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EUROPE-ASIA STUDIES, Vol. 53, No. 5, 2001, 745-769 <^ij 

4 Franc" 

HZDS: The Ideology, Organisation and 
Support Base of Slovakia's Most 

Successful Party 

TIM HAUGHTON 

IN ELECTORAL TERMS the Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) has been 
Slovakia's most successful party since its formation in 1991. The clear winner of 
the June 1992 elections in the Slovak part of Czechoslovakia with 37.26% of the 
vote, HZDS's founder and leader and three time Slovak Prime Minister, Vladimir 
Meciar, led the final phase of negotiations with his Czech counterpart, Vaclav 
Klaus, that spelt the demise of the common state. Although a cluster of defections 
brought down independent Slovakia's first HZDS-led government in early 1994, 
the party won the largest share of the vote in the autumn 1994 elections (34.96%) 
and formed a coalition government with two smaller parties, which held power for 
the length of the four year electoral cycle. During the 1994-98 period Slovakia 
became the black sheep of Central Europe, excluded by both the European Union 
and NATO from their respective first wave applicant groups for eastern enlarge- 
ment. Blame for both exclusions has been laid at the door of the HZDS-led 
governments. 

Despite its central role in Slovak politics since its formation in 1991, HZDS has 
received scant attention from scholars. What attention it has received has tended to 
be superficial and heavily opinionated. Its fate is usually to be dismissed in a few 
disdainful words.2 During their stints in power, particularly during the 1994-98 
government, HZDS politicians hardly helped their cause by offering Western scholars 
and journalists a frosty reception. The distrust stemmed from highly critical accounts 
of the headline events of Slovak history since the country's independence in January 
1993, most notably those surrounding the kidnapping/abduction of President Michal 
Kovac's son in August 1995 and the obstructed referendum on NATO and the direct 
election of the President in May 1997.3 

Thanks in part to this atmosphere of distrust, the politicisation of the social sciences 
and the media in Slovakia and, as Williams has suggested, a fear of punitive lawsuits 
when HZDS was the leading party in government,4 no academic study on the 
organisation and ideology of HZDS has been published in English or Slovak. Based 
on a series of interviews with leading HZDS politicians, archival work conducted at 
the Slovak parliament and a close examination of HZDS publications, this article tries 
to begin filling the scholarly void by analysing the ideology, structure and support 
base of HZDS. 
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TABLE 1 
SLOVAKIA: ELECTION RESULTS SINCE 1992 (% OF VOTE) 

Party 1992 1994 1998 

HZDS 37.3 35.0* 27.0 
SNS 7.9 5.4 9.1 
ZRS - 7.3 1.3 
SDL/SV/SDL 14.7 10.4** 14.7 
MKDH/Spoluzitie/MK/SMK 7.4 10.2 9.1 
SDK - - 26.3 
SOP - - 8.0 
KDH 8.9 10.1 - 
DU - 8.6 
Others 23.8 13.0 4.5 

Notes: HZDS: Movement for a Democratic Slovakia; SNS: Slovak National 
Party; ZRS: Workers' Association of Slovakia; SDL: Party of the Democratic 
Left; SV: Common Choice; MKDH: Hungarian Christian Democratic 
Movement; MK: Hungarian Coalition; SMK: Party of the Hungarian Coalition; 
SDK: Slovak Democratic Coalition; SOP: Party of Civic Understanding. 
* in 1994 HZDS was in electoral coalition with the Agrarian Party of Slovakia 
(RSS). 
** in 1994 SDL joined forces with Green Party of Slovakia (ZRS), Social 
Democratic Party of Slovakia (SDSS) and Farmers' Movement (HP), forming 
Common Choice (SV). 
Sources: Statisticky urad Slovenskej republiky, Vol'by do Ndrodnej rady 
Slovenskej republiky konane 30.9 a 1.10.94 (Bratislava, October 1994); 
gtatisticky urad Slovenskej republiky, Vysledky hlasovania vo vol'bach do 
Ndrodnej rady Slovenskej republiky 25.-26. septembra 1998 (Bratislava, 
1998); Vladimir Krivy, Co prezrddzaju volebne vysledky: Parlamentne vol'by 
1992-1998 (Bratislava, IVO, 1999), pp. 18 and 121. 

TABLE 2 
HZDS ELECTION RESULTS 

Election Nationwide % of vote Seats % of seats 
total votes 

1992 1 148 625 37.3 74 49.3 
1994* 1 005 488 35.0 61 40.7 
1998 907 103 27.0 43 28.7 

Note: * in 1994 HZDS was in electoral coalition with the Agrarian Party of 
Slovakia (RSS). 
Sources: as Table 1. 

In order to assess the party's ideology, structure and support base, four questions 
will be examined: 

1. How should we categorise HZDS? 
2. Where does HZDS sit on the ideological spectrum? 
3. How is HZDS organised? To what extent does its organisation differ from other 

parties in Slovakia? 
4. From what sections of the Slovak electorate does HZDS derive its support? What 

does that tell us about HZDS? 
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HZDS: SLOVAKIA'S MOST SUCCESSFUL PARTY 

Ideology and categorisation 

From its creation in March 1991 until its 'transformation congress' held in Trnava in 
March 2000, HZDS was officially a 'movement' rather than a 'party'. HZDS hung on 
to the 'movement' label for two reasons. Firstly, the very word 'party' was tainted by 
its association with 40 years of (Communist) Party rule. Secondly, at HZDS's 

inception, when HZDS was projected as the true heir to the anti-communist umbrella 

organisation formed in autumn 1989, Public Against Violence (VPN), it was trying 
to project itself as not being narrow, divisive and scheming like a party, but rather 
inclusive and constructive. The new party platform, according to Meciar, was simply 
a 'return to the original roots of VPN', the core ideas of 1989 and to a 'democratic 
Slovakia'.5 

Given HZDS's projection of itself as not the representative of a sectional interest, 
Williams, building on Graham's study, postulated whether HZDS could be classified 
as a 'rally party'.6 A rally party is characterised by a strong leader appealing to the 
broad mass of society, the use of plebiscite, the subordination of parliament, the 

pursuit of collective goals valued above sectional interests, and national solidarity. 
Such broad-based movements are well suited to the fluid times immediately after 

regime collapse, with their appeals to 'abstract but powerful feelings of national well 

being and patriotic morality'.7 
Graham's term, which he largely derived from the French experience, however 

does not fit HZDS. Few analysts would contest the attribution of the adjective strong 
to Meciar,8 but did he appeal to a broad mass of society throughout the 1990s? The 
evidence suggests that initially HZDS cast its net widely in the electoral waters of the 
Slovak part of post-communist Czechoslovakia. From the inception of HZDS until the 
break-up of the common state, the dominant axis of competition was the national 
question.9 HZDS appealed to all Slovaks as the defender of Slovakia's interests.10 
After Slovak independence in 1993 and, in particular, from the 1994 election 
onwards, when cleavage patterns and voter bases became more clearly defined, HZDS 
directed its appeal to a more narrowly defined section of the electorate.T" Indeed, 
Meciar and other leading HZDS lights concentrated on mobilising the party's core 
constituency rather than reaching out to newer voters. Nevertheless, all current HZDS 
politicians this author interviewed expressed the desire to represent and formulate 
policies for the benefit of all 'ordinary Slovaks'.12 

The rhetoric of inclusion is in evidence in the party's statues (stanovy) adopted in 
March 1996. HZDS projects itself as a party for all citizens of the Slovak Republic.'3 
Although most other Slovak parties, such as the Christian Democratic Movement 
(KDH), Slovak Democratic Coalition (SDK), Party of Civic Understanding (SOP) and 
the Party of the Hungarian Coalition (SMK), project themselves in a similar way,14 
one of HZDS's coalition partners in the 1994-98 government, the Workers' Asso- 
ciation of Slovakia (ZRS), projected itself specifically as a party of workers, peasants 
and other socially weak groups in society, whilst HZDS's other 1994-98 coalition 
partner, the Slovak National Party (SNS), projects itself as the party of ethnic 
Slovaks.'5 The Party of the Democratic Left (SDL) falls short of claiming to represent 
all Slovak citizens, preferring instead to describe itself as a party that articulates and 
defends the interests of working people, although the party's definition is broad, 
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including all citizens except big businessmen.'6 HZDS's official language is therefore 
not as exclusionary as other parties in Slovakia, but neither is it unique in claiming 
to be a party for all Slovaks. 

In order to assess HZDS ideology, three aspects will be examined: where HZDS 
should be placed on the left-right spectrum and what role(s) nationalism and 
Catholicism play in HZDS ideology. 

HZDS and the left-right spectrum 

Analysts have found it difficult to categorise HZDS. One noted expert on political 
parties in Central and Eastern Europe described HZDS as a party which 'consistently 
acted to sustain the rule and political dominance of its leader, but otherwise its 
political programme and ideological identity remained unclear', yet earlier in the 
same book he lists HZDS under the Christian Democrat/Conservative heading.17 
HZDS, argued Szomolanyi, does not fit neatly on a left-right continuum. Comparing 
Slovakia with its erstwhile federative partner, she wrote in 1994 that whilst in the 
Czech Republic parties with 'ambiguous' or 'fuzzy' programmes were marginalised, 
in Slovakia they took centre stage.l8 Meseznikov argues that from its inception HZDS 
has had an 'unclear ideological profile', without a discernible hint of evolution 
towards a known ideological paradigm.19 Two other analysts described HZDS in 1994 
as a 'broad-spectral movement' which '... retained its amorphousness and indistinc- 
tiveness even after the elections'.20 Indeed, HZDS does not appear to fit neatly into 
von Beyme's typology (familles spirituelles) of political parties.21 The analyst, 
however, should be wary of assuming post-communist countries can be fitted neatly 
into Western models. Just as post-communist party systems are different,22 so political 
parties in these countries are not carbon copies of Western European types. Neverthe- 
less, categorisation is a useful exercise. Even if a perfect fit cannot be achieved, the 
process of categorisation should yield a better understanding of the specimen the 
analyst is studying. 

The word 'centre' often appears in relation to HZDS. Indeed, that is where many 
of the leading players locate the party23 and have done since its inception.24 HZDS 
was created in the spring of 1991 purportedly in response to the rightward drift of the 
umbrella post-communist organisation VPN. After years of neglect, Reuven Hazan 
rescued the concept of the 'centre' from the heuristic dustbin. Hazan made a clear 
distinction between 'centre' and 'middle': 'In the simplest terms, the centre party is 
a fixed, party-inferred concept, whereas the middle is an intermediate, party-defined 
term'. A centre party can exist without another party to the left or right, but a middle 
party requires a party to both left and right. The centre party is an 'ideologically 
positioned party which occupies the metrical centre of an ideological continuum' 
applicable to all polities, 'or is near it'.25 Hazan, however, does not spell out what 'the 
metrical centre of an ideological continuum' actually means. He relies heavily on the 
placement by experts of parties on the ideological spectrum. The analyst is left to 
assume that a centre party is one which, in the words of Williams, 'endorses a policy 
package akin to that of the West German social market in its heyday'.26 Such a policy 
package is based on a belief in competition and the prosperity-generating properties 
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of the market, but balanced by a belief the state should provide a comprehensive 
system of social security. 

In the early 1990s the Independent Association of Economists of Slovakia 
(NEZES) had the ear of the highest ranks of HZDS. In addition to noise referring to 
low-inflation growth and competitiveness, NEZES emphasised the importance of the 
social aspect of the market. Stress was laid on an integrated state administrative 
centre, privatised enterprises formulating strategy in response to both the market and 
the state, and banks existing primarily to service enterprises in accordance with 
government policy and objectives. The ideas of NEZES were developed in the 
writings of Peter Stanek and Jana Cerna.27 For Stanek (who became deputy finance 
minister in the 1994-98 government) and Cerna, the role of the state was to act both 
as facilitator and protector. Finance minister and HZDS politician Sergei Kozlik 
expressed similar sentiments during his trip to London in 1996. He told officials he 
was aiming for 80% of industry to be privatised by the end of 1997. He reiterated the 
party's expressed desire to keep the commanding heights of the economy (energy, rail 
and telecommunications) in state hands,28 although he gave officials the impression he 
was persuaded by the arguments of leading British ministers, Michael Heseltine and 
Malcolm Rifkind, to extend privatisation into these areas.29 

The government, in the Stanek and Cerna model, was to provide advice, infor- 
mation, credit guarantees and energy price controls. The state was not an economic 
safety blanket but an enabler. The 1994 HZDS manifesto, for instance, declares its 
support for all those who can and want to work. Those who do not wish to work were 
condemned and described as being to the detriment of honourable people.30 Central 
to the facilitator role of the state was the need to build infrastructure, particularly 
roads, not only to encourage east-west trade to travel through Slovakia but also to 
create a network designed for the needs of Slovakia, not Czechoslovakia, nor indeed 
the Austro-Hungarian empire.31 'Our economic advancement, the development of our 
economy, rising living standards and a fall in unemployment are not possible', argued 
leading HZDS politician Roman Hofbauer in January 1997, 'without a fundamental 
modernisation of Slovakia's infrastructure'.32 

At the heart of HZDS economic policy has been a desire to construct and safeguard 
a Slovak economic identity for the newly independent state. The 1994 manifesto 
emphasised the benefits of privatisation, but stressed the need to see the emergence 
of strong domestic industry.33 Foreign capital was welcomed, but it needed to be 
regulated and should be concentrated in new technologies, modernisation and recon- 
struction of industries.34 Foreign participation was encouraged, therefore, 'where it 
was necessary to further Slovak economic development'.35 The reality, however, was 
that only five out of 367 in 1995, dropping to two out of 400 in 1996, privatisation 
decisions went the way of foreign applicants.36 HZDS politicians attacked foreign 
firms for not having the interests of Slovakia at heart. Roman Hofbauer, for example, 
used a column in Slovenskd republika to criticise the sale of the state-run Prior 
department stores during the Carnogursky government (1991-92). Originally sold to 
K-MART, the stores were subsequently bought by Tesco. The British firm had not 
promised low prices or to sell Slovak products, but then, argued Hofbauer, it was the 
owner and it could do as it wished even if that displayed indifference towards the 
'interests' of Slovakia.37 
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Party manifestoes may not be sparkling works of literature (although they might be 
described as great works of fiction), but '... the official policy programme of a party 
is much closer to being an independent and authoritative source of its policy than is 
anything else on offer'.38 HZDS's 1994 manifesto is instructive for a number of 
reasons. The manifesto is divided into two sections. The first half lists 'what Slovakia 
needs' on the left-hand pages and 'what HZDS will do' on the right. The second half 
has quasi-religious overtones, outlining the desatoro (The Ten Commandments) in 
each policy area.39 The long-term strategy of HZDS economic policy is to build a 
prosperous market economy and to integrate the Slovak economy into European 
structures.40 

It is not an ideological manifesto of the left or right, rather it is an eclectic pick and 
mix of policies, at times lauding the merits of the free market and expressing a desire 
to achieve a fully functioning free market as soon as possible. Such enthusiasm sits 
uncomfortably alongside the expressed desire for an active sectoral industrial policy, 
an expansive and more generous fiscal policy and the importance ascribed to 
corporatist bodies such as the tripartite body of government, unions and business. 
Such eclecticism has not been unique in the transition countries. The leftist and 
rightist elements do balance out to leave HZDS in the centre, but its centrism has been 
laced with a dose of national protectionism. 

A good sense of where a party sees itself can be discerned from the list of foreign 
political parties with which links have been formed. Representatives from a number 
of foreign parties attended the sixth annual HZDS congress in 1996. The list, 
however, was made up of parties such as Forza Italia, Our Home-Russia, the Polish 
People's Party, the Socialist Party of Serbia and the Moravian National Party.41 These 
links were not strong and had more to do with personal contacts between individuals 
than any grand strategy.42 Nonetheless, the roll-call highlights HZDS's inability to 
join any of the large international party groupings. HZDS tried to join all three of the 
major groupings (Socialist, Liberal and Christian Democrat) in the Parliamentary 
Assembly of the Council of Europe within a short space of time, but was rejected by 
all.43 Applying for three different groupings fostered the impression that HZDS was 
desperate to join a group, any group, rather than one representing deeply held 
convictions, and would tailor its policies accordingly. Other Slovak parties, in 
contrast, have formed international links. The Slovak Social Democratic Party 
(SDSS), for instance, was accepted into the Socialist International before the 1992 
elections. KDH has full membership of the European Democratic Union and the 
European Union of Christian Democrats. DU established links with the Liberal 
International (becoming a full member in 1996) and SDL became a member of the 
Socialist International in 1996. 

HZDS wants to end its exclusion from the large cross-national party organisations. 
It signalled at its Tmava congress (and in the months running up to the congress) its 
desire to join the club of European centre-right parties, the European Democratic 
Union (EDU). The policy programme adopted at the congress was drawn up from the 
Kleinheim declaration accepted by EDU.44 The German CDU and CSU were 
described as ideal partners, even the British Conservatives under William Hague were 
described as potential partners.45 This desire to project a centre-right image, however, 
did not stop HZDS from holding a series of demonstrations in Slovakia's major towns 
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and cities on May Day 2000.46 Although in European Union countries such as Finland 
non-left wing parties do organise meetings and rallies on 1 May, the use of a date so 
clearly associated with the left by a 'centre-right' party in the former communist bloc 
at the very least sends out confusing signals. 

HZDS's failure to join any major European grouping has had much to do with lack 
of ideological clarity and the image of the Meciar-led governments. HZDS has, on 
occasions, appeared to display a less than total commitment to the values of 
democracy and the rule of law which unite all the major European groupings 
mentioned above. A trip taken by leading HZDS politicians to Yugoslavia to meet 
Slobodan Milosevic in November 1999, for example, suggested an affinity between 
HZDS and a man regarded as a war criminal and pariah in the European Union.47 
Some Slovak academics have argued that Slovak politics is divided into two camps 
of 'standard' and 'non-standard' parties, with HZDS and its partners in the 1994-98 
governing coalition as non-standard.48 'Standard' parties were those that could be 
placed on the standard left-right spectrum of West European politics. 'Non-standard' 
parties, in contrast, owing to their populism, authoritarianism and anti-democratic 
nature, could not be placed on the spectrum. Use of the terms standard and 
non-standard, however, has tended to be value-laden (with standard parties as the 
good guys and non-standard parties as the bad guys), a manifestation of domestic 
political debate, with little heuristic value to the political scientist. Indeed, if one were 
to assess the ideology, structure, organisation and programme of Slovak parties, 
perhaps only KDH could be described as 'standard' in a West European sense.49 

Nationalism and its place in the ideology of HZDS 

Nationalism, often with a juicy adjective tagged on the front, is often attributed to 
HZDS and its leader.50 The place of nationalism, or what former agriculture minister 
and leading HZDS politician Peter Baco prefers to describe as 'the national accent', 
in HZDS ideology can be explained with reference to three issues: nationalism's role 
in the break-up of Czechoslovakia, attitudes towards the Slovak wartime puppet state 
under Tiso, and attitudes towards non-ethnic Slovaks. In all three of these cases the 
intensity of the HZDS' 'national accent' can be discerned by comparing the party 
with the Slovak National Party (SNS). 

The national question, i.e. the constitutional place of Slovakia within Czechoslo- 
vakia, was at the heart of political debate when HZDS was formed in 1991.51 In 
contrast to SNS, however, HZDS did not advocate Slovak independence in the 1992 
elections. Instead HZDS championed Slovak equality. Meciar, argued Abby Innes, 
'acted from the very beginning as an ideological property developer, garnering every 
available constituency with little regard for consistency'. In the Innes schema, 
Meciar's 'nationalism was secondary, insofar as it was functional, to the aim of 
achieving power'.52 A purely functional view of Meciar's nationalism is unhelpful. 
Political entrepreneurs seek to maximise political power and would do anything to 
achieve it. It is hard to image HZDS advocating the reverse position, i.e. less Slovak 
autonomy, if opinion polls had suggested that option was more popular. Nonetheless, 
the language of Meciar and HZDS on the national question positioned the party's sails 
in such a way as to catch the strong nationalist winds and carry the party on towards 
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power. The functionalist view should not, therefore, be totally discounted. Slovak 
national identity has remained central to Meciar and HZDS since Slovak indepen- 
dence. Indeed, Meciar has been more than happy to project himself as the father of 
the nation. 

The wartime Slovak state (1939-45) under the leadership of Jozef Tiso has been 

roundly condemned both within Slovakia and abroad owing to its complicity in the 
Holocaust.53 Nonetheless, for some Slovaks, the Tiso regime is to be celebrated 
because it was the only time in the last thousand years prior to 1993 that Slovaks had 
their own state. In February 2000 former SNS leader and mayor of the northern 
Slovak city of Zilina Jafn Slota proposed the erection of a commemorative plaque to 
Tiso in the town. Whilst SNS politicians supported Slota's proposal and all other 

major Slovak parties condemned the decision, HZDS seemed reluctant to express a 

party line (although its local representative along with one member of the SDL 
backed Slota's suggestion). When HZDS announced its opinion on the issue, it was 
keener to use the issue to attack Prime Minister Mikulas Dzurinda's weakness within 
his own government than to declare its own position.54 Ten years earlier (before the 
creation of HZDS) Meciar had been outspoken in his criticism of a Tiso plaque in 
Banovce-nad-Bebravou in July 1990. Supporters of the plaque included SNS politi- 
cians and many from KDH. (Pavol Carnogursky, father of the KDH leader, had been 

prominent in the wartime state.) 'Everyone who is serious about the protection of civil 
rights and liberties', Meciar declared during his weekly TV address, 'must therefore 
stand up and resist this wave [of Tiso's rehabilitation] in the name of our demo- 
cracy'.55 Of the usable events of Slovak history, HZDS politicians have been keener 
to emphasise the Slovak National Rising (SNP) against the Nazis in 1944.56 (There 
would be a logical inconsistency in elevating the 1944 rising to the status of a heroic 
event and simultaneously glorifying the wartime puppet state.) Although the SNP was 
used extensively by the Communists, the 1944 rising remains the historical event of 
which Slovaks are most proud.57 A cynical popularity/power-driven view might 
suggest this fact explains HZDS' enthusiasm for the SNP, but there is no evidence to 
back up such an assertion. 

In its 1994 manifesto HZDS devoted an entire section to the national minority 
question. Whilst stating its desire to uphold European standards in this field, the 
manifesto continued by stressing that collective rights for national minorities were 
'not just for Slovakia, but for Europe as a whole'. Moreover, the manifesto was keen 
to emphasise the principle of reciprocity in neighbouring countries where ethnic 
Slovaks live.58 Slovakia's largest ethnic minority, accounting for approximately 11% 
of the Slovak population, is the ethnic Hungarian population concentrated largely on 
Slovakia's southern border. The most vehement anti-Hungarian language tends to 
emanate from the mouths of SNS politicians (former SNS leader Jain Slota notoriously 
called for tanks to be sent to Budapest), but HZDS politicians have not been averse 
to tapping into anti-Hungarian sentiment. During the 1994 election campaign an 
HZDS leaflet declared unambiguously: 'Who does not vote for HZDS is voting for 
Hungarian autonomy'.59 HZDS has not been alone in using the Hungarian issue to 
bolster popularity. Robert Fico, for example, has used a fear of Hungarians to help 
bolster the poll ratings of both himself and his recently formed party, Smer.60 
Moreover, in the current governing coalition relations between the agriculture 
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minister, Pavol Koncos (a member of SDL), and the leader of the ethnic Hungarians, 
Bela Bugar, have been tense, thanks to what Bugar describes as Koncos' anti-Hungar- 
ian words and deeds.61 

Dislike of the Romany population is widespread in Slovakia, even amongst those 
who would be classified as liberals. Some HZDS politicians have been open in 
their hostility. Health minister L'ubomir Javorsky told a party rally in October 1995 
that the government 'will do everything to ensure' more white than Romany children 
are born.62 In a vote of no confidence in Prime Minister Mikulas Dzurinda in 
spring 2000 Alojz Englis, when attacking the Prime Minister, labeled him an 
'obycajny cigan' (ordinary/regular gypsy).63 As with treatment of the ethnic 
Hungarians, the language of HZDS' politicians never reached the venom of SNS. 
Slota once remarked that the solution to the 'gypsy problem' was a 'long whip 
and a small yard'.64 Indeed, interviews conducted by Peter Vermeersch suggest 
Romany politicians look upon SNS politicians in a much more negative light than 
those from HZDS. Roma activists are, and have been, divided on political strategy, 
'but they are more or less united on one thing: SNS is anti-Roma'.65 HZDS should 
be credited with the fact that two Roma, Jan Kompus and Jozef Ravasz, were on its 
candidate list for the 1998 elections. The agreement was, for both sides, little more 
than a marriage of convenience. For Kompus and Ravasz, who were active in small 
Romany parties, the decision to run on the HZDS ticket was motivated primarily 
by money. For HZDS, allowing the two well-known Romany politicians to benefit 
from the financial resources of the party was more than offset by the perceived 
electoral advantage. 

Christianity and its place in HZDS ideology 

Although not a specifically religious party, HZDS invokes Christianity on occasions. 
In the introduction to the 1994 HZDS manifesto, for example, Vladimir Meciar 
lauded the 'Christian value system', before writing of a desire to provide 'work, 
prosperity, peace, security and opportunity for all'.66 A loose Christian grouping 
centred around HZDS vice-chairman Augustin Marian Huska laced many of its 
pronouncements with references to Catholicism or, more commonly, the tradition of 
Cyril and Methodius (who brought Christianity to Slovakia and much of Central 
Europe). Whilst HZDS is described as an association of citizens from all nationalities 
and religious denominations in the first article of the party's stanovy adopted in 
March 1996, for example, the article continues by invoking the spirit of Cyril and 
Methodius as one of the movement's building blocks.67 The emphasis throughout the 
party's literature is on Christianity rather than Catholicism. The 1994 manifesto, for 
example, declares not only the party's support for the creation of Roman Catholic 
archbishoprics in Bratislava and Kosice but also a Greco-Catholic archbishopric in 
Presov.68 

Christianity has never, however, been systematically incorporated into the party's 
ideology. For HZDS Catholicism appears to be little more than a popular ideological 
relish-not integral to the policy dish served up but added to bring the dish's taste 
closer into line with the consumer's wants. Given the number of electors who declare 
themselves to be believers,69 it would be distinctly odd for a party claiming to 
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represent the interests of ordinary Slovaks not to put Catholicism somewhere into its 
proclamations. There are numerous genuine Christians within HZDS, not least Huska 
himself, and it would be incorrect to suggest the rhetoric of Catholicism was adopted 
purely for functional reasons. Nonetheless, HZDS has not been averse to tapping into 
the popularity of strong Christian symbols for political ends, most notably during the 
papal visit to Slovakia in 1995. 

A measure of the fervency of HZDS's Catholicism can be made if we compare 
HZDS with another of Slovakia's parties, the Christian Democratic Movement 
(KDH). Examining the speeches of Meciar70 and the KDH's Jan Camogursky, who 
led their respective parties throughout the 1990s, it is clear that the difference in the 
degree of their beliefs is more than just a superficial difference of names. From the 
founding congress of KDH in Nitra in February 1990 onwards, Carnogursky began 
his conference speeches with a few minutes on a religious theme. Although stopping 
short of declaring KDH to be a party purely for Catholics, he left the party faithful 
in no doubt what was the importance of Christianity. Moreover, he told his collected 
troops at a congress in Zilina in November 1991 that Christianity was the 'source of 
our internal stability, the inspiration for our decisions and the source of our 

71 
supporters'.7 

Organisation 

Meciar 

Since its formation in March 1991 the party has become, in the eyes of many, 
synonymous with its founder and leader, Vladimir Meciar.72 One journalist declared 
unambiguously that '... his movement for a democratic Slovakia will break up the 
moment he leaves politics'.73 There is a tendency to view HZDS as little more than 
a band of Meciar-loving devotees and the leader as omnipotent.74 Fish, for example, 
portrayed other HZDS politicians, including the party's cabinet ministers, as little 
more than hapless and obedient lap dogs.75 Meciar's absolute control of his party 
appeared to be confirmed at the Trnava congress in March 2000, when HZDS adopted 
new stanovy which gave the chairman (i.e. Meciar himself) the exclusive right to 
nominate vice-chairmen-a power he then utilised to get the virtually unknown Jozef 
Bozik elected as the party's vice-chairman for media. Meciar himself was re-elected 
almost unanimously; just a single delegate abstained, one Vladimir Meciar. Such an 
act may be a sign of a man in total control of his party, but it may also be a sign of 
an astute politician: strengthening his position whilst the going is good, aware that in 
the future he may be challenged for the leadership. 

To a high-ranking official who had frequent contact with the former Prime 
Minister, 'Meciar controlled his party totally'.76 'I will tell you unambiguously', 
stated HZDS defector, Frantisek Gaulieder, 'Meciar decided everything'.77 It is 
undeniably true that many rank-and-file HZDS members could be categorised as 
slavish supporters of their leader, but it would be incorrect to tar all HZDS members 
with the same brush. HZDS is not a monolithic organisation, although the party has 
become less diverse since its inception, most notably after the two waves of defectors 
left in March 1993 and February 1994. The issue of close cooperation with SNS has 
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highlighted differences within HZDS. Critics of close cooperation with SNS such as 
Vojtech Tkac, Ol'ga Keltosova and Rudolf Ziak all openly criticised the proposed 
signing of an opposition agreement with SNS in February 2000, largely because 
cooperation with SNS would harm HZDS' image abroad and create extra barriers to 
the party joining international groupings such as EDU.78 

What is undeniable is that HZDS has increasingly (but not uniformly) become 
Meciar's party. Given Meciar's role as founder of the party, the history of HZDS 
appears to conform with Panebianco's thesis that the founding moments and the 
formative phase of a party are central to understanding how that party functions.79 
Indeed, HZDS accords well with Panebianco's notion of a 'charismatic party'.80 
In such a party the leader is the fount of policy and patronage and party power 
relations are unequivocally skewed towards him or her. Meciar led the defectors from 
VPN and was the focal point of the movement in those crucial founding moments of 
HZDS. 

A sense of where a particular politician figures in a party can be discerned from a 
party's publications. In a commemorative publication celebrating HZDS' fifth birth- 
day the largest section is a montage of photos of Meciar with a wide variety of 
notables, ranging from The Pope to Margaret Thatcher. His face also dominates 
throughout the remainder of the publication. No other HZDS member gets even a 
tenth of the coverage, although the former chairman of parliament and HZDS bigwig, 
Ivan Gasparovic, gets a significant amount. Other politicians, such as Tibor Cabaj, Jan 
Ducky, Ol'ga Keltosovai, Augustin Mariain Huiska and Katarina Tothova, also feature, 
but nowhere near the extent of HZDS' leader.8' A publication full of 'truths about 
Slovakia' given to the author of this article by the Head of HZDS' International 
Section contained no less than 13 photographs of Meciar in the first 23 pages. Only 
one HZDS minister appears, Zdenka Kramplova, and her face graces the magazine 
just once.82 

The Slovak media help project an image of Meciar's omnipotence. Meciar accused 
the leading Slovak newspaper, Sme (a trenchant critic of HZDS), of being obsessed 
with him. He told them: 'Politics for you begins and ends with whether Meciar will 
continue in politics'.83 He had a point when he complained that everyone blamed him 
for everything: 'because in Slovakia it's this way: the bus is late, the hens aren't 
laying eggs-it must be my fault'.84 The Slovak media are Meciar-centric, but he 
hardly supports his argument by proclaiming in the same interview: 'All the changes 
in the country were a result of me. What politician in the world has done as much 
as me? Build a state, a currency, a stable market, security structures, international 
relationships' .85 

Caution should be the watchword before condemning HZDS for Meciar's dominat- 
ing position. Within government, for example, finance minister Sergej Kozl'k was 
given plenty of latitude in the formulation of economic policy during the 1994-98 
government.86 More broadly, since independence the chairmen and vice-chairmen of 
all Slovak political parties have become increasingly identified with their party itself. 
To many voters Meciar is HZDS, just as Jan Camogursky is the Christian Democrats, 
although it should be noted Carnogursky stepped down from the leadership of his 
party in September 2000. Rivals to the party leadership in HZDS and many other 
Slovak parties have often taken the exit option and formed new parties. The 
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Democratic Union (DU), for instance, was formed in the spring of 1994 by defectors 
from both HZDS and SNS. 

The party in parliament 

HZDS has been accused of running a top-down parliamentary party with little room 
for the expression of individual opinion within the movement and of stamping down 

firmly on dissenters. Two examples are worth examining: the Long Parliamentary 
Night and the Gaulieder Affair. 

After the autumn 1994 general election, but before the coalition agreement was 

signed, what has been dubbed The Long Parliamentary Night took place on 3-4 
November: the session lasted 22 hours and 50 minutes. Amongst the decisions rushed 

through parliament were changes to the personnel overseeing privatisation, state radio 
and state TV. The new appointments were all supporters of, or members of, parties 
of the subsequently formed coalition. Reading the parliamentary transcripts, one is 
struck not just by the lack of parliamentary debate and the speed with which bills 
were passed, but the limited number of members who spoke. Those from HZDS who 
did speak were the big guns, most of whom became ministers when the coalition 

agreement was signed.87 Ordinary members of the parliamentary party were not 
informed beforehand what was going to happen and were just given instructions as 
to how they should vote, suggesting the top-down nature of the parliamentary party.88 

Despite the 'letters of commitment', similar to those used by parties during the 
First Republic,89 which HZDS had asked all its candidates in the June 1992 elections 
to sign in order to maintain cohesion, the second Meciar-led government fell in 

February/March 1994 thanks to defections from both HZDS and its coalition partner, 
SNS. In response to the inability of HZDS to maintain cohesion in its parliamentary 
party,90 the HZDS leadership imposed a requirement that all candidates sign a 
document pledging to pay five million crowns (equivalent to 10 times a deputy's 
salary) in the event they wanted to leave HZDS and remain in parliament for the 
duration of their mandate. This requirement was brought starkly into focus during the 
Gaulieder affair in October 1996 when deputy Frantisek Gaulieder announced his 
intention to resign from HZDS but remain an MP. The HZDS leadership, however, 
blocked his attempt to sit in parliament on the basis of a letter allegedly written by 
Gaulieder resigning as a member of parliament. Gaulieder denied writing the letter. 

Although the chairman of parliament's Mandate and Immunity Committee, Anton 
Poliak (a member of HZDS's coalition partner ZRS), agreed the letter was a fake, 
77 of the 136 deputies present voted in early December to accept the resignation of 
Gaulieder and replace him with Jan Belan. The case was referred to the Constitutional 
Court, which found in Gaulieder's favour, ruling that the decision to strip him of his 
seat was unconstitutional. In the subsequent months the Mandate and Immunity 
Committee, dominated by the coalition parties, refused to restore his seat.91 In terms 
of party cohesion, the importance of the Gaulieder affair was that it 'sent a strong 
warning to any other HZDS member who might wish to follow suit'.92 No other 
HZDS deputy tried to follow in Gaulieder's footsteps. 

It would be incorrect to single out HZDS for criticism for running a top-down 
parliamentary party. Not only did other parties ask their candidates to sign letters of 
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commitment in the 1992 elections, but many of the larger parties such as SDL and 
KDH established procedures for overseeing deputies and monitoring their perform- 
ance in parliament on issues which result in party-line voting, general participation, 
work on committees and activity on the floor. The results of these reviews can serve 
as a social pressure mechanism and can be used as a clear internal standard 
influencing the future placement of a deputy on a party list with a high or low location 
on that list.93 In terms of party discipline, HZDS demonstrated a high level of 
discipline during 1997.94 Since moving into opposition at the end of 1998, in contrast, 
in terms of turning up for votes, HZDS had become the most undisciplined of all 
parliamentary parties by the end of 1999.95 

The party outside parliament 

Outside parliament, HZDS has a formal structure similar to most other parties in the 
country, only better developed. The structure and organisation of political parties and 
movements in Slovakia are subject to one main law and three subsequent amend- 
ments.96 All parties are required by law to have stanovy (statues). Until the Trava 
congress in March 2000 HZDS was governed by stanovy which were adopted by the 
republic level congress in March 1994, with modifications in March 1996 to conform 
with the re-organisation of public administration in Slovakia. Since the 1998 elections 
the issue of reform of public administration has been much discussed. It should be 
borne in mind, therefore, that the structure outlined below may prove to be temporary. 

The vertical structures of Slovak parties, with the exception of SDK, are remark- 
ably similar, based formally on the principle of building from below. There are four 
levels: (a) miestnd (local) or mestskd (town); (b) okresnd (district, of which there are 
79); (c) krajskd (region, of which there are eight); and (d) national level. At each level 
there are constituent organs (meetings, conferences etc.), executive organs (commit- 
tees, councils etc.), and organs of control and revision.97 Following a meeting at the 
beginning of March 2000 between senior representatives of HZDS and EDU's general 
secretary, Alexis Wintoniak, to discuss the programme and structure of the party,98 
HZDS adopted new stanovy at the Trnava Congress in 2000, when the party 
rebranded itself as a centre-right entity, HZDS-people's party. These statutes were 
90% congruous with the statutes of the centre-right Austrian People's Party and the 
German Christian Democratic Union, although the four-level geographical division 
remained (pending possible changes in the structure of public administration.) 

Many parties in Slovakia, such as the Democratic Party (DS), have poorly 
developed regional structures, and in some cases they hardly exist at all. Many of 
these parties are internally created 'top-down parties' which originated from parlia- 
ment or at the elite level.99 Statistics from 1999 show that the majority of Slovakia's 
parliamentary parties, including HZDS, had at least one full-time official in each 
region that year. In addition, HZDS has one official with use of a party car in every 
one of Slovakia's 79 districts. HZDS also has the largest number of paid employees. 
The two other Slovak parties with well developed structures are SDL and KDH. The 
latter's structure has much to do with its links to the Catholic Church and the former 
benefited from the organisational structure built up during SDL's previous incarna- 
tion, the Communist Party. 
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TABLE 3 
TOTAL NUMBER OF PAID EMPLOYEES (1998-99) 

HZDS SDL SNS KDH 

Party HQ 50-80 29 10 20-30 
Region 7 0 7 0 
District 79 0 0 25-35 
Total 136-166 29 17 45-65 

Sources: Marika Ondruchova, 'Faktory formovania organizdcie 
politickych stran a hnuti v SR', unpublished diplomova praca, 
Department of Political Science, Comenius University, Bratislava, 2000, 
pp. 65-67. 

Party finance 

HZDS is one of the wealthiest political parties in Slovakia. In 1998, for example, 
HZDS was the richest political party in terms of property. The party owned property 
worth 96 970 000 Slovak crowns, almost twice as much as second placed SDL 
(53 236 000 crowns). The value of other parties' property, such as SDK, SOP, SMK 
and KDH amounted to less than a 10th of the figure for HZDS. Equally, HZDS's 
income in 1998 far exceeded that of other political parties in Slovakia; HZDS 
received 111 104 000 crowns in 1998, compared with SDL's 58 772 000, SDK's 
58 279 000 and SOP's 31 028 000 crowns. 00 

Money pours into the coffers of Slovak political parties from four sources: state 
subvention, membership dues, individual donations and receipts from the party's own 

activity. Out of 52 registered parties in 1998, HZDS was one of eight parties 
(including SMK, KDH, DS, SNS, SDSS) to register anonymous contributions. 
HZDS's anonymous contributions totalled 39 807 000 crowns, far higher than any 
other party (the next highest was SDSS with 4 005 000 crowns).101 

The identity and motivations of anonymous contributors to various Slovak political 
parties, including HZDS, remain unclear, although a fertile ground for speculation. 
The relationships between numerous Slovak political parties, including HZDS, and 

powerful interest groups, businesses and organised crime have been the subject of 
much discussion in the media.102 Rather than accuse Slovak parties of being 
controlled by undisclosed forces, for which there is no irrefutable evidence, we will 

merely state that many Slovak parties, including HZDS, have failed to provide a 

sufficiently open and transparent account of their finances to remove the cloud of 

suspicion from over their heads. 

Membership 

Since 1994 HZDS has had the largest membership of any political party in Slovakia. 
Party membership is important for a number of reasons. For many European parties, 
membership fees are still an important source of revenue.103 In 1998, however, 
membership contributions accounted for less than 1% of HZDS's income, in compari- 
son with 45% of KDH's and 5% of SDL's revenue. State subventions, in contrast, 
accounted for 63% of HZDS's income as opposed to 47% for KDH and 58% for 
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TABLE 4 
MEMBERSHIP OF SLOVAKIA'S FOUR MOST POPULAR PARTIES SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 

HZDS 30 000 40 000 28 320 40000 50 000 70 000 73 000 
SDL 48 000 27 600 24 000 27 600 n.a. 22482 21 223 
SNS 7 000 2 000 3 800 4 900 8 900 11 500 13 000 
KDH 26 352 27 888 26 386 28 265 30 106 29 541 27 348 

Sources: Darina Malovd, 'Slovakia's Contentious Politics in 1990-1994: Revolting Nation and Quiet 
Citizenry?', unpublished paper, Department of Political Science, Comenius University, Bratislava, 1997; 
Marika Ondruchova, 'Organizacna struktira politickych strdn a hnuti na Slovensku: Vybran6 aspekty', 
unpublished, prepared for V)berovy vzdeldvacispolok, Bratislava, 2000 p. 89; and Rudolf Ziak, interview with 
the author, Bratislava, 21 March 2000. 

SDL, due to each party's success at the ballot box.104 Membership, therefore, does not 
raise relatively much money for HZDS. One could suggest that because of state 
subventions membership is degraded, because the central organs of the party are not 
dependent on membership; rather, the local bodies are dependent on handouts from 
the centre, putting another nail in the coffin of influence of the ordinary member. 
Over-emphasis on the pecuniary, however, is unhelpful. Members are important 
for parties in organisational and political terms. The fact that former HZDS 
vice-chairman Rudolf Ziak stressed that 'the number of members is not that 

important, what we want is active members' 05 seems to bear that out. Members are 

important for the 'image of a mass party, and as proof that they are seen as viable 
channels for political representation. Members in this sense are also legitimisers'.l06 
Indeed, the fact that in the 1990s the basic annual HZDS membership fee was a 
mere 20 crowns ($0.45), and some low-income groups such as students and the 
retired were often exempt, suggests that members were not seen as a financial 
resource. Parties like to boast of large and expanding memberships, particularly 
those such as HZDS which dabble in populism. A party projecting itself as the party 
of the people needs to have a large membership to distinguish it from the elite-run 
parties. Such a desire was part of the motivation for the membership drive within 
the workforce of the Slovak steel giant VSZ in the run-up to the 1998 election, to 
get membership of HZDS up to 100 000.107 Subscriptions appear to be low, 
therefore, mainly to foster an expansion of membership. HZDS politicians are very 
proud to inform all who care to listen of the size of their membership,108 as a sign 
of the party's political virility. 

Support 

HZDS has been the most successful Slovak political party at the ballot box since its 
creation in 1991. Former agriculture minister and HZDS stalwart Peter Baco argues 
the party's support is built on three pillars: (a) those who have suffered (more) 
during economic transformation, particularly the rural population and the inhabi- 
tants of Northern and Central Slovakia; (b) the 'Christian aspect' and (c) HZDS' 
greater sensitivity to the voters' desire for a 'national aspect'.109 
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Those who have suffered (more) during economic transformation 

Although HZDS has garnered support from across the social spectrum and from all 
four corners of the country, the party has been less successful in attracting support 
from the winners (private entrepreneurs, white-collar workers, university educated) of 
economic reform, but more successful in attracting votes from the losers (the 
unemployed, the retired, blue-collar and agricultural workers).10 The latter group is 
concentrated in the rural areas, particularly in Northern and Central Slovakia. 

There is a marked rural-urban divide in Slovak voting patterns. In the 1998 elections, 
for example, HZDS only won 17.3% of the vote in the urban areas with populations 
of over 100 000. Krivy's research has highlighted the fact that the more rural the region 
the higher the vote for HZDS."' In the 1992, 1994 and 1998 elections HZDS scored 
its best results in Central and Northern Slovakia. Towns such as Ziar nad Hronom, 
Zvolen, Topl'cany, Povazska Bystrica, Zilina and Cadca consistently deliver a propor- 
tionally larger share of their votes to HZDS than the national average."2 

There is a tendency in the common parlance of Slovak intellectuals to dismiss 
HZDS supporters as old, stupid, rural peasants. Many of those who do vote HZDS, 
however, vote not because they are old or stupid or live in rural areas but rather 
because they have not been recipients of the fruits of marketisation. HZDS has 
garnered support by using 'language and rhetoric which people understand'. In order 
to explain policies, argued Baco, one needs to be able to formulate an explanation 
using words an average worker can understand, even though a university professor 
might find such a formulation simplistic. 13 What is ironic is that HZDS has hung on 
the votes of those who lost out, even though HZDS ministers had their hands on the 
levers of power. It may be that the HZDS electorate has evolved over time, with a 
greater proportion of votes garnered from voters who feel insecure on other fronts 
such as ethnicity, identity, age and core-periphery issues, or that most other political 
parties have appeared to advocate even faster transformation. For former cabinet 
minister and HZDS deputy chairwoman Ol'ga Keltosovai HZDS's success was built 
on a programme of 'economic transformation with a strong social dimension'. In 
response to Czechoslovak President Havel's peace plan in the early 1990s, which 
envisaged a drastic reduction in armaments production, HZDS's championing of the 
interests of the armament workers of Central and Eastern Slovakia was important in 
building up support in the region."14 In addition, Meciar's tour around Slovakia after 
he was ejected from the Prime Ministership in 1991 helped project HZDS as the party 
which had the interests of non-Bratislava dwelling Slovaks at heart. Moreover, the 
desire to better represent the non-Bratislava based population was important for many 
who left VPN in 1991 to join HZDS."5 

HZDS is in one sense a party of those who lost out and who see nothing in the 
project of modernising Slovakia. But its support base is also linked to the 'parallel 
worlds of Slovak politics, society and history'. Southern Slovakia is, in reality, the 
northern edge of the Great Hungarian Plain, a 'polyglot region with a European frame 
of reference'. The 'real' Slovakia is the valleys and mountains of Central and 
Northern Slovakia where Slovaks 'withdrew and kept their culture alive down the 
centuries, whenever danger threatened'. Their point of reference has tended to be 
inward, provincial, defensive and nationalist."16 
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TABLE 5 
HZDS AND THE CATHOLIC VOTE: ELECTION RESULTS IN DISTRICTS WITH ABOVE AVERAGE REPRESENTATION OF 

DIFFERENT RELIGIOUS CONFESSIONS 

(a) 1992 Election 

Districts with 
> 80% ethnic Roman Slovakia as 

Party Slovaks Catholic Evangelical No religion Greco-Catholic a whole 

HZDS 42.0 46.6 44.0 37.5 28.3 37.3 
SNS 9.0 9.4 6.5 10.4 3.8 7.9 
SDL 15.5 11.5 18.4 17.6 23.6 14.7 
KDH 10.1 13.0 6.9 7.2 10.7 8.9 

(b) 1994 Election 

Districts with 
> 80% ethnic Roman Slovakia as 

Party Slovaks Catholic Evangelical No religion Greco-Catholic a whole 

HZDS 39.6 46.2 38.6 32.0 29.3 35.0 
SNS 6.1 6.9 4.8 6.4 2.6 5.4 
SV (SDL) 10.8 7.8 13.2 13.6 13.8 10.4 
KDH 11.5 13.5 7.9 9.9 12.1 10.1 

(c) 1998 Election 

Districts with 
> 80% ethnic Roman Slovakia as 

Party Slovaks Catholic Evangelical No religion Greco-Catholic a whole 

HZDS 30.3 36.8 28.6 22.8 23.6 27.0 
SNS 10.4 13.1 9.3 9.2 5.2 9.1 
SDL 16.1 13.1 20.7 18.6 15.7 14.7 
SDK* 28.0 24.5 24.4 33.4 27.8 26.3 

Note: * in the 1998 elections KDH joined forces with four other parties and ran under the SDK banner. 
Source: Vladimir Krivy, Co prezrddzaju volebne vysledky, pp. 77-79. 

The Christian aspect 

The evidence for Baco's second explanation, religion, is inconclusive. In analysing 
the impact of religion on voting patterns, it is clear that ethnic Hungarians vote for 
ethnic parties because they are ethnic Hungarian parties, not because of religion. Of 
those areas with a population of over 80% ethnic Slovaks, there are marked 
differences between the levels of support in areas dominated by different confessional 
groupings. Table 5, drawing on the work of Krivy, distinguishes between districts 
with above average representation of various religious groupings (Roman Catholic, 
evangelical, no religion and Greco-Catholic). 

In all three elections HZDS has picked up a proportionally larger share of the vote 
in Roman Catholic areas,117 although in areas dominated by other confessional 
groupings the party has still managed to win a significant share of the vote broadly 
in line with its national tally. Given the respective roles Christianity plays in the 
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ideologies of HZDS and KDH (as discussed above) it is no surprise to see KDH as 
the more successful party (proportionally) in terms of winning the Catholic vote. 

The national aspect 

The regional concentration of HZDS' support also has much to do with ethnicity. 
Support for HZDS has been at its lowest in the southern edge of Slovakia where most 
ethnic Hungarians live. In 1992, for example, in Dunajska Streda and Komaro just 
3.3% and 7.0% respectively of their electorate who voted cast their vote for 
HZDS-figures which barely changed in 1994 (2.9% and 7.0%)118 It is not just HZDS 
which fails to capture the ethnic Hungarian vote. Indeed, ethnic Hungarians tend to 
vote en masse for ethnic Hungarian parties.119 HZDS has not been averse to tapping 
into anti-Hungarian sentiment. During the 1994 general election, for example, an 
HZDS election leaflet declared: 'Who does not vote for HZDS is voting for 

Hungarian autonomy'.120 Undeniably there was a large dose of rhetoric appealing to 
nationalist Slovak sentiment. Meciar often made disparaging references to the powers 
that be in Prague and Budapest, stressing the importance of solving 'our own 

problems'.121 The ethnic Slovaks who make their marks on the ballot paper for HZDS 
are overwhelmingly suspicious of ethnic Hungarians. An IVO poll conducted in 

January 1999 found that in response to the statement, 'Hungarians living in Slovakia 
are just as interested in the well-being of the country as are Slovaks', only 24% of 
HZDS voters strongly agreed or agreed, while 62% strongly disagreed or disagreed 
(the remaining 14% were don't knows).122 Peter Baco denied Slovaks were national- 
ist. He argued that they did not respond well to comments such as those uttered by 
the former SNS leader Jan Slota that Slovakia should send tanks to Budapest; rather, 
they responded well to parties with a 'national accent'.123 

Cliche, which compares Slovaks unfavourably with their erstwhile federation 

partners on such factors as nationalism and democracy, has been shown by Krause to 
be wide of the mark, or at least the subject of exaggeration. Krause, however, shows 
that the 'national question' explanation should not be discarded immediately. Whilst 
socioeconomic questions were the bases of Czech voters' evaluation of parties, 
'nation and democracy' were the basis of evaluation for Slovak voters.124 Slovak 
national identity, it should be remembered, was formed, at least in part, in opposition 
to Hungary and all things Hungarian. It is interesting to note that the strongest 
anti-Hungarian feelings are to be found amongst Slovaks who live in the parts of the 

country furthest away from the areas populated by ethnic Hungarians.125 
The above evidence suggests that Baco's analysis is broadly correct, although 

HZDS has not been unsuccessful in winning support (albeit in smaller numbers) from 
winners, non-Christians and non-nationally inclined Slovak citizens. In addition to 
Baco's triadic explanation two other factors deserve mention. In contrast to the 
continual creation, merger and dissolution of other parties on the Slovak political 
scene, HZDS has been a constant, identifiable brand in the electoral market place. 
Secondly, the media have played an important role in Slovak politics. The issue of 
media influence in Slovak politics is complex and merits in-depth analysis in itself; 
nevertheless, in order to understand the support base of HZDS, it is important to note, 
for example, how the slavishly pro-HZDS newspaper Slovenskd republika and the 
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markedly anti-Meciar newspaper Sme have helped to engender entrenched animosity 
between HZDS and its supporters on the one hand and their critics on the other.126 

Conclusion 

The four questions posed at the beginning of this article were intended to grapple with 
an underlying question: is HZDS different or not from other Slovak parties in terms 
of ideology, organisation and support base? In terms of organisation, HZDS appears 
to have a formal framework structure congruous with the majority of political parties 
in Slovakia. The similarity, however, owes much to the administrative reforms of 
1996. The substance within the framework displays a much more developed and 
extensive party structure, not the least element of which is the large membership. 
Nonetheless, the formal structure belies the fact that the leader and founder of the 
HZDS appears to play more than just the leadership role played by other party leaders 
such as Peter Weiss and Jozef Migas in SDL, Mikulas Dzurinda in SDK or Jan Slota 
and Anna Malikova in SNS. Meciar has become in many respects the physical 
embodiment of his party and all it stands for-a position similar to that of Vaclav 
Klaus, Meciar's partner in the division of Czechoslovakia and head of the Czech 
Civic Democratic Party. Perhaps the only Slovak party leader who has played a 
similar role in his party is Jan Carogursky. Carogursky, however, stepped down 
from the leadership of KDH in September 2000. 

Ideologically, HZDS is a party that has displayed a nebulous standpoint that does not 
appear to sit comfortably on the left-right spectrum. Until the end of Czechoslovakia 
it was difficult to categorise Slovak political parties on the economic left-right scale, 
because the national issue was to the fore. Since its establishment, HZDS has developed 
an ideology and support base grounded on managed economic reform, a rhetoric and 
concern for those who lost out from the process of marketisation, a national accent and 
the charisma and personality of its leader and founder, Vladimir Meciar. The policy 
package offered by HZDS has often been incoherent and incongruous, with a touch of 
populism thrown in for good measure. That eclectic pick and mix was constructed in 
part in an attempt to bolster the support of Meciar. Nonetheless, it has never been a 
solely office-driven party such as Rudolf Schuster's SOP, formed in 1999 with the 
express intention of catapulting Schuster into the presidency. 

Krivy's research has shown that HZDS derives its support largely (but not 
exclusively) from the older, poorer, rural voters of Central and Northern Slovakia. As 
the statistics on HZDS support demonstrate, the party is extremely unlikely to form 
a government by itself. It needs coalition partners. HZDS, however, has found it 
difficult to attract such partners.127 This fact is not primarily a function of the three 
aspects explored in this article. Ideologically, the programme of HZDS would be 
compatible with a number of mainstream Slovak political parties, notably SDL and 
KDH. (There are also notable similarities between the support bases of HZDS and 
KDH.) The whiff of anti-Hungarian sentiment, which is still prevalent in the official 
statements of the party, would make coalition with the ethnic Hungarian parties 
highly unlikely. 

Two factors have generated a gulf between HZDS and potential coalition partners. 
Firstly, the actions of the Meciar-led governments, particularly the 1994-98 govern- 
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ment, in breaking what the opposition and international bodies such as the European 
Commission saw as democratic norms.128 After the 1994 elections the formation of 
the HZDS/SNS/ZRS coalition was by no means a foregone conclusion.129 Both SDL 
and KDH held a series of meetings with HZDS over the formation of a government, 
but stumbling blocks emerged, particularly over the proposed constitutional changes 
to the role and election of the president and the inclusion of SNS in a coalition.130 
Secondly, Meciar himself. Meciar has offered conflicting signals since HZDS's defeat 
in the 1998 parliamentary elections. Soon after the elections he bade Slovakia 
farewell in song at the end of an infamous TV interview and relinquished his 
parliamentary seat, only to return as a candidate for president in May 1999. In an 
interview around the time of the Trnava congress he responded to critics calling for 
his resignation by stating: 'Why should HZDS get rid of a leader who has been 
successful in elections four times, three times leading the government and who in 
effect created this state?'131 Secondly, in attempting to gauge HZDS' popularity one 
cannot ignore Meciar himself. In the eyes of the Slovak electorate, the charismatic 
personality of Meciar is HZDS' greatest asset. In polls he was invariably voted (until 
late 1999 at least) the most popular and trusted politician in the country. (He also 
consistently topped the tables of the most unpopular and least trusted politician in the 
country.132) 

The adoration HZDS supporters hold for their leader, however, is not shared by 
potential coalition partners. R6bert Fico, who formed his own party, Smer, in 
December 1999, has declared that HZDS with Meciar at the helm has 'no coalition 
potential'. Fico was keen to stress his new party would not be a springboard to power 
for Meciar.133 Given the lag between the writing and publishing of an academic article 
it would be unwise to speculate about future coalition partners for HZDS. Nonethe- 
less, the role Vladimir Meciar would play in any configuration appears to be a central 
issue.134 

HZDS is a living political entity and, as with almost all such creatures, it is 
constantly evolving. The Trnava congress in March 2000, when HZDS officially 
transformed itself from a movement into a 'party of the people's type', was regarded 
by senior HZDS politicians as a 'very significant' development.'35 Critics regarded 
the event as just a cosmetic exercise.'36 Whether the former or the latter proves to be 
true, few would deny that, during the first ten years of its existence, HZDS has played 
a starring role on Slovakia's political stage. Much of the credit and/or blame for what 
took place in Slovakia in the 1990s deserves to laid at HZDS's door. 

SSEES, University College London 

Abbreviations of Slovak political parties 

DS Democratic Party 
DU Democratic Union 
HZDS Movement for a Democratic Slovakia 
KDH Christian Democratic Movement 
MK Hungarian Coalition 
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MKDH-Spoluzitie Coalition of Hungarian Christian Democratic Movement and 
Coexistence 

SDK Slovak Democratic Coalition 
SDSS Slovak Social Democratic Party 
SDL Party of the Democratic Left 
SMK Hungarian Coalition Party 
SNS Slovak National Party 
SOP Party of Civic Understanding 
SV Common Choice 
ZRS Workers' Association of Slovakia 
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