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Political Transition Processes in Central and
Eastern Europe

Helga A. Welsh

What has been termed the “third wave”! of democratization culminated in the unexpected,?
domino-effect fall of Communist political regimes in the central and eastern European
countries and the Soviet Union in 1989 and 1991.3 In the wake of these extracrdinary events
much scholarly attention initially focused on the various causes of regime change in the
former Soviet bloc. Other studies placed major emphasis on the prerequisites of
democratization: socioeconomic development and the roles of civil society and political
culture.* More recently, the consequences of regime change® and the comparability of
regime transitions in eastern Europe to other regions of the world have been given greater
attention.®

As Przeworski points out, studies on regime transitions can be loosely grouped into two
categories, macro-oriented studies which focus on the objective conditions of regime
transformation and studies that concentrate on political strategies and choices.” This article
falls into the second category.

One of the underlying assumptions of much of the literature on transitions has been that
the mode with which new regimes are created has important implications for the stability of
the newly emerging polyarchies. Modes of transition are usually distinguished according to
the process through which incumbents are replaced by opposition forces. Roughly, one can
differentiate between transitions from above (transformation/transaction/reform), transitions
from below (replacement/breakdown/rupture), and transitions where regime and opposition
play a roughly equal role in system transformation (transplacement/extrication).® Dahl has
argued that a ‘“disproportionately large number of the stable-high-consensus polyarchies
seem to have come about . . . by peaceful evolution.”® In a similar vein, Karl and Schmitter
suggest that the “mode of transition from autocratic rule is a principal determinant of
whether democracy will emerge.”'? They argue that the most successful transitions are
implemented by pact or imposition in which the incumbent rulers remain at least partly in
control of political development and contrast them to transition by reform or revolution.
They caution, however, that the experiences in central and eastern Europe might suggest
different findings with regard to the utility of modes of transitions and emphasize that the
different classifications are ideal types.

Using the example of central and eastern Europe, this article approaches the study of
transitions by deemphasizing the role of modes of transition and instead emphasizing the
changing modes of conflict resolution in the transition process from authoritarian regimes to
polyarchies. I argue that, independent of the mode of transition, the concept of bargaining is
crucial in understanding transition processes. The argument is based on the assumption that
the “bargainers need to reach some settlement but, at the same time, wish to settle on terms
favorable to themselves.”!" Joint decision making can take a variety of forms across national
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settings, but, as Przeworski puts it, “democracy cannot be dictated: it emerges from
bargaining.” !> The absence or failure of bargaining efforts may impede progress toward the
emergence and consolidation of polyarchic political systems.

The emphasis on different negotiation patterns also contributes to a better understanding
of the transition process. It allows us to distinguish between different stages in the transition
process without having to rely solely on particular events such as founding elections. I
propose that different stages in the transition process are defined by different modes of
conflict resolution. In this approach. the successful transition process toward democratic
political rule involves three stages. First. liberalization of the authoritarian regime is
accompanied by declines in the use of command and imposition as the prevailing modes of
conflict resolution. Second, as the transition proceeds to extrication from the old regime and
institutionalization of a new political system. bargaining and compromise emerge as the key
features in decision making. Finally, consolidation of the transition is distinguished by the
increasing dominance of competition and cooperation as the prevailing means of conflict
resolution.

First, I summarize some of the major characteristics of transition periods. The second
section proposes a framework for analyzing regime transformations by looking at changing
modes of conflict resolution. The third section analyzes similarities and differences in
transitions by outlining negotiation patterns in the countries of central and eastern Europe. I
conclude by suggesting that the transition process has entered a new stage once bargaining is
replaced by competition as the prevailing mode of conflict resolution.

Transitions

Problems of Definition The interval between an authoritarian political regime and a
democratic one is commonly referred to as the transition period. The beginning is marked by
the dissolution of the authoritarian regime, which often is identified with first signs of mass
mobilization. the end by the establishment of a new form of government that gains
legitimacy through democratic elections.!? It is reasonable to assert that transitions have
beginnings and that they must have ends. but their fluidity makes clear demarcation
difficult.

However, the dissolution of an authoritarian regime often starts well before signs of
dissatisfaction manifest themselves publicly, and the election of a new government is not the
end of the transition period. Emphasis on the date of the first democratic election after a
period of authoritarian rule oversimplifies the transformation of political systems and
reduces it to the act of voting and to the transfer of power at the central level. Regime
change. however, involves changes at many other levels of the political system—for
example, at regional and local levels—and in decision-making procedures. '+

Of course, the demarcation of stages within the transition process is not new, but
operationalization of the different categories is difficult. Rustow, for example, distinguished
three phases in the transition process. His preparatory phase features the polarization of the
main political actors. followed by a decision phase in which some crucial elements of
democratic procedure are institutionalized. The final phase of a transition is the period
during which politicians and the electorate are “habituated” to the new political rules.'s
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The most common distinction is made between liberalization and democratization.
Whereas liberalization is a controlled opening of the political space, democratization —that
is, extrication from the authoritarian regime and constitution of a democratic one—is a
process that subjects different interests to competition, that institutionalizes uncertainty.'¢

Just as it is difficult to outline the exact time frame for periods of transition, it is difficult
to describe different modes of transition. Indeed, the confusion about how one should label
the different transition modes in eastern Europe is great and contributes significantly to the
general problem of concept misformation in political science. The confusion relates in
particular to the use of the term revolution in describing the developments in central and
eastern Europe. The goal of transforming the political order is central to most definitions of
revolutions; however, there might be considerable discrepancies between the original intent
and the final political outcome of mass action.

Characteristics of the Transition While there are individual, national variations with
regard to the speed, methods, and players involved in transitions, they have a number of
features in common.

First, transition periods are characterized by the need to address certain crucial issues
under rather urgent time constraints. For example, institutional arrangements regarding the
future distribution of power and the requirements for “founding elections” command
immediate action.!” Thus, transition periods are times of accelerated change. After long
periods during which major political, social, and economic changes have been postponed or
blocked, a growing impatience of the population arises which intensifies the apparent need
for change.!® In central and eastern Europe, this impatience became evident in the pressure
to schedule “‘founding” elections at times when most opposition forces hardly had time to
organize and overcome the Communist Party’s monopoly of access to and distribution of
information. From the very beginning it is imperative to institutionalize change since
dissatisfaction and nostalgia for certain aspects of the old regime may slow down the process
of reform and enhance political polarization. Some of the major issues in the process of
transition are addressed in Table 1.

Second, transition periods are characterized by great uncertainty with regard to both the
process and the results. During a transition no one knows who will win or lose in both the
distribution of political and economic power and personal well-being. In addition, even if
there are agreements on the goals of economic and political transformation, the processes
leading to the achievement of these goals vary considerably. Once initial euphoria has
subsided, it becomes clear that the prospects for achieving and sustaining polyarchy are
different among countries in the region. Disturbing signs of governmental instability,
stalemates in decision making, the emergence of violent protests, and war involving
different ethnic groups, as in the former Yugoslavia, reinforce the notion that the process
and the outcome of transitions from different forms of authoritarianism are not linear and are
often marred by insecurity and uncertainty. In other words, the collapse of authoritarian rule
may result in a variety of outcomes.!®

Third, previous authoritarian structures are altered during a transition period by the
rapidly expanding range of political actors and the need for political communication among
them. Typically, there is consensus on some goals but discord on methods and procedures.
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Table 1 Transition Processes in Central and Eastern Europe: Main Issues of Conflict Resolution

Political:

. reform of electoral system

) reform of structure of government (including issues of
decentralization)

° selection of new political elite

° development of institutions of interest articulation and interest
aggregation (e.q., political parties, interest groups)

. constitution writing

° prosecution and purge of communist party officials and members
of security apparatus

° restitution of past injustices

. reform of media sector

Economic:

L] macroeconomic stabilization (e.g., reform of monetary and fiscal
policies)

price reform (e.g., price liberalization, currency convertibility)
structural reform (e.g., privatization, trade liberalization)
institutional reform (e.g., reform of legal and banking systems)
educational reform (e.g., management training)

In 1989, restrictions on political activities for nonsanctioned political groups and
organizations ceased to exist and resulted in the resurrection of civil society. The
institutionalization of political parties and movements was a dialectical process: on the one
hand, a highly diversified political landscape emerged; on the other hand, broad
anticommunist sentiment united the opposition.2©

Fourth. transitions are elite-centered. Independent of whether regime change has been
initiated from above by political elites or from below by the masses, the terms of transitions
are settled by emerging elites, not by the public.2! Mass mobilization is short-lived;
demobilization and retreat to the private sphere follow.2? In central and eastern Europe, with
its long history of intellectual dissidents and politicians, the gap between the political elite
and the masses reinforced disillusionment and distance between the rulers and the ruled. In
addition, as Burton, Gunther, and Higley have pointed out, the extent of structural
integration at the level of communication and influence and value consensus regarding the
mode of political conduct are crucially important once the transition has ended and the
process of consolidation begins.2?

Last but not least, transitions involve bargaining. Whereas popular mobilization often
creates the conditions for the extrication from authoritarian regimes, in “the second phase of
the redemocratization process elite bargaining and accords become the key.”2* This
sequence seems to hold true even in cases where negotiation has been previously neglected.
For example, it is often assumed that revolutionary transitions lack the element of
negotiation; one could argue the same for externally imposed transitions. These assumptions
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apply only if one limits the concept of negotiation to “old” versus “new” political forces.
However, negotiations may take a variety of forms depending on the political environment.
In summary, periods of transition are characterized by a number of specific features which
aim at both change and consolidation. These features help us understand the complexities
and challenges of transition but are also instructive in understanding the character of the
process. This article addresses one particular issue of transition, conflict resolution.

Transitions and Conflict Resolution

Generally, we distinguish among three major means of conflict resolution: command and
imposition, bargaining and compromise, and competition and cooperation. Although these
modes are clearly present in all political systems, their relative significance varies
considerably. In authoritarian political systems conflict resolution is based largely upon
methods of command and imposition that take the form of rule by decree, force, or
exclusion and the mutual denial of legitimacy. Alternately, competition, accompanied by
cooperation, lies at the heart of pluralist politics.?*

Recent transition periods suggest that the end of extrication and the institutionalization of
polyarchy are delimited by the dramatic decline of command and imposition and the increase
in bargaining and compromise; the introduction of democracy is as much a matter of
procedure as it is a matter of substance. Bargaining and compromise are not entirely absent
in authoritarian regimes; even in the past they have been recognized as increasingly
important features in authoritarian political systems. For example, corporatist strategies
involving coalitions of special interest groups within the state where access to participation
is state-controlled are a common feature of left- and right-wing authoritarian regimes.2®
Similarly, in pluralist political systems competition is moderated by cooperation which
promotes persistent bargaining and compromise. While bargaining in authoritarian regimes
is state-initiated and state-controlled and aims at the protection and consolidation of power,
bargaining in pluralist political systems is competitive, diverse, but grounded in a political
climate that nurtures mutual trust and cooperation, which are seen as important
preconditions of the voluntary distribution and regularized transfer of power. In contrast,
bargaining in times of transition is aimed at the peaceful passage of power; it is born out of
necessity, and the number of actors as well as the issues under discussion is limited.

Bargaining in Central and Eastern Europe Bargaining, negotiations aimed at reaching
compromises at the greatest advantage to each participating party, can take a variety of
forms (including ad hoc meetings) but more often takes place in an institutionalized setting.
In central and eastern Europe, the stage of “bargaining and compromise” was characterized
by three particular features: the so-called round table, broad-based (maximum-winning)
coalition governments, and “conglomerate” parties.

One specific feature of the transitions in central and eastern Europe was the emergence of
round tables in which representatives of the old Communist political system discussed the
terms of transition with representatives of the opposition. In some countries, members of
political and social organizations who were closely aligned with the ruling Communist Party
participated in the negotiations. In East Germany and Poland the mediating role of the
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churches was evident in their continuous role in the round table negotiations; in Hungary a
number of independent observers, including church personalities, also attended some of the
round table negotiations.

The main goal of the round tables was similar in all countries: to set the terms for the
creation of a reformed or new political system. Decisions regarding dates and terms of
democratic elections, changes in the constitution (for example, deletion of the provisions
that guaranteed the leading role of the Communist Party),?” and the dismantling of the forces
of domestic suppression (state security, workers' militia) had to be made. Finally, round
tables led to or were responsible for the choice of transitional governments. Because it was
commonly understood that central and eastern Europe had to undergo dual transitions that
encompassed political and economic institutions, both items were discussed. However, in
the end the results of the round table discussions were confined largely to the political
realm.?® In the context of the literature on negotiation, this type of bargaining is generally
described as integrative: there are two major parties and several issues to be negotiated, the
negotiation process runs through stages, the parties’ interests are not clearly defined at the
beginning of the negotiations, and conflict is never absent.?®

Round table negotiations combined public with secret negotiations, and one of their
trademarks was the exclusion of public discourse. In all cases, there was a high level of
mutual dependence on the bargaining relationship; round table negotiations were entered
into out of political and economic necessity. In Poland, urgent and drastic economic reforms
could no longer be postponed; in East Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Bulgaria large
segments of the public had become highly politicized and demanded major political and
economic reforms. The opposition saw the round table arrangements as a way to control the
incumbent government, to raise the visibility of opposition forces since, with the exception
of Solidarity in Poland, the opposition had always been fragmented, rather elitist, and thus
isolated from the public at large, and to initiate the process of democratization. The mandate
of the round table representatives was self-imposed and exclusive, and its legitimacy was
indeterminate since it was not based on elections.

With the exception of Hungary and Bulgaria, one overriding feature of round table
negotiations involved power-sharing, attempts to reconcile the past division between “us”
and “them,” and their aim was to make compromises acceptable to both sides. These
negotiations opened up channels of political participation for the hitherto excluded
opposition groups and allowed outgoing administrations to “save face.” Power-sharing
emerged because the Communists were no longer able to govern without the active
participation and support of oppositional forces. For a variety of reasons, the opposition in
Hungary and in Bulgaria (until December 1990) rejected formal power-sharing
arrangements: the sense of defeat of the Communists was less acute in these two countries,
and the inability of the Communists to continue their rule independent of other political
forces had to be further exposed.

Although the methods and goals of power-sharing were similar across national settings,
the time frames during which round tables were active, the particular political environments,
and the resulting bargaining strengths of the parties varied to a fair degree. Bargaining
schemes differed with regard to tactics and the perceived power of the negotiating partner.
Generally, loss of authority by the incumbent political parties continued during the
negotiations, and the perception of bargaining power shifted from the incumbents to the
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opposition forces. The ongoing reassessment of bargaining strength had important
implications for the roles of opposition groups which evolved throughout the period of
negotiations.3¢

During this time, substantial differences in institutional settings—the length of
negotiations, the range of participants, and the number of meetings—were also evident. In
Hungary, fifty main delegates and more than 500 experts came together in two main
committees, twelve subcommittees, and two supplementary committees and negotiated in
roughly 1,000 documented meetings or talks over a period of three months.3! In East
Germany, the “Central Round Table” met sixteen times from the beginning of December
1989 to the middle of March 1990. In addition, there were sixteen working committees, as
well as a steering committee and numerous smaller ad hoc committees; altogether 276
members and advisers took part in the activities of the “Central Round Table.”3? In
Romania, however, the so-called round table negotiations encompassed only two sessions
(see Table 2).

In central and eastern Europe, roughly four forms of negotiation emerged. They
emphasize different aspects of the process but are not mutually exclusive. Negotiations
started because of the shared perception between regime and opposition that the severity of
the political and economic crises demanded joint approaches to problem solving. While the
political forces in Poland agreed to a gradual opening based on power-sharing, the
Hungarian opposition opted instead for an immediate transition to democracy without formal
power-sharing arrangements. In this form of transition, competitive strategies almost
immediately followed the opening of the political space.

The most common form of negotiation evolved from the concept of control and resulted in
power-sharing. In this arrangement, which was adopted in Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, and
East Germany, negotiations started with the initial intent of controlling the Communist
Party, evolved into power-sharing, and resulted in a substantial decline, if not defeat, of the
power of the Communist Party. In contrast to the first setting, mass mobilization played a
crucial role in the willingness of the ruling elites to enter negotiations with opposition forces.

Finally, negotiations took place in Romania with the intent of replacing the old system but
without substantial power-sharing among the new political elite. The limited role of
bargaining and compromise is yet another indicator that the transition to polyarchy was
severely hampered in the Romanian case.

Table 2 Central Round Table Negotiations and National Elections in Central and Eastern Europe

Duration of Date of
country Round-Table Negotiations National Elections
Poland 6 Feb. 1989-5 Apr. 1989 4/8 June 1989
Hungary 13 June 1989-18 Sept. 1989 25 Mar./8 Apr. 1990
CSSR 26 Nov. 1989-31 Jan. 1990 8/9 June 1990
GDR 7 Dec. 1989-12 Mar. 1990 18 Mar. 1990
Buigaria 22 Jan. 1990-14 May 1990 10/17 June 1990
Romania 27 Jan. 1990-1 Feb. 1990 20 May 1990

385

This content downloaded from
147.251.61.34 on Sun, 04 Oct 2020 20:09:05 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Comparative Politics July 1994

Negotiation as Reform In many ways Poland set the stage since it was the first country in
central and eastern Europe that engaged in round table negotiations. In addition, the
experience of negotiation was not new to the political actors in Poland. Members of the
Polish United Workers’ Party as well as of Solidarity had the experiences of 1981 to draw
from. The fact that the negotiations in 1980-81 failed and led to the introduction of martial
law weighed heavily on the negotiating partners; the experience of 1981 was not to be
repeated in 1989.

The resulting compromise initially clearly favored the Communist party and its coalition
partners: they were guaranteed a majority in the Sejm, the lower house of the parliament. In
addition, it was understood that the opposition would not impede the election of General
Jaruzelski as president and that matters of defense and internal order would remain in the
hands of the Communists.33

However, the demoralizing blow to the Communists in the June and July 1989 elections
to the upper house of parliament seriously undermined the results of the round table
negotiations. Solidarity was forced to take over governmental responsibility, a contingency
for which it was unprepared. At one point Lech Walesa confirmed that his intentions had
been quite different: “I wanted to stop at the conquests of the round table, make a pause and
occupy ourselves with the economy and the society. But, by a stroke of bad luck, we won
the elections.”34

After the electoral defeat of the Polish United Workers’ Party, people questioned the need
to adhere to an arrangement that was made under different domestic and international
circumstances. The round table agreement preserved important elements of political power
for former Communists and, in the eyes of many, ultimately became an obstacle toward
faster consolidation of democratic rule.3> The power-sharing arrangement did advance and
facilitate the introduction of one of the more progressive “shock therapies” in the transition
from a centralized to a market-oriented economy. However, even this aspect of
policymaking has been drawn into question not only by subsequent governments but also by
scholars.?¢ Nevertheless, the round table agreement made possible the peaceful transition to
a pluralist political system at a time when power-sharing in Communist political systems
was a novelty. In addition, the diffusion effects of these developments on other countries in
the region can hardly be overstated.

Negotiation and Competition In Hungary, the major opposition forces advocated the
concept of “one-step transition to democracy,” that is, they rejected the power-sharing
formula employed in Poland.3” Although the opposition forces were fragmented, they were
able to agree on a common strategy and were helped by a faltering Communist party that had
split into two rival wings. In March 1989, nine major opposition groups formed the so-called
Opposition Round Table, convincing at least the more reform-minded members of the
Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (HSWP) that the strategy of “divide and conquer”
toward the opposition had failed. The goal of the Opposition Round Table was to create the
conditions for a peaceful transition to democracy, but the Communist party leadership
insisted on giving economic issues equal standing in the negotiations. “Their original idea
was to make economic discussion a condition for political concessions. . . . By late July,
following a by-election which returned the first opposition MP to Parliament, it also became
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clear that both the policy of concessions and the plan of making democracy a gift from above
were of limited potential.”3® In contrast to Poland. Czechoslovakia. and East Germany. the
opposition forces refused to enter any transitory governmental power arrangements.®

Although bargaining and compromise did not extend to institutionalized power-sharing
arrangements. they were the prevailing decision-making mode for the duration of the
National Round Table. The National Round Table set the terms of the transition (which
included the specifics of the upcoming elections and consensus regarding major legislative
proposals)*® and united the opposition. even if only for a few months. during which
settlements of far-reaching political significance were achieved.

Negotiation: From Control to Power-Sharing In Bulgaria. the German Democratic
Republic. and Czechoslovakia, the Communist political leadership started the process of
liberalization only after the pressure of popular mobilization left no alternative. The
Communists reacted. rather than acted. in response to the turmoil in their countries. and the
initiative for the institutionalization of round tables came from the political opposition.
Although to differing degrees. opposition forces in all three countries were still in their
infancy and needed the support of round table negotiations to gain status and public
visibility. Opposition groups saw their roles initially in terms of vetoing Communist policy
initiatives. later expanding into shaping policy decisions. In East Germany and
Czechoslovakia. opposition groups gradually eroded the bases for Communist party
participation and entered coalition governments of “national unity”™ and “national
responsibility™ in which Communists and noncommunists shared power until elections in
spring 1990. The political initiative moved from the old to the new political forces: indeed.
in the case of Czechoslovakia a reversal in power positions occurred even before the
scheduling of democratic elections.

Bulgaria’s Communist Party met emerging opposition from a united front. but the
independent opposition was relatively weak. lacked organization. and needed to gain
independence and visibility. As in Hungary. the inequality between the two negotiating
partners led to an arrangement based on necessity which precluded genuine power-sharing.
More than in other countries. the threat or use of strikes and walk-outs and the refusal to
enter into a new round of talks unless certain issues were resolved became standard
negotiation tactics and continued to undermine the strength of the Bulgarian Communist
Party from the initial phase of transition until the June 1990 elections. For example. only the
threat of a general strike at the national level led to the inauguration of round table talks in
January 1990. and only on March 12. 1990 was a formal agreement regarding the role of the
round table concluded.

The resulting transitional government in Bulgaria was exclusively a caretaker government
without the participation of the opposition forces.*! Even after the June 1990 elections.
which resulted in a small margin of victory for the Communists. there were many futile
efforts to form a coalition between the Bulgarian Communist Party and the Union of
Democratic Forces. Finally the stalemate was broken when the opposition forces within the
Union of Democratic Forces agreed to enter into a power-sharing government. On December
29, 1990. a government was created in which the then-renamed Bulgarian Socialist Party
held eight positions, the Union of Democratic Forces three. and the Bulgarian Agrarian
National Union two. while four went to unaffiliated experts.
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Negotiation by Dictate Negotiation in Romania did not follow any of these patterns, and
the dialogue between newly emerging political forces was never officially termed a round
table (although the term was widely used in the media). There were no negotiations between
old and new political forces, at least not in the usual juxtaposition of Communist Party
versus opposition. The old Romanian Communist Party died with Ceausescu, and although
members of the opposition were included in the Council of the National Salvation Front
(NSF) and later in the Provisional Council of National Unity, the clear majority of NSF
members precluded any meaningful bargaining. As Weiss and Heinrich point out, the
leaders of the National Salvation Front saw themselves as executive organs of the revolution
who enjoyed considerable political backing. The other newly emerging political forces were
fragmented and were never able to gain an equal footing in the negotiations.*?

In the May 1990 elections the National Salvation Front emerged as the clear winner and
was able to form a government without participation of the highly diverse opposition forces.
A first offer to the opposition to participate in the government came in April 1991.
However, the resulting coalition government was aptly termed a pseudo-coalition; the major
opposition forces refused to join the government by Petre Roman because it did not entail
any guarantees of power-sharing.*

The Development of the Political Party System

Another feature in power-sharing arrangements involved creation of so-called umbrella
organizations, conglomerate parties, or movement parties. These terms were used to
describe political organizations which combined a variety of different political groups and
political parties in a loose movement without a structured program or institutionalized
structure. The pent-up desire for political participation resulted in an unprecedented
proliferation of political parties and movements. Mushrooming numbers of political groups
and parties were counterbalanced by the antiideological and anticommunist stance of the
opposition movement. On the one hand, members of the emerging opposition rejected any
kind of overt ideology and often even the very concept of party-building; on the other hand,
they created new organizations which—just as the despised Communist parties—tried to
appeal to all sectors of the population, that is, “all political interests were submerged-in the
name of the higher interest” of opposing the Communist party.*

Whether to unite or to run on separate tickets was conditioned, among other things, by the
anticipated strength of the Communist party and the emerging opposition political forces.
Where the Communist party was perceived as united and strong and the opposition as weak,
oppositional unity was essential. Where the Communist party split into two or more rival
political parties, as in Poland and Hungary, the need to ban together diminished.

As a result, a number of powerful political alliances emerged in central and eastern
Europe in 1990. The Union of Democratic Forces combined major but, in terms of political
spectrum and membership strength, rather diverse elements of the opposition in Bulgaria;
the Civic Forum and Public against Violence did the same in Czechoslovakia.** Although
the origins of Solidarity differ from those of the opposition forces in other central and
eastern European countries, the sense of unity of the oppositional forces initially prevailed in
Poland as well. In East Germany, efforts to unite major opposition groups failed largely
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because of the early entry of West German parties into the electoral campaign. In particular,
the refusal of the Social Democratic Party to join an opposition alliance forestalled a similar
arrangement in East Germany. Still, a number of electoral alliances, in particular the
victorious Alliance for Germany. aimed at combining different political groups under one
umbrella.

One major exception to this form of power-sharing is Hungary. As early as 1988, the
opposition enjoyed relatively more freedom of organization but was limited to the urban
middle class. As Batt points out, “their creation was largely the product of elite initiatives.
rather than the mass pressure that was so important in the original formation of Solidarity,
the Civic Forum, and the Public against Violence. #¢ However, the opposition remained
divided and confident of its victory over an increasingly weak Communist party that had
split into two major factions.

Initially, the anticommunist umbrella was enough to continue electoral alliances into
governmental alliances, even after the elections in 1990. Power-sharing governments still
prevailed. In Czechoslovakia and East Germany the broad-based power-sharing govern-
ments of the first transition period led to maximum-winning coalitions. In view of the
enormous tasks ahead, broad consensus was needed, and competition was limited almost
exclusively to former Communists. In Bulgaria, power-sharing arrangements were initially
rejected by the oppositional Union of Democratic Forces, and a coalition government was
not formed until the end of November 1990. In Poland the power-sharing arrangement
between former members of the Polish United Workers' Party and Solidarity gradually
disintegrated up to the elections of October 1991. In the months following the 1991
elections, the government struggled repeatedly to form viable coalition cabinets; a coalition
of seven parties was able to maintain a stable majority in the Sejm, the Polish parliament,
from July 1992 to May 1993. New elections were set for September 1993.

In Hungary, the incumbent caretaker government was replaced by a coalition of three
parties, with the Hungarian Democratic Forum as its core. A coalition between the two
largest parties, the Democratic Forum and the Alliance of Free Democrats. was declined by
the former. However, the element of compromise came to the fore once more: on April 29,
1990, the two major political parties concluded a pact in which major elements of the
distribution of power were negotiated.+” In particular, this pact involved the choice of a
member of the Alliance of Free Democrats as president; the Free Democrats, in turn, agreed
to a revision of some laws which, according to the round table agreements, had previously
required a two-thirds majority.**

However, problems inherent in the lack of an established party system have subsequently
taken their toll. Lack of party tradition, party identification, party programs, and
institutionalized structure became major obstacles to efficient decision making. These
problems are particularly important since the structures of government in central and eastern
Europe are based on the model of western European parliamentary systems which rely
heavily on party identification and party discipline. Effective policymaking is possible only
with the support of a majority in parliament.

By 1991 transitions entered a new stage in most countries. Political groups and
organizations felt the pressure to develop their own political profiles and their independent
organizational and membership bases. Slogans had to be replaced by substantive political
programs and transformed into policy actions. Conflicting interests started to surface, and
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competition for personal and political power came to the fore. In these circumstances,
parties proliferated, and competition among them increased, contributing to early elections
in most central and eastern European countries. In Poland in the fall of 1991, more than 100
political parties existed, of which twenty-two were able to register national lists; twenty-nine
parties achieved representation in the parliament. The high degree of party fragmentation has
fostered intransigence and delimitation, which in turn has undermined elite consensus, a key
variable in democratic consolidation.*®

Only the Hungarian government seems to have been able to finish its original term of four
years, despite the fact that here also the party landscape is far from established.® Indeed,
lack of cooperation in the coalition government dominated by the Hungarian Democratic
Forum (HDF) has led to the walk-out of ten of the members of the Independent
Smallholders’ Party, including its chairman. Competition as the prevailing mode of conflict
resolution already characterized the Hungarian political scene by the time of the 1990
elections and has continued since then.

In Czechoslovakia, the Civic Forum split into two independent parties, and some
members joined other parties and movements. The division of the Public against Violence
into two parties led to the collapse of the republican government in Slovakia. By virtue of
party split-ups, the six political groups originally represented in the Czechoslovakian
parliament grew to fifteen by mid 1991 and almost twenty by the end of the year. The
parliament became fragmented and deeply divided along party lines.

However, the proliferation of parties did not necessarily coincide with party
identification. At the beginning of 1992, only eight of the twenty ministers in the Polish
“government of experts” belonged to the coalition parties. Another indication of the
weakness of party organization—and the perceived need to stay above partisan
politics—was the official nonpartisan character of the presidents of Romania, the former
Czechoslovakia, and Poland.

Although the Union of Democratic Forces in Bulgaria has also suffered a series of
individual and group defections, some of which resulted in the formation of new political
movements and parties, so far the presence of the strong Bulgarian Socialist Party helped
keep their ranks together.>! Although its composition is far from stable, the Union is well on
its way to becoming a permanent feature of the Bulgarian political landscape.

In Romania opposition forces also remained divided, thus contributing to a resounding
victory of the National Salvation Front. In 1990 none of the opposition parties was able to
gather more than 7.2 percent of the national vote. A first effort to unite the opposition forces
resulted in the formation of the National Convention for the Establishment of Democracy
(NCED) on December 15, 1990. In spring 1991 personal ambitions seem to have been the
major motivation in the decision of one of its key players, the National Liberal Party, to
leave it. However, in subsequent elections during 1992 the Convention was able to garner
major parts of the electorate. The opposition was helped by developments within the
National Salvation Front; personal rifts and diverging opinions regarding the speed of the
transition led to its split into two movements by late March 1992. As one observer noted, in
1992 political life in Romania was characterized by “increasing confusion and
fragmentation. Hardly a day passes without a split in, or an expulsion from, one of
Romania’s 140-odd registered parties.”32

In many cases, disagreements over the methods and process of transformation turned into
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personal power struggles. Lines of division can be drawn between former dissidents and
emerging career politicians of “old” and “new” origin and according to positions in the
vertical and horizontal distribution of power. For example, the battle over constitutional
rights between the head of government and the head of state has been intensified by
constitutional uncertainties but also by personal animosities and political differences. The
power struggles between Lech Walgsa and several prime ministers in Poland, between Ion
Iliescu and Petre Roman in Romania, and between Arpidd Goncz and J6zsef Antall in
Hungary are cases in point. In Czechoslovakia much of the struggle for influence initially
involved former federal president Vaclav Havel (now President of the Czech Republic) and
Viclav Klaus, first minister of finance and later Czech prime minister.

The emergence of competitive strategies was a logical step from extrication to
consolidation. Further progress toward democratic consolidation may be substantially
influenced by how the skills of bargaining and compromise were employed during the
second phase of the transition, either as singular strategies or as a more deeply ingrained
behavioral pattern in which conflict resolution is the outcome of competition accompanied
by cooperation.>?

Conclusion

All modes of transition entailed the element of negotiation. Different negotiating patterns
were a crucial part of the first stage in the transition process; only when the revival of the old
system ceased to be a viable option did negotiation give way to competitive modes. This
change was illustrated in the shift from conglomerate parties to competitive parties and from
overarching (maximum-winning) to minimal-winning coalition governments. Most
important, with the exception of Romania, where the negotiation phase was short-lived and
dominated by one group, negotiation facilitated the peaceful and organized transition from
authoritarian to democratically constituted political systems.

I have suggested that bargaining and compromise lie at the heart of the transition process.
I argued that the transition to democracy is also a transition in the modes of conflict
resolution and that the examples drawn from central and eastern Europe are indicative of
transition processes in other settings as well. The first stage in the transition to democracy is
characterized by the switch from command and imposition to intense bargaining and
compromise. Once the transition enters the stage of consolidation, bargaining and
compromise decline in favor of more competitive modes of conflict resolution. In countries
where elite bargaining and compromise are largely absent or limited in their outreach, the
successful completion of the transition may be slowed down or jeopardized.

While bargaining and compromise contributed to the peaceful and orderly transfer of
power and the institutionalization of pluralist political structures in central and eastern
Europe, further progress toward the consolidation of these emerging democracies has been
hampered by unresolved issues of power distribution and, to some extent, by conflictual
elite attitudes. Many of the current problems in the region— governmental instability, ethnic
conflicts, political apathy—can be traced at least partly to the premature eclipse of
bargaining and compromise in conflict resolution. Further progress toward democratic
consolidation, however, is dependent on both competition and cooperation.
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NOTES

I would like to thank David Gibbs, Michaela W. Richter, John P. Willerton, and three anonymous reviewers for
critical reading and many thoughtful comments, and Jan Thompson for her valuable help in preparing the manuscript.
The article was written while I held a visiting appointment at the University of Arizona.
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