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Rezumat
Sistemul electoral în cadrul Autonomiilor Non-Teritoriale: Modelul ungar de autoguvernare a minorităților
Autorul abordează subiectul participării minorităților
în cadrul procesului de luare a deciziilor la nivel local în
baza principiilor stabilite de sistemul electoral democratic. În mod special este analizat modelul implicării participative a comunităților etnice minoritare în cadrul Autonomiilor Non-Teritoriale (ANT). Lucrarea explorează
modelele generale ale procesului autoguvernării locale din
cadrul a 5 țări din Europa Centrală și de Sud-Est: Ungaria,
Estonia, Croația, Serbia și Slovenia, contribuind la o mai
bună înțelegere a rolului implicării minorităților etnice în
contextul alegerilor locale. În plus, sunt analizate funcțiile
principale ale alegerilor: libertatea de exprimare în cadrul
procesului electoral, concurența, prezența alegerii alternative, legitimitatea, responsabilitatea, mobilizarea participativă etc.
Cuvinte-cheie: Ungaria, autonomie non-teritorială,
autoguvernarea minorităților, procesul electoral.
Резюме
Избирательная система в рамках нетерриториальных автономий: венгерская модель
самоуправления меньшинств
Автор статьи рассматривает участие этнических
меньшинств в принятии решений при управлении на
местном уровне на основе принципов, установленных
демократической избирательной системой. Анализируется модель участия этнических миноритарных
общностей в составе нетерриториальных автономий
(НТА). Представлены общие модели местного самоуправления в пяти странах Центральной и Юго-Восточной Европы: Венгрии, Эстонии, Хорватии, Сербии
и Словении. Эти модели способствуют участию этнических меньшинств в местных выборах. Анализируются главные функции выборов: свобода выражения
в избирательном процессе, конкуренция, возможность альтернативы, легитимность, ответственность
и др.
Ключевые слова: Венгрия, нетерриториальная
автономия, самоуправление меньшинств, избирательный процесс.
Summary
Elections in a non-territorial autonomous setting:
The minority self-governments in Hungary
The author addresses the subject of minorities’ participation in the process of taking the decisions on the

local level on the basis of principles established by the
democratic electoral system. In particular is analyzed the
model of the participatory involvement of ethnic minorities’ communities within the Non-Territorial Autonomies
(NTA). The work explores the general models of the process of local self-government within 5 countries from Central and South-Eastern Europe: Hungary, Estonia, Croatia,
Serbia, Slovenia, contributing to a better understanding
of the role of ethnic minorities’ involvement in the context of local elections. In addition there are analyzed the
main functions of the elections: the freedom of expression
within the electoral process, the competition, the presence
of alternative choice, the legitimacy, the responsibility, the
participatory mobilization etc.
Key words: Hungary, non-territorial autonomy, minorities’ self-government, electoral process.

1. Introduction: The Theoretical Challenges of
Minority Elections
Neither the claim for autonomy by various regional and ethnic groups or the regional and minority
autonomies, and in particular the European autonomy
arrangements are a new phenomenon, nor have they
been understudied. There exists an extensive literature
regarding autonomies, including seminal works [3; 11;
20; 35; 40; 44; 46] but the primary focus of the studies has been on the issues of territorial autonomies.
Although, more recently, there has been an emerging
literature on non-territorial autonomies (NTA) [38;
24; 25; 27; 28; 39], much less attention has been paid
to this model of which – with its strong focus on individual participation – may be suitable for territorially
dispersed minorities in particular. As an inevitable consequence of the dissolution of the former dynastic and
multi-ethnic empires and communist multi-national
federations, a considerable number of such minority
communities live in Central and Eastern Europe despite
the homogenization policies of the last century.
Since this kind of autonomy aims to cover those
who belong to a certain group irrespective of its place
of residence and size, there needs to be at least one
institution that unites and organizes members of the
group [41, p. 249] – an institution established in public
or private law. In creating their autonomy frameworks
several countries in Central and Eastern Europe (Kosovo, Latvia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Russia, Ukraine),
most prominently Russia, refer to the notion of NTA
in their legislation and policies, and in public opinion
this implies that special associations must be endowed
with such public functions as maintaining educational
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and cultural institutions. In practice, this idea has been
barely implemented in the Russian case (30). Similarly,
in Latvia, pursuant to the 1991 law on cultural autonomy, the so-called national societies have the right to
develop their own educational institutions2. Besides,
since membership in an association is voluntary, such
an approach immediately poses the question of legitimacy in at least two ways: for a voluntary organization it
is more difficult to reach the less active and committed
members of the group; further, the great number of associations might easily undermine the potential for the
autonomous organizations to represent the minority in
interactions with the state authorities [6, p. 27].
Other countries, namely Estonia, Hungary, and
some of the former Yugoslav republics, namely Croatia, Serbia, and Slovenia, represent a different model,
whereby registered minority voters are granted the right
to establish new types of institutions by direct or indirect elections. Elections are not only a major component of democratic political systems but they, furthermore, may play a key role in certain NTA arrangements,
and they were central to the process of establishing nonterritorial cultural autonomy for the Austro-Marxist
theorists of NTA – both Otto Bauer [2, p. 281] and Karl
Renner as well [34, p. 26].
The few findings that have been published regarding the non-territorial model in Central and Eastern Europe underscore the controversy between the continued
dominance of the nation-state model, the large extension of state control on minority issues and interethnic
relations, and all those positive expectations that led to
the spread of various NTA regimes in the region. Thus,
they suggest that these institutional examples were more
likely created top-down in favour of imposing symbolic
and apolitical, such as educational and cultural issues on
minority groups, thereby preventing and neutralizing
any potential territorial claims. This may be especially
true for Roma, one of the largest ethnic groups in the region, especially if less effort is put in improving their socio-economic inclusion. Yet surprisingly little research
has been devoted to assessing the extent to which these
regimes meet minority demands, the findings by pointing out how the implementation and practice as well as
the competences of these NTA organizations vary by
state, emphasize also the need to support bottom-up activities and to strengthen democratic accountability and
effective representation – such changes can be described
as a shift to governance, too [30; 31; 36, p. 84-102; 37, p.
27-55]. From the above they argue that there needs to be
a closer look on practices, and that more research has to
be done to explore how both minority members and minority representatives perceive and use their own, above
described, autonomy organizations in everyday reality,
as well as how they view themselves, their identities and
their role within the organizations, particularly in the
context of the unfinished nation-and state-building processes. This argumentation gives prominence to minor-

ity elections as a potential tool to identify and critically
assess the intra-group dynamics.
While a growing body of mostly Hungarian literature, predominantly from legal and sociological point of
view, has examined the functioning of the NTA regime
in Hungary, the so-called minority self-governments
(MSGs), their capacities [4; 7; 18; 43], as well as the relevant legislation, the electoral rules and abuses [12; 13;
23, p. 205-228], or elite dynamics [42, p. 393-436] other
aspects of elections remain understudied [32, p. 112132; 33, p. 77-90].
This is highly remarkable, especially when considering that all electoral systems, including the above NTA
cases and their elections, in this respect, have to be both
understood as political institutions, products of the political process, a complex set of structuring factors that
provides opportunities and creates institutional barriers
to alternatives [22, p. 41]. Electoral systems and rules are
per se not democratic and are in fact far from neutral; all
of them have a political or social bias, favouring certain
groups over others at a given time. The issue is particularly important, since many scholars have pointed out
that choosing an electoral system is not only about the
electoral process, but also about competing normative
values. As such, the decision is one of the most important in a democracy. It is not only about distinguishing or
combining, and adopting majoritarian and proportional
electoral formulas, but there seems to be an agreement
that in every democratic political setting, the function
of elections goes beyond simply filling posts with candidates, although the relevant literature usually emphasize only a few of them [5, p. 302-306; 9, p. 21-38; 10, p.
201-220; 14; 15, p. 1-18; 16, p. 115-127; 17; 45, p. 25-38].
Accordingly, elections, both in theory and practice, may
fulfil various different functions, and these are highly
context dependent, depending foremost on the regime
type3, the nature of the elected body (collegial or singular character, level of elections, competences, resources
etc.), and the adopted electoral formula, and the relative
importance and impact of the potential functions may
change over time and vary from one political setting to
another, too [45, p. 26].
While there has been a consensus emerged throughout the 20th century regarding the minimal conditions
under which general elections must take place in democracies, and both the institutional design and the policy
consequences of electoral systems have been the dominant focus of comparative research, little is known about
the role played by NTA elections in intra-community
relations of minorities. Moreover, the key guiding questions are whether and how the functions and logic of regular parliamentary and municipal elections can be conceptualized in these special minority contexts, which of
the possible functions of elections make sense, take particular relevance at this level, in these minority elections,
and whether and how the major findings of the electoral
literature can be applied to these special configurations.
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To address the issues above, after a brief overview of the
institutional aspects of the minority autonomy, the paper
seeks to explore both theoretically and in practice, the
general patterns of elections of the minority self-governments in Hungary, one of most prominent cases of the
five countries concerned, and aims to contribute to the
better understanding of the role of elections in minority
contexts. It uses the major goals and functions of elections as analytical tools to assess whether and how the
elections of the recognized minorities in Hungary perform these major functions and meet the requirements
of democratic elections. In sum, it examines whether and
how the main functions of elections – freedom of voters,
competition, choice from alternatives, legitimacy and accountability, mobilization for participation – as well as
the main features of the electoral system, the adopted
electoral formula, can be conceptualized and understood
in special minority elections.
2. A Brief Overview of the Hungarian Model of
NTA
In addition to the aforementioned Baltic countries,
Hungary with its 1993 law on the rights of national and
ethnic minorities4 and the system of minority self-governments was one of the first and classic examples of
NTA arrangements in the region following the fall of
the communist regimes. A growing number of scholars, however, by focusing predominantly on implementation, have accepted the argument that granting
extended minority rights and non-territorial autonomy
for thirteen officially recognized minority groups have
been especially motivated by the concern to set an example abroad and to put pressure on the neighbouring
countries, having regard to the situation of the more
numerous Hungarian minorities abroad. They tend to
ignore some other explanatory factors behind the Hungarian model but they are right in pointing out that minorities generally have not been politically mobilized in
large numbers along ethnic lines, the ethnic, almost exclusively Roma parties were, without exception, unsuccessful at the parliamentary elections. According to the
latest census data, between 2001 and 2011, the percentage of persons belonging to the 13 officially recognized
minorities grew from 5 percent to 6.5 percent of the
population (ca. 650 thousands of people, see Table 1).
However, the fact alone that the estimated number
is sometimes twice as high reveals the relatively high
level of uncertainty surrounding minority identities in
Hungary. Census results at first glance show a growing
level of minority consciousness but others remain sceptical, due to the comparability of the two subsequent
censuses, and particularly since the vast majority of
them declared themselves to be Hungarian, too. So with
the exception of Roma and Germans it is still questionable whether any kind of dissimilation in most of the
cases could be observed. Minorities, furthermore, are
mostly at an advanced stage of linguistic assimilation,
clear-cut ethnic boundaries can be hardly defined. Sev-
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eral minorities have dominantly Hungarian-speaking
subgroups (Roma6, Armenians), and the vague nature of
ethnic identities has often given rise to debates over the
complexity of belongings and the so-called “ethnobusiness”. In addition, minority communities live dispersed
throughout the country: according to census data out of
the almost 3200 municipalities ca. 2500 had minority
inhabitants, and ca. only in 50 settlements they formed
local majorities, and the even more considerable extent
of growth of diasporas almost preclude any possibility
of territorial autonomy arrangements. Over the past decades, since the first 1994 minority elections the quite
complex structure of minority self-governments has
gone under significant changes as a result of the 2005
overall amendment of the 1993 law and the new 2011
minority law7 (see Table 2).
Until 2006 the law distinguished three types of
MSGs at local level, including the districts of the capital
city. The most prevalent was the one that was directly
elected through a majoritarian system in which voters
had as many votes as there were candidates to be elected. The candidates with the highest vote totals won the
seats. Similar electoral systems were chosen for both the
territorial and national levels. However, creating legitimate, autonomous bodies within a NTA model has been
closely associated with the challenging issue of defining
community boundaries in Hungary. Whereas minorities originally refused any kind of registration of persons
with minority background, and given the uncertainties
around identities and the differences between census results and estimates, at the elections, however, there were
understandably difficulties encountered in implementing and enforcing those provisions that declared the minorities’ right to establish MSGs and that minority rights
could be applied only to Hungarian citizens. As a consequence, until the 2005 overall amendment every adult
Hungarian citizen had the right to vote and be elected at
MSGs and non-citizens established in Hungary thereby
also could vote but they could not be elected. Minority
elections took place on the same days as local elections.
The number of MSGs increased from cycle to cycle (from 814 in 1994–1995 to 2,315 in 2010) which
could be due to growing consciousness on one hand,
but to another less favourable phenomenon on the
other hand. As one result, the number of votes casted
was mostly beyond even the estimated number of minorities, and that “sympathy-votes” from the majority
introduced serious distortions in minority public life.
In relation to candidates it was even more serious and
posed a threat for the entire model that such persons
tended to be elected, too, who presumably or obviously
did not belong to that specific community. Since mostly local minority representatives elected indirectly the
MSGs at capital and national levels those could also be
affected by abuses.
In order to reduce the possibility of abuses, pursuant to the 2005 law, only those Hungarian citizens had
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Table 1: the censuses of 2001 and 2011 regarding national and ethnic minorities in Hungary5
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Table 2: Major elements of the Hungarian system of NTA
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the right to vote who belonged to recognized minorities
and declared their affiliation by previously registering
in minority electoral rolls that were held by the head of
local electoral offices who, however, had no competence
to assess the presence of minority belonging. Whereas
it simplified the system by reducing the number of local
types the election of the only remaining form could be
held if the number of registered voters of a given minority at a municipality reached 30 by the established
deadline. The law imposed further requirements on
minority candidates: only certain minority associations
had the right to run candidates who were furthermore

obliged to state that they knew the native language,
minority culture and traditions, and were not earlier
member of MSG of any other minority. Despite the restrictions both the results of the latest elections and repeatedly some local scandals raised further doubts that
the modification achieved its goal. Taking into account
the needs of larger minorities the 2005 law created the
county-territorial level of MSGs that existed only in Budapest before. Regarding their electoral system as well
as of national ones there was a shift from majoritarian
to proportional type in which each minority presents a
list of candidates and they receive seats in proportion to
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their overall share of the vote. This three-level structure
has been remained since the new 2011 law on the rights
of minorities has come into force but the elections of
territorial and national MSGs have become also direct
since the latest 2014 minority elections.
3. The Analysis of the Functions of Elections
The following section aims to review the major
key functions of elections as stressed by the relevant
literature, and in each aspect it addresses the question
whether and how these requirements can be conceptualized in these special minority contexts and further, it
explains and illustrates the theoretical problems with
some country experiences. Taking the types and different levels of elections into account, the crucial questions
are that how and to what extent the minority elections
increased legitimacy and accountability, contributed to
the channelling of debates, to the creation of effective
representative structures, and to the selection of representatives and whether they encouraged voter participation, also need to be addressed. The analytical point
of departure is the well-known and complex condition
of “free and fair elections” in democratic political settings, referring basically on one hand to the freedom
of voters that every eligible adult citizen shall have the
right to vote and be elected on a non-discriminatory basis, and on the other hand to the possibility of choice,
the competition between parties and candidates (15).
As to the first, voter dimension, however, this kind
of institutional setting almost inevitably raises questions
and dilemmas, both in theory and in practice, about
community boundaries [1], more precisely who belongs
to the given minority and who does not, and, secondly,
how this should be appraised, whether and how group
members have to be defined and registered8. In this regard, the data presented in Table 3 shows that in Hungary, at the previous elections, the number of registered
minority voters was constantly much below the number
of those who declared themselves as persons belonging
to the officially recognized minority communities at the
latest censuses and even below their estimated numbers.
In addition, these data seem to demonstrate that by further modifying and restricting the electoral rules especially on the basis of the struggle against ethno-business,
the recent Hungarian legislation has gone to the other
extreme and has a demobilizing effect, even discouraging voters from participating at minority elections.
The second crucial aspect means that by delegating
political representation and power from voters to representatives in order to make more efficient decisions,
the voters shall have the option not only to elect but to
select their representatives with appropriate skills and
with whom they share some common views and values. This requirement is based on the assumption that
voters have the possibility to choose from alternatives,
different objectives, and various rival candidates and
parties. Minority elections, moreover, enable to map
the power relations in a given community [19, p. 18].
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In this regard, the crucial question is whether real competition can be expected at all from the main subjects
of the NTA regimes, the relatively small and dispersed
minority groups being often at an advanced stage of linguistic and cultural assimilation? When examining the
extent of electoral competition, Graph 1 below shows
that for instance in 2010, when the number of representatives to be elected to a local MSG was four, real
choice among different, contending organizations and
candidates could only be observed in the fairly divided
communities, like Roma or Romanians.
As to a further and crucial function, it is widely assumed that elected systems of NTA increase legitimacy,
and provides democratic legitimacy to those elected to
power. Although it is evident that the formal electoral
procedure itself lends some legitimacy to the elected
bodies (and the need for a legitimate leadership was an
important concern in choosing this institutional form),
ensures the peaceful shift of power, the term ‘legitimacy’
nevertheless gains an additional meaning in its application to community legitimacy in the minority context.
This also relates to how and whether minority constituents perceive their representatives as legitimate. Taking
into also account that this part of the continent offers
various cases in which identities and group boundaries
are contested and even the small and scattered groups
perform a high level of internal diversity especially in
the context of parallel and often rival nation-and statebuilding projects of the region. The issue of group legitimacy was especially striking and significant in the Hungarian case, in which, as noted above, until 2006, every
Hungarian voter had the right to vote and be elected
to MSGs, and as a result, on one side, the number of
votes casted was even above the estimated number of
the respective number (see Table 4), and on the other
side, such persons were also successfully elected who
obviously or presumably did not belong to the specific
group, a phenomenon commonly referred as “ethnobusiness” seriously tended to erode the community legitimacy of the minority bodies.
The function of providing legitimacy is closely
related to other aspects such as granting control over
those elected and since many view representation as an
ongoing process of three key elements, authorization,
representation, and accountability, enforcing political
accountability, therefore, is also a crucial, yet usually the
weakest component of elections. Unlike appointed representatives or voluntary organizations, these minority
bodies are more accountable to the people, thus, they
are deemed to be more democratic. Both legitimacy and
accountability are closely intertwined with the assumption that voters are encouraged and required to participate at the elections by casting their votes. The idea is
that elections may create more accountable, effective,
transparent, and potentially more visible organizations
that have the potential to unite and mobilize communities as much as possible. In practice, however, data show
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decline from one election to another (Graph 2).
Voters’ behaviour are certainly influenced by a
number of factors, and firstly there is the need to assess how electoral systems affect them, to examine how
institutions constrain it, with special emphasis on the
procedures of electoral registration and the perceived
efficacy, the meaningfulness of voting (voter turnout)
as well as on the impact on both large- and small-party
supporters. In all cases, it is also of crucial importance
how community leaders, ethnic activists, and minority
organizations, parties seek mobilize and integrate less
committed members.
Last but not least the formulation and main features of the electoral systems, the extent to which elections reflect voters’ preferences and patterns of potential
internal cleavages, the configuration of minority parties,
organizations also need to be carefully analysed. It not
only involves that in case of scattered minority groups,
the assessments whether and to what extent election
results reflect accurately the territorial distribution, but
first and foremost the adopted electoral formula, majoritarian, proportional or their combination is a serious matter. For instance, the majoritarian elections at
national level between 1995 and 2006 resulted in highly
disproportionate minority bodies in which, by the fairly
divided communities, such as Roma, relatively large segments of the civil society and influential organizations
could only gain few seats or none at all, as it is demonstrated by the Loosemore-Hanby index10 (Graph 3).
Since the type of the electoral system is significantly related to the development of party systems,
there is also a need to evaluate how it affects the parties’
behaviour, how proportionality/ disproportionality,
competitiveness affect efficacy, voter turnout, how they
influence the number of competing and elected par-

ties. To analyse whether and how the electoral systems
force parties to express or aggregate diverse opinions,
strengthen partisan attachments, offer greater choice,
whether they lead to more fragmented party structures
and electoral results, and whether they benefits more
entrenched parties and foster durable coalitions.
4. Conclusions
The present paper aimed to address and highlight
the question of whether and how some of the main functions elections can be conceptualized and understood in
these special minority contexts in Hungary. Concerning
the existing elected non-territorial or mixed autonomies
of Central and South Eastern Europe, very little research has been carried out to explore other important
and closely intertwined aspects and effects of minority
elections, the logic and process of candidate selection,
the relationship between minority constituents and
representatives, the impact of the electoral system and
voter registration on intra-community dimensions and
dynamics, while taking into consideration the sensitive
nature of the ethnic data, the varying levels of assimilation and alienation, and the internal democracy of the
minority communities. Moreover, there is a significant
lack of research data on how the electoral system and
its incentives shape voting behaviour, on voters’ perceptions of the electoral system, on whether it generates
a more stable or divided leadership and moderates or
encourages competition and internal rivalry. Future areas of research also need to address the issue of whether
proportional electoral systems are more representative
and can more effectively reduce intra-community rivalries or whether, on the contrary, they foster differences
among subgroups [29]. Overall, these factors have crucial influence on both the effective participation as well
as on the future prospects of the minority communities.
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Graph 1: the average number of candidates for local MSG elections in Hungary, 2010


7





2
1
0

%XOJDUL
*HUPD $UPHQL 5RPDQ 5XWKHQ
6ORYHQ 8NUDLQL
5RPD *UHHN &URDW 3ROLVK
6HUE 6ORYDN
DQ
Q
DQ
LDQ
e
e
DQ

$YHUDJH





























Table 4: the elections of MSGs in Hungary, 1994–2002
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Sciences of Moldova (31 May – 2 June 2016, Chisinau,
Moldova).
2
Act of 19 March 1991 on the unrestricted development and right to cultural autonomy of Latvia’s nationalities and ethnic groups. http://www.humanrights.lv/doc/
latlik/ethnic.htm (accessed 18 June 2016).
3
In this regard, Guy Hermet has made a distinction
among competitive, semi-competitive and non-competitive elections [15].
4
The 2005 consolidated text of the 1993 Minority Rights Act (as of November 25, 2005) is available
online at: http://www.kisebbsegiombudsman.hu/data/
files/128317683.pdf (accessed 18 June 2016).
5
Source: Csordás [8].
6
The Roma constitute the largest minority in Hungary, however, the term is rather is a politically constructed
umbrella category covering at least three major subgroups:
1
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the overwhelming majority, over 80% of them are the
Hungarian-speaking Romungro community, while less
20% of them speak either Romani or Beash. The latter, the
smallest group refers to those who speak their own ancient
Romanian dialect [26] and mostly in the South Western
part of the country (about the various ethno-linguistic
communities and their numerical changes [21]).
7
The 2011 minority law is available online in English at: http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/
default.aspx?pdffile=CDL-REF(2012)014-e (accessed 18
June 2016).
8
In all other countries concerned, a common feature
is the compilation of electoral registers of minority voters.
These are administered either by the minority organizations themselves (Estonia, Slovenia) or by state authorities
(Croatia, Serbia). To a varying extent, they all take into account the census data concerning the local sizes of minority populations.
9
Source: Központi Statisztikai Hivatal (Central Statistical Office). Electoral statistics: www.valasztas.hu (accessed 15 June 2016).
10
The Loosemore-Hanby-index is a widely used measure of the level of disproportionality. The higher the index
is, the less proportional the electoral result is.
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Graph 2: voter turnouts at the elections of MSGs in Hungary, 2006–2010 (%)
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Graph 3: the elections of certain national MSGs in Hungary, 2003 (Loosemore-Hanby index)
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