the primary participants of the debate over 

cultural policy, the electorate also contributed to these debates at least indirectly.  Whereas 

partisanship had little relationship to cultural-rights attitudes in Hungary and the Czech Republic, 

far stronger relationships appeared in Romania and Slovakia.  As expected, the largest 

differences presented themselves between parties of the Hungarian minority and parties of the 

majority population.  Yet notable differences emerged also within the majority between the 

national exclusivist and national pluralist parties.   

  Survey questions offer only indirect measures of views on individual and group rights 

and the acceptable degree of pluralism.  The responses, however, confirm the pattern found 

among party leaders.  In particular, the existence of co-nationals abroad meant that supporters of 

Hungarian parties overwhelmingly favored the notion that the democratic state should allow 

multiple groups to reproduce their cultures.  Among respondents to a 1995 survey, Hungarians 

were considerably more likely than Czechs to agree that “Ethnic minorities should be given 

government assistance to preserve their customs and traditions” (77% of Hungarians as opposed 

to 44% of Czechs) and that “It is better for society if groups maintain their distinct customs and 

traditions (61% of Hungarians as opposed to 50% of Czechs).59 In Slovakia, more than 90% of 

the supporters of Hungarian minority parties expressed a preference for “maintaining minority 

tradition” rather than “adapting” to the broader society, compared to only 58% within the ethnic 
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Slovak population.  Hungarians in Romania expressed similarly high likelihood of support for 

statements about the rights of minorities to their own schools, churches, cultural organizations, 

press and parties according to a 1997 survey.60 

  On the whole, the majority populations in the two countries with strong internal 

minorities, Romania and Slovakia, expressed lower support for the reproduction of multiple 

cultures.  Members of the majority have by no means been unanimous on these questions, 

however.  In Slovakia, 1995 survey questions about minority tradition and adaptation show that 

supporters of Slovakia’s national-pluralist Christian Democrats and Democratic Union stood 

closer to the Hungarians’ than they did to supporters of Slovakia’s national exclusivist parties, 

HZDS and SNS.  In fact, virtually every nation-related question asked in surveys in Slovakia 

during the 1990’s produced a gap of similar magnitude.61 The 1997 Romania survey also shows 

a sizeable difference between parties.  On questions of minority rights, supporters of the Greater 

Romania party differed markedly from supporters of parties comprising the Democratic 

Convention, though the relative positions of party supporters on related questions were less 

consistent than in Slovakia.  In accord with the changing programmatic position of Iliescu during 

this period, supporters of his party occupied a position between the national pluralists of the 

Democratic Convention and the national exclusivists of Greater Romania.  Iliescu’s supporters 

proved to be particularly conciliatory on questions of language use. 

Accounting for Variation 

  The four countries studied here demonstrate three distinct patterns of the combination 

between collective rights and recognition of cultural pluralism:  a relatively narrow liberal-

individualist range in the Czech Republic (with an associated national-exclusivist wing); a 
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slightly wider range among liberal and national pluralists in Hungary; and a much wider range of 

disagreement between national exclusivists and national pluralists in Slovakia and Romania.  

Figure 2. compiles the analysis of the previous sections to provide a schematic (and 

approximate) representation of party positions on questions of collective rights and pluralism.   

Figure 3. offers a quantitative approach to the same question, though the extreme limitations of 

comparable survey data limit the reach of such analysis to a single snapshot of mass attitudes 

about pluralism in three of the four countries.  Nevertheless, the same patterns emerge.  

Hungarians (both in Hungary and in Slovakia) were more likely to support recognition of 

pluralism than were Czechs who, without significant internal or external minorities, were more 

likely to demand assimilation.  Slovakia exhibited a wider range of partisan opinion, even 

excluding the highly pluralist position taken by supporters of Slovakia’s Hungarian parties.62 

 

Figures 2. and 3. about here 

 

  What accounts for these differences?  The presence or absence of internal and external 

minorities plays a key role.  Figure 4, which sorts countries according to population status, 

corresponds closely to Figure 2, which sorts parties according to policy position.  The overlap is 

not perfect, however, and the relationship between demography and policy positions require 

attention to other factors, particularly the way in which majority and minority groups define 

themselves in relation to the state, the nature of groups’ cultural demands, and the political and 

socio-economic resources groups are able to mobilize domestically and internationally. 
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Figure 4. about here 

 

  Relationships between ethnic composition and cultural policy are more direct in some 

circumstances than others.  The Czech Republic’s majority population had little cause to think 

about group rights.  On one hand, Czechs in neighboring countries did not organize as minority 

groups or make appeals to their kin state; on the other hand, minority groups within in the Czech 

Republic—most notably Roma--did not challenge the hegemony of Czech culture with coherent 

cultural claims.  With few claims to group rights and little demand for pluralist policy, the liberal 

individualist approach became dominant.  At the same time, in the absence of meaningful 

political debate on the question, in instances of conflict between Czechs and Roma at the local 

level liberal individualism often gave way to national exclusivist policy in favor of the Czech 

majority. 

  Hungary’s similar domestic demographics might well have caused it to follow the same 

course if it were not for Hungarians abroad.  The size of that population, along with historical 

perceptions of neighboring states’ communist-era anti-Hungarian policies and fears of 

postcommunist cultural homogenization in those same countries led all major Hungarian 

political leaders to adopt pluralist positions that could appeal to voters at home by seeming to 

protect Hungarians abroad.  Hungarian leaders disagreed about the need for group rights, but 

agreed in their support of cultural pluralism in Hungary as a source of leverage for Hungarians in 

neighboring states.  This position was particularly potent because of its relatively low cost:  in 

the absence of a politically-mobilized domestic minority group, Hungarian leaders could support 

the pluralist demands of their co-ethnics abroad and even make pluralist concessions at home 

without endangering the dominance of Hungarian culture. 
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  In Romania and Slovakia, the presence of politically-organized minorities produced a 

wider range of positions on cultural rights and pluralism.  Hungarians minorities, supported by 

their kin state, created strong political organizations that could advance demands for autonomous 

institutions that would guarantee their continued cultural reproduction and minority self-

government in the territories where they lived.  Pluralism and collective rights thus became 

salient as claims to “titular” rights clashed with demands for minority rights.  In Slovakia, where 

political elites faced the additional challenge of establishing a new national state, the largest 

political party of the majority population opted for a policy of national exclusivism.  In Romania, 

dominant elites likewise adopted national exclusivism as part of their efforts to consolidate a 

national state in the midst of by three other former federal states that had collapsed along sub-

state national lines.  Yet national exclusivism was not the only response that emerged in these 

circumstances.  A strong national pluralism emerged not only among Hungarians but gradually 

also within the majority population.  

  The rise of national pluralism within the majority population suggests that demography is 

not destiny and that political leaders may choose options other than majority-minority conflict.  

Divisions within the majority political spectrum on cultural rights questions forced majorities 

and minorities into conversation.  In the second half of the 1990’s, voters in both Romania and 

Slovakia replaced national exclusivist governments with elected national pluralist governments.  

These accepted the participation of Hungarian minority parties and negotiated a mutually-

tolerable degree of cultural pluralism within a tacit framework of group rights.  In Romania, 

furthermore, the changes extended not only to the replacement of a national exclusivist 
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government by a national pluralist one but even to the moderation of the country’s largest party 

from national exclusivism to a degree of national pluralism. 

  International incentives, especially the prospect of EU accession, played a role in shaping 

these changes, but the influence was indirect and unpredictable.  Despite consistent Western 

encouragement of liberal individualism, most of the region’s political actors opted for a group 

rights approach.  The disjunction offers an important lesson about the ways in which domestic 

actors used international resources according to their own definitions of national interest.  

Domestic actors found ways to use international resources that were quite different from those 

intended by the international actors themselves.  National minorities emphasized Western 

messages of “minority protection” and referred selectively to instances of national pluralism in 

Western democracies (Swedes in Finland, South Tyrol in Italy and Catalonia in Spain) as 

legitimation for their claims.  National-exclusivist elites also proved adept at using the theoretical 

language of liberal individualism in ways that privileged their own groups and excluded 

minorities.  The main EU contribution was to push pro-EU parties into serious negotiations with 

minority parties.  The resulting dialog did not conform to EU recommendations but reduced 

tension nevertheless. 

 

Assessing Outcomes 

  The indirect role of Western influence on rights policy in Central and Eastern Europe 

reflects a deeper disjunction between theoretical approaches and political reality on the ground.  

In most countries in the region, political leaders from majority and minority populations have 

pursued overwhelmingly collectivist positions.  Pure individual-rights approaches remained 

confined to politically inconsequential intellectuals committed to the concept of a civic nation 
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and to a few cosmopolitan-minded liberals who ignored nationality in favor of the “global city”.  

Even in the Czech Republic, where leaders actively endorsed individual rights, the absence of 

organized claims by minority cultural groups meant that individualism remained largely untested 

and vulnerable to the exclusivist decisions at local levels.  For those who endorse liberal-

individualism as a necessary condition for resolving majority-minority conflicts over cultural 

rights, the predominance of collective-rights policies might be regarded as a mark of failure, but 

the failure is only theoretical.  In fact group-rights approaches provided messy but effective 

solutions, while the elegance of liberal individualism attracted those with the least interest in 

accommodation. 

  Leaders of majority-group parties in Romania and Slovakia quickly realized that in an 

ethnically-polarized environment, the rejection of rights for minority groups may translate 

automatically into de facto group rights for the majority.  It is ironic—but not surprising—that 

the leaders most prone to aggressive limitations on minority groups were most likely to adopt 

liberal individualist rhetoric.  During the mid-1990’s, Romania’s Iliescu and Slovakia’s Mečiar 

adopted Western language of individual rights not only because they sought to curry favor with 

Western diplomats but also because the new language dovetailed conveniently with their own 

interests.  These examples indicate that, without proper care, the insistence on individual rights 

can benefit precisely those parties that are most dangerous to ethnic reconciliation in the region. 

  It is significant that, since the second half of the 1990s, the driving forces in Central and 

Eastern Europe have emphasized neither liberal individualism nor national exclusivism but 

rather various forms of pluralism that acknowledge some need for balance between individual 

and collectivity as well as the need for some balance among collective groups.  Although the 
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distribution of rights has remained asymmetrical, it has not been one-sided, and the politically 

resourceful minorities in particular have obtained many of the cultural rights they demanded.   

  Politicians in many postcommunist countries thus bypassed the Western debate about the 

“right” to cultural reproduction.  While in principle ignoring (or even denying) the question of 

group rights, these leaders have taken steps to recognize groups in practice.  The political efforts 

of liberals who believe in cultural pluralism for the benefit of the individual ultimately differ 

little from the efforts of collectivists who accept a degree of pluralism and practical 

accommodation among groups.  The postcommunist debate about the right to cultural 

reproduction has thus focused not on the question whether cultural rights are legitimate, but on 

the more practical questions of “how much?” and “to whom?”  It is not the spread of an 

individual-rights mindset that has reduced ethnic tensions in Slovakia and Romania but rather the 

emergence of pluralist mindsets—both liberal and national. 

  The parties instrumental in this process do not conform to Western prescriptions.  Their 

commitment to individual rights is limited at best, and they often seek to evade any 

categorization at all.  They may even be accused of some of the same pseudo-liberalism of their 

national exclusivist counterparts since they tacitly accept the idea of collective rights even as 

they reject it in their public statements.  Unlike the exclusivists, however, the pseudo-liberal 

pluralists recognize at least some of the demands of minority groups while at the same time 

reserving a privileged position for the majority group. 

  This national pluralism offers an escape route from the confrontational and unstable path 

that national exclusivists have pursued and that liberal individualists have inadvertently 

encouraged.  While unsatisfactory to many liberals because of its reification of collectivities, 

such a resolution may not only ease tensions but may also serve as a halfway house on the way 
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to a more individualist pluralism.  In setting standards that will contribute to peace and stability 

in the region the West should focus less on discouraging group rights and more on encouraging 

pluralism among groups. 
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Figure 1. Typology of approaches to cultural rights and cultural policy. 
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Figure 2. Typology of positions of political parties in postcommunist Europe on 
cultural rights and cultural policy  
(Numbers in parentheses show average range of electoral support) 
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Figure 3. Positions of party electorates in postcommunist Europe on cultural 
policy, 1995 
(Circle size proportionate to party vote in subsequent election)
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Figure 4. Distribution of internal and external minorities in postcommunist 
European countries 
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