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Abstract  
In December 2012 Hungarian students rallied to protest against cutbacks in scholarships and to the 
introduction of tuition fees. Two years later, in October 2014, thousands of (mostly young) people gathered at 
anti-government demonstrations against a proposal to include the taxation of Internet usage in the Taxation 
Law. The article brings results on changes in patterns of democratic citizenship among Hungarian students and 
demonstrates that despite their issue related ‘rational rebellion’ democratic transition resulted in a low-level of 
political participation and commitment to democratic values among them. We describe democratic attitudes of 
Hungarian college and university students by using both qualitative and quantitative data asking if they have 
developed a commitment to democracy as a system of rule. 
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1. Introduction 
University students have played an important role in revolutionary changes throughout Hungarian history 

(1848, 1956). Members of this age cohort are embedded both in the traditional values of their families and 
in the new ideas of youth organizations, and are therefore very sensitive to societal changes. Although sit-
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ins at universities are quite a current phenomenon in Western societies, and there have been organized 
such actions also in East-Central Europe (e.g. in 2009 in Vienna1 or in Zagreb2), this form of direct action 
has happened first time in Hungary in 2012. Students protested against the Hungarian Government’s 
planned cuts in the state subsidies to finance college tuition in Budapest on 10 December 2012. After a sit-
in at Eötvös Loránd University’s (that is the biggest university in Hungary) lecture hall m ore than 1 000 

students rallied, blocking bridges over the Danube in freezing weather, and marched to Parliament. The 
protest later became a nationwide movement and students organized similar actions in different Hungarian 
cities over the course of several week. Two years later, in late October 2014, anti -government 
demonstrations were held in Hungary, which were triggered by the government's announcement of a 

proposal to include the taxation of Internet usage in the Taxation Law. On 26th of October thousands of 
(mostly young) people gathered. On 28th similar events took place in multiple cities in Hungary. Reuters 
estimated the number of people approximately 100,000 at the second demonstration. These events (2012, 
2014) can be considered as ‘rebellion’, a point at which the lurking deep dissatisfaction breaks up. Since 
our data covers a period between 2011 and 2015 our analysis can bring interesting new results on changes 

in patterns of democratic citizenship in Hungary.  
Analyzing university student’s attitudes is relevant because among social institutions univers ities 

are one of the most important socialization agents for democratic education. As well as serving the 
interests of individuals, the higher education also accomplishes community goals in contemporary 
societies. Many scholars argue that universities have a civic mission to serve public good and to create 

democratic citizens (Barnett 2007, Ehrlich 2000, Biesta 2009). It is also mentioned that university is a civic 
mission itself (Barber 1991). According to Shapiro (2005), the fundamental requirement of university 
education is creating democratic citizens and Nussbaum also talks (2002) about the necessary 
representation of deliberative democratic citizenship in higher education.  Galston (2001) has argued that 
student’s participation in university community may increase their chance to become politically engaged 

and to acquire basics skills to serve public good. These arguments suggest that universities play an 
important role in democratic citizenship education and the training of citizens inside the universi ty has also 
an impact on democracy outside the university. 

Hungary was the first country in the East Central European region that succeeded in building and 

stabilizing democratic institutions following the collapse of communism in 1989/1990. We build on the 
literature about the empirical and theoretical framework of measuring democratic attitudes to answer the 
question if 25 years after the collapse of communism we can witness the emergence of a new generation of 
active Hungarian democrats? Has this period allowed for forging a coherent vision of democracy, accepting 
and interiorizing democratic values and commitments? Or instead, does the Hungarian case underline Orit 

Ichilov’s statement that he wrote in 1990: even if a generation grows up and matures in a democratic 
system, this does not guarantee that a democratic political culture will take root in society (Ichilov 1990:11 -
20)? Based on the empirical framework, the study shows empirical results on democratic commitment 
among Hungarian students.  

 

                                              
1A sit-in at Vienna University’s lecture hall has inspired thousands of other students all over the country to demand the 
government ploughs more money into the education system http://www.euronews.com/2009/10/29/austria-s-students-demand-
reforms  
2On 20 April 2009, the independent students' initiative for the right to free education started an occupation of the  Faculty of 
Humanities and Social Sciences in Zagreb, Croatia. The occupation lasted for 35 days  http://arhiva.dalje.com/en-croatia/faculty-
bloc-lifted-34-days-later/260322  

http://www.euronews.com/2009/10/29/austria-s-students-demand-reforms
http://www.euronews.com/2009/10/29/austria-s-students-demand-reforms
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faculty_of_Humanities_and_Social_Sciences
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faculty_of_Humanities_and_Social_Sciences
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Croatia
http://arhiva.dalje.com/en-croatia/faculty-bloc-lifted-34-days-later/260322
http://arhiva.dalje.com/en-croatia/faculty-bloc-lifted-34-days-later/260322
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2. Conceptualizing and Measuring Democracy among Young People 

There are many studies which have created their own conceptualization and measuring processes for 
citizenship current debates about conceptualizing and measuring democracy (Coppedge and Gerring  
2011). In the following chapter, we try to describe the most important results of these attempts from the 
perspective of young people.  
 

Table 2-1. Conceptions of Democracy 
 
Source: Coppedge and Gerring, 2011:254 

 
 

There is no consensus on what democracy at large means. After surveying the literature, Coppedge 
and Gerring defined six key models: electoral, liberal, majoritarian, participatory, deliberative, and 

egalitarian (see Table 1). These conceptions taken together offer a fairly comprehensive accounting of the 
concept of democracy as it is employed today.  

Norman H. Nie, Jane Junn, and Kenneth Stehlik-Barry (1996) have argued that democratic 
education is the key element for creating active citizens. Proving this statement, they conceptualized the 
main dimensions of democratic citizenship. Authors have identified two elements which are the most 

important components of it: political engagement and democratic enlightenment. T he political engagement 
means the capability of citizens to engage in self-rule and pursue their interests. Democratic enlightenment 
signifies the understanding and acceptation of democratic rules by the citizens (11 pp). The first dimension 

 Principles Institutions Question 

I.Electoral (elite, 
minimal, realist, 
Schumpeterian) 

Contestation, competition Elections, political parties, 
competitiveness and 

turnover 

Are government offices 
filled by free and fair 
multiparty elections? 

II.Liberal (consensus, 
pluralist) 

Limited government, multiple 
veto points, horizontal 

accountability, individual 
rights, civil liberties, 

transparency 

Multiple, independent, and 
decentralized, with special 

focus on the role of the 
media, interest groups, the 

judiciary, and a written 
constitution with explicit 

guarantees 

Is political power 
decentralized & 

constrained? 

III.Majoritarian 
(responsible party 
government) 

Majority rule, centralization, 
vertical accountability 

Consolidated and 
centralized, with special 

focus on the role of 
political parties 

Does the majority (or 
plurality) rule? 

IV. Participatory Government by the people Election law, civil society, 
local government, direct 

democracy 

Do ordinary citizens 
participate in politics? 

V. Deliberative Government by reason Media, hearings, panels, 
other deliberative bodies 

Are political decisions the 
product of public 

deliberation? 
VI. Egalitarian Political equality Designed to ensure equal 

participation, 
representation, protection, 

and politically relevant 
resources 

Are all citizens equally 
empowered? 
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of democratic citizenship (political engagement) includes elements of knowledge about political leaders and 
the participation in political activities. The second dimension involves knowledge of democratic principles 
and tolerance. There are several factors which belong to both dimensions. The knowledge of current 
political facts, political attentiveness and the procedure of voting are common elements of the two 
separated theoretical dimensions.   

According to B. Hoskins and M. Mascherini (2006), there are different dimensions of active 
citizenship. Authors have constructed a composite indicator and they have used ESS data from 2002. The 
structure of their composite indicator builds on four different dimensions: Political Life, Civil Society, 
Community and Values. The four dimensions include all in all 63 basic indicators with different scales. The 

dimension of Political Life includes data about party membership, volunteering, participating in party 
activities and donating money. It refers to the conventional representative democracy and it involves 9 
different factors. The dimension of Civil Society focuses to political non-govermental action such as 
different kind of protests activities and participation in non-govermental orgarnizations. The Community Life 
describes such factors which are less overtly political and more oriented towards the community. The 

dimension includes 25 different indicators which refer the participation in religious, business, sports, cultural 
and social organizations. The dimension of Values includes elements about democracy and human rights. 
Authors have added to this dimension the factor of intercultural understanding also which reflect on the 
cultural diversification.  

The IEA CIVED Study3 (Jo-Ann Amadeo et al. 2001) measured civic engagement and knowledge of 

14-year-old students. For this, authors have developed measuring instruments and they intended to know 
what democracy means to students. The research topic had three sub-domains: democracy and its defining 
characteristics; institutions and practices in democracy; citizenship—rights and duties. During the 
conceptualization, the researchers have organized the 267 items into 14 different categories. ‘Democracy 
and its defining characteristics’ category includes the interpretation about characteristics of democracy and 

how identify the students the border between democratic and non-democratic government. Furthermore, 
this category also analyzes what students think about the transition from non-democratic to democratic 
political system. The category of institutions and practices in democracy involves questions about the 
characteristic and functions of elections and parties, the qualifications of candidates and the basic 

character of parliament, judicial system, law and police. The sub-domain category of citizenship-rights and 
duties analyze how students identify the citizens’  general rights, qualifications and obligations in 
democracy. It also tests how respondents understand the role of mass media and the citizen’s rights in the 
economic sphere.  

 

 
3. The Hungarian Case from a Comparative Perspective 
In order to have a general overview on students relationship to democracy in Europe, we have chosen the 
question ‘How important is for you to live in a democratically governed country’ from the most recent 
dataset (2012) of the European Social Survey4. Figure 3-1 and Figure 3-2 shows those respondents who 

have reported that they take part in the education system as students.  
According to these data Swiss and Danish students are the most satisfied with the way how 

democracy works in their country and for them it is important that their country is democratically governed. 

                                              
328 countries have participated in this research project between 1997 and 1998. 
4 The European Social Survey (ESS) is an academically driven cross-national survey that has been conducted across Europe 
since 2001. Every two years, face-to-face interviews are conducted with newly selected, cross-sectional samples.  
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Students in Cyprus are not satisfied with their country’s democratic government however they consider a 
country to be democratically governed as something very important. Similarly to Slovak, Polish, Lithuanian, 

Portuguese students, Hungarians find that their country is not very democratic but for them it is not a very 
important issue. Data clearly indicate the separation and the relative similarity of 4 groups of European 
countries. 

 
 

 
      Source: ESS 6.2.  

Figure 3-1. 
How important for you to live in democratically governed country by How democratic your country is overall – studied in the last 7 

days and the highest level of education is secondary school 
(means, 0–10) 

 
 

It is worth considering the gap5 between the importance of a country to be democratically 
governed, and how democratic that country is (Figure 3-2). Those countries where there is a low level of 
difference between the expectations towards the democratic system and the way how democracy works 
can be found in the left corner (Swiss, Danish Czech students) with low values, whereas those countries 
where the gap is high are in the right corner (Albania, Bulgaria, Cyprus). Hungarian students can be found 

in the first third of the sample that indicates quite a high gap meaning that it is quite important for students 
their country to be democratically governed but what they experience as reality does not fit to their 
expectations. 

 

                                              
5This is an index created by the mean of the question ‘How important for you to live in democratically governed country’ (0–10)  
and the mean of question ‘How democratic [country] is overall’ (0–10). We have deducted the number of the second question 
from the first and have taken the mean of the result. If the means value is 0 there is no gap between the importance and the 
reality of democracy. 

Western and 

Central Europe 

South Europe  
and Balkan 

UK 

HU 

AL 

IL 

IS 



 

 

  
Open Access at  https://sites.google.com/a/fspub.unibuc.ro/european-quarterly -of-political-attitudes-and-mentalities/ Page 20 

European Quarterly of Political Attitudes and Mentalities EQPAM  

Volume 7, No.1, January 2018 

                  ISSN 2285 – 4916 

                  ISSN-L 2285 - 4916 

 

 
Figure 3-2. Democratic gap (index)  

(Gap between the importance of democracy and the real democratic governance)*  
– studied in the last 7 days and the highest level of education is secondary school 

 
Method:  

How important for you to live in democratically governed country (0–10) - How democratic [country] is overall (0–10). 0 mean= 
there is no gap between the importance and the reality of democracy. 

 
 

Democratic participation as a missing link? Patterns of democratic citizenship among Hungarian 

university students 
The basic limitation of measuring’s democratic commitment is the way of understanding 

democratic normative values. The concept of democracy has always been a subject of the debates 
(Gutmann and Thompson, 1996). From this aspect, it is a legitimate question what kinds of interpretations 
exist about the concept of democracy among Hungarian university students? Answering this question, we 

also analyze qualitative data to demonstrate students’ perception about the democracy. Therefore, the 
empirical results rely on the students’ interpretation about democracy.  

In an earlier article (Szabó, 2015) we analysed Hungarian university students’ concept about 
democracy. Results have shown that the students’ view about democracy is very fragmented. We could 

distinguish 5 different interpretations among university students: the egalitarian approach of democracy, the 
majoritarian approach, the electoral approach, the deliberative approach and the liberal approach. It’s quite 
interesting that the collection of students’ interpretation is very similar to Coppedge and Gerring’s (2011) 
conception about democracy.  

Based on students’ answers the egalitarian interpretation of democracy emphasizes the 

relevance of equality before law in theory and practice. Based on students interpretations, the democracy is 
‘a system where there is equality, namely, equality before the law’, and ‘everyone has equal rights’. 
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Furthermore, the respondents usually said that the main trait of democracy are the ‘equality and 
the maintenance of law and order’. These statements emphasize the legal aspect of democracy but a lso 

show the social aspect as well. 
The majoritarian approach suggests that democracy is none other than the rule of majority. The 

students argue that there is democracy where ‘the goals of a community are defined based on what the 
majority of the community would like’. Based on respondents’ answers, in every democratic order ‘should 
prevail the will of the majority of the people’. This interpretation approaches to democracy from the insight 

of decision-making. 
 
Table 3-2. Student answers that are characteristic of different interpretations  
              (What does democracy mean to you?) 

Egalitarian Majoritarian Electoral Deliberative Liberal 

’A system where 
there is equality, 
namely, equality  
before the law’ 

‘The will of the  people 
prevails,  their freedom 

is  secured’ 

‘People elect the  
politicians, who  have to 

keep in mind the 
interests  of the people’ 

‘Everyone has an 
opinion and everyone’s 

opinion  counts’ 

‘A system where 
every person has 

the possibility to 
attain  their personal  

freedom’ 

‘Everyone has  
equal rights’ 

‘The goals of a 
community are defined 

based on what the 
majority of the 

community would like’ 

‘When people can  
choose their own  

leaders and they  can 
enforce their  will through 

them’ 

‘Everyone has a  say in 
which way  the country 
should  go and what 

aspects  should 
prevail’ 

‘Democracy means  
I can shape my  fate 

and I am  
responsible for it’ 

‘Equality and the  
maintenance of law  

and order’ 

‘The will of the  
majority of the  people 

should  prevail’ 

‘When people can  
choose their own  

leaders and they  can 
enforce their  will through 

them’ 

‘Everyone has a  say in 
the final  decision’ 

‘When someone  
has free will and  

basically acts  
according to their  
own intentions in  
accordance with  

certain rules’ 
    Source: Szabó, A. (2015:37) 

 
 

According the electoral approach, the democracy is cooperation between the people and their 

representatives, elected political leaders. The respondents emphasized that in democracy ‘people elect the 
politicians, who have to keep in mind the interests of the people’. With other words, ‘the people choose a 
person who conveys and carries out their will’. Based on these interpretations, that is democracy ‘when 
people can choose their own leaders and they can enforce their will through them’. This  approach suggests 
that democracy is a system of representation.  

The deliberative approach defines the meaning of democracy as the ability to voice opinion in the 
political decision-making process in equal measure. In democracy, every citizen has a say in public affairs, 
‘everyone has an opinion and everyone’s opinion counts’. Students suggest that ‘everyone can influence in 
which way the country should go and what aspects should prevail’. 

According to the liberal approach, democracy is a ’system where every person has the possibility to 

attain their personal freedom’. Respondents emphasize the relevance of free will and responsibility in 
democratic order. Based on students’ answers, democracy is ‘when someone has free will and basically 
acts according to their own intentions in accordance with certain rules’. This interpretation approaches to 
democracy from the aspect of individuality.  
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From the aspect of Coppedge and Gerring’s (2011) conceptions, one is missing from Hungarian 
students’ interpretations. Respondents didn’t emphasize the participatory elements of democracy in their 
answers. With other words, the participatory concept of democracy is not a characteristic element of 
student’s vision about Hungarian democracy. This result contradicts with the phenomena what we 
mentioned in the introduction. If the students have participated in those protests between 2012 and 2014, 

the lack of participatory concept from their interpretations is inconsistent. To clarify this contradiction, we 
conceptualize and measure the democratic attitudes of Hungarian university students related to political 
participation. 
 

 
4. Hypotheses and Research Questions 
According to Orit Ichilov, the most important goal of political socialization in democracies is to prepare 
society for civic engagement and active participation in politics. However, more than 25 after the 
democratic transition participatory elements of democracy are missing from the interpretations of Hungarian 

students about democracy.  
We aim to find out how political participation is related to Hungarian university students’ attitudes 

towards democracy. We assume that participative elements of democratic culture do not appear among a 
great part of Hungarian students’ attitudes. But based on the political events that happened in 2012 and in 
2014 we expect that political participation is a constitutive element for some groups of Hungarian students’ 

collective consciousness. 
 
 
5. Data and Methods 
In the paper, we employ data collected by Active Youth in Hungary Research Round 1–3.6 Thus, our data 

covers a period between 2011 and 2015. Data from the three rounds were merged and we ended up with 
4811 observations. Basically, pooled data analysis has been carried out. Design weights are used in the 
data. We also conducted 55 interviews with university students to investigate what they think about the 
concept of democracy7. The face to face structured interviews were made after the end of the quantitative 

survey (July 2015).8 
In order to identify active university and college students we ran K-Means cluster analysis by 

using 11 standardized normal variables. Via cluster analysis we analyzed political attitudes, ideological 
orientations of college and university students related to different dimensions of citizenship. We included 

                                              
6During the first round of the research between December 2011- February 2012 an empirical survey was conducted with a hybrid 
technique: 1445 persons filled out an online survey at www.aktivfiatalok.hu through the website while another 255 persons were 
asked to answer questions via face-to-face interviews. The second round of the research happened in March–April of 2013. The 
survey was conducted with the hybrid technique: 859 persons filled out the online survey while another 441 persons were asked 
to answer questions via face-to-face interviews thus the sample consists of 1300 students. In April 2015 an empirical survey was 
conducted utilizing a sample of 800 students. All people were asked to answer questions via face-to-face interviews. Face-to-
face interviews took place in 35 institutions across Hungary. Results were weighted for  representativeness at a three-
dimensional faculty-level. The aspects and considerations of weighting were: • The composition of the institution’s faculty; • The 
distribution of men and women within the faculty; • The distribution of the levels of training within the institution and the faculty 
(university-college, BA, MA, undivided training, PhD). 
7The original question was the following: ‘In your own words, how would you define what democracy is?’ 
8The semi-structured interviews were made in the yearly organized cultural event of university students (National Tourist Meeting 
of University and College Students). The respondents were 18–26 years old with different faculty of education. The data were 
collected during 5 days.  
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electoral participation (if the respondent has voted in last national election) and a combination of 7 
indicators about non-electoral participation (signing a petition, collecting signatures for a petition, taking part 

in a lawful demonstration, taking part in unauthorized protest activity, boycotting products, taking part in any 
campaign activity, contacting politicians. We also included items measuring elements of respondent’s 
normative views on the way how democracy works in Hungary ( ‘democracy is better than every other 
political system’ and ‘under some conditions a dictatorship is better than democracy’; ‘for people like me, 
one political system is just like any other’) and respondent’s satisfaction with the functioning of democracy. 

To measure the level of interest and active engagement of students in public life, we have measured 
‘interest in politics’; ‘affiliation with any loose, open communities, movements’ and ‘being member of any 
online community that undertakes public affairs’. To measure if elements of the countries authoritarian past 
are still relevant and to test the coherence of students’ view on democracy we have considered 
respondents agreement or disagreement on the following statements: ‘The most important virtues a child 

has to learn are obedience and respect for authority’; ‘What our country needs is not so much laws and 
political programs, but, rather some brave, tireless, charismatic, and devoted leaders whom people can 
trust’; ‘crime is in the blood of the Roma’.  

Out of the great number of clusters ran we have selected the one that best fitted to the student 

population. We have chosen this method because we were looking for ‘internal’ dimensions that can reveal 
the collective consciousness of young people, and that can frame the way how they think about democratic 
citizenship. 

 
 

6. Results 
The K-Means cluster analysis has revealed 5 groups of Hungarian students (Table 6-1). It turned out that 
out of these 5 groups political activity is a constitutive element in two groups. Important result of the 
analysis is that positive attitudes towards democracy were present in three groups, whereas acceptance of 
dictatorship was present in two groups.  Passive authoritarians are not only willing to accept authoritarian 

views but members of that group are also in favor of dictatorship. 
 
Table 6-1. The proportion of students belonging to different categories 

Name of the group 
active 

democrats 
conventional 

democrats 
observer 

democrats 
active  

authoritarians 
passive 

authoritarians 
share within the 
population (%) 

8 15 26 15 36 

Characteristics 
political interest ++ + 0 ++ – – 
electoral participation + + – ++ – – 
offline political activity ++ ++ – ++ – – 
online political activity ++ + 0 + – 
democracy vs. 
dictatorship 

+ 0 ++ – – – 

satisfaction with 
democracy 

– – 0 ++ 0 

authoritarianism – – – – + + 
agreement on 
authoritarian views   

– – – – + ++ 

Source: Own Calculation 2016, Active Youth in Hungary Research 
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Active democrats are the smallest group of Hungarian students (8%). Next to high level of 

political interest members of these group also have high level of political activity both online and offline. 
They are clearly in favor of democracy and they reject authoritarian views.   

About 15 percent of Hungarian students belong to the group of conventional democrats. They are 

less interested in politics than active democrats and less active in electoral participation. They are less 
committed to democracy then the first group but they do have experience in offline political activities.   

Observer democrats are the second largest group of students (26%). Observer democrats accept 
democracy as a system of rule and the reject authoritarian elements. But they have a passive, politically 

uninterested attitude and their participation in public life is low.  
Active authoritarians are an interesting group of Hungarian students (15%). They are 

authoritarian and they endorse authoritarian views, democracy is not a value in itself for them. However 
they are the most satisfied with the way democracy works in Hungary. Members of this group are politically 
active, they are interested in politics and they are active both online and offline. 

Finally the largest group (36%) of Hungarian students is the group of passive 
authoritarians. They agree with authoritarian views, they are in favor of dictatorship, but they are politic ally 
passive. They are the dissatisfied students who stay home and blame others for their problems. 

In order to reveal the position of those five groups from different aspects of democracy we place 
them into two dimensional diagrams (Figure 6-2 and Figure 6-3). Axis X is in both cases the left-right 

orientation of Hungarian students. On Figure 6-2, axis Y is their position on the liberal-conservative scale, 
whereas on Figure 6-2, axis Y shows their position on the moderate - radical scale. Scales had a value 
from 1-7 in all cases where 1 means that the respondent is leftist, liberal and moderate, and 7 expresses a 
rightist, conservative and radical position.  

As it can be seen on both figures the group of active authoritarians is distinct from all other 

groups. They are right oriented, conservative and radical. They are on one wing of the two dimensional 
diagrams. The opposite wing is characterized by observer democrats. They have a leftist, liberal and 
moderate orientation. As for their ideological orientation conventional democrats and active democrats are 
very close to observer democrats.  

Respondents of the passive authoritarian group are closer to democratic groups than to acti ve 
authoritarians even though they tend to accept authoritarian views. 

In sum, half of Hungarian students belong to democrats, whereas the other half are 
authoritarians. Only a small part of democrats are active. There is also a difference among authoritar ians 
based on their political activity.   
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Figure 6-2. 

Position of different categories of Hungarian students on the left/right and liberal/conservative scale (mean values of a 1–7 scale) 
 
Mean value on left/right scale 4.37; on liberal/conservative scale: 3.69. Part between 2.5 and 6 highlighted in order to make 

differences more explicit among the groups. Source: Own Calculation 2016, Active Youth in Hungary Research 

 
 

 
Figure 6-3. 

Position of different categories of Hungarian students on the left/right and moderate/ radical scale (mean values of a 1–7 scale) 

 
Mean value on left/right scale 4.37; on moderate/radical scale: 3.59. Part between 2.5 and 6 highlighted in order to make 

differences more explicit among the groups. Source: Own Calculation 2016, Active Youth in Hungary Research 
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7. Conclusion: Participation at Stake  
In 1990 Orit Ichilov claimed that a country's democratization process, the mere existence of democratic 
institutions cannot guarantee that new generations growing up in democracy will think and act 
democratically. To challenge this idea we have chosen political events of 2012 and 2014 since those 
events provided ample evidence about Hungarian university students’ political participation. Both events 

had influence on the government: the extent of cuts in the state subsidies to finance college tuition was 
modified and the proposal to include the taxation of Internet usage in the Taxation Law was abolished. But 
when asking students about the concept of democracy, participative interpretation of democracy was not 
present in their answers. Our aim was to find out how political participation is related to Hungarian 

university students’ attitudes towards democracy and to answer whether and in what sense the above 
mentioned statement is true for the Hungarian case. 

Our analysis has verified our expectations that participative elements of democratic culture do not 
appear among a great part of Hungarian students’ attitudes. It has revealed a high percentage of passive 
students. We have found that the largest group (36%) of Hungarian students - we call them passive 

authoritarians - agree with authoritarian views and are in favor of dictatorship, but they are politically 
passive. We have found that 26 percent of our sample, namely observer democrats, accept democracy as 
a system of rule and they reject authoritarian elements. But they have a passive, politically uninterested 
attitude and their participation in public life is low. About 15 percent of Hungarian students belong to the 
group of conventional democrats. Although they are to some extent committed to democracy and they do 

have some experience in offline political activities, they are not very interested in politics and not very active 
in electoral participation.  

Our analysis has shown that political participation is a constitutive element only of a small group 
of Hungarian students’ collective consciousness. We have found that active democrats are the smallest 
group of Hungarian students (8%). They are clearly in favor of democracy, they reject authoritarian views 

and they have high level of political activity both online and offline. What is interesting that we have also 
identified the group of ‘active authoritarians’ (15 percent of our sample). Members of this group are 
politically active, they are interested in politics and they are active both online and offline. However they 
endorse authoritarian views, for them democracy is not a value in itself and they are the most satisfied with 

the way democracy works in Hungary.  
From our results we can draw the conclusion that the statement of Ichilov might be true for the 

Hungarian case. The existence of democratic institutions is a necessary but not satisfactory condition of 
citizens’ democratic attitudes. 

Reasons behind the lacking participative interpretation of democracy and the high percentage of 

passive groups could probably be found in the Hungarian educational system. As Zsuzsa Mátrai  has 
argued the established Hungarian education model ‘represents the citizen attitude where the individual is 
not a participant but rather an observer of the processes’ (Mátrai 1999:50-61). Further research is needed 
to see more clearly why participation remains a less emphasized element of democratic citizenship in 
Hungary. 
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Appendix 1. 
 
List of variables 

Variable Contents Comments 

electoral participation 
If parliamentary  elections w ere to be held this Sunday  (and y ou w ould be 

eligible to v ote)? 

I w ould certainly  v ote; =5 

I w ould certainly  not v ote=0 

offline participation 

index  

It consists of the follow ing v ariables: 1.Contacted politicians 2. Worked in an 

organization or association last 12 months; 3. Worn or display ed campaign 
badge/sticker last 12 months, 4. Campaign activ ity  (e.g. Gluing posters) 5. 

Signed petition last 12 months; 6. Taken part in law ful public demonstration 

last 12 months; 7 Boy cotted certain products last 12 months. 

(v alues: 0‒7) 

online participation 

index  
 (v alues: 0‒5) 

Democracy  

Democracy  is better than ev ery  other political sy stem. For people like me, 

one political sy stem is just like any  other.  

Dictature… 

(v alues: 0-4) 

Satisfaction w ith 

democracy  
How  satisfied w ith the w ay  democracy  w orks in country  

I am not at all satisfied = 0 

I am completely  satisfied=4 

Political interest 

(Pol_intr: name of 

v ariable in the table) 

How  interested in politics? 4=interested, 0= not interested 

activ ity  in community  

life 
Are y ou affiliated w ith any  loose, open communities, mov ements? 1=y es, 0= no 

membership in online 

communities 
Are y ou a member of any  online community  that undertakes public affairs? 1=y es, 0= no 

Authoritarianism 1 
The most important v irtues a child has to learn are obedience and respect 

for authority  
disagreement= 5 agreement= 0 

Authoritarianism 2 

What our country  needs is not so much law s and political programs, but, 

rather some brav e, tireless, charismatic, and dev oted leaders w hom people 

can trust 

disagreement= 5 agreement= 0 

Intolerance Crime is in the blood of the Roma disagreement= 5 agreement= 0 
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