Backsliding in Europe
Democracies take time to mature, even inside the European Union.
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HUNGARY'S commemoration of the 50th anniversary of a failed revolution against communist rule this week degenerated into rioting -- another signal that the democracy that now governs that Central European country is far from healthy. The Socialist prime minister has been under siege from the streets since he was caught admitting that his party lied "morning, noon and night" to win reelection in June. His right-wing opposition has been soft on the racists and extreme nationalists who are at the forefront of the disturbances.

The worse news is that Hungarian politics look pretty good compared with most of the other formerly communist countries of Central Europe. Slovakia, which a year ago was being lionized for its cutting-edge free-market policies, now is governed by a coalition of populists, authoritarians and racists who promise to dismantle the reforms. Poland's government is dominated by twin brothers serving as president and prime minister; their most notable acts have been insults to neighboring Germany and an assault on the independence of the country's central bank. The Czech Republic has had no real government at all since a deadlocked election five months ago. Bulgaria's president finds himself in a runoff election for a new term this weekend with a challenger known for insulting Muslims and Gypsies.

This dismal political picture is creating considerable unease in the European Union, which opened its doors to Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, the Czech Republic and four other former Communist states in 2004 and is due to admit Bulgaria and Romania in January. Some are wondering whether the nationalists and racists now on the fringes of several Central European governments could end up leading them in the future, rupturing the European Union's fundamental commitments to human rights. Others fret that repairing the union's frayed institutions after the rejection of a proposed constitution last year will be impossible with such unattractive and unstable partners -- and that any hope of further E.U. expansion will be lost.

In fact, the gloom seems overstated. Despite the political malaise, Central European countries are flourishingly economically, and their abundant workers and hungry entrepreneurs promise to revive Europe as a whole. The rise of populist and nationalist parties is in part a reaction to years of enforced consensus under previous governments that were trying to meet the European Union's myriad entry criteria. Once the finish line was crossed, a backlash against blending into a single transnational superstate was inevitable. The pendulum will swing back as the populists stumble.

As Russia grows ever more aggressive toward its neighbors, the former Soviet satellites will probably respond by burrowing more deeply into the European Union and NATO. It may be satisfying for Polish nationalists to pretend that Germany is an antagonist or for Hungarians to try equating their current Socialist leaders with the Stalinists of 1956. Yet after 45 years of bitter experience under despotism, Central Europeans won't quickly abandon Western-style democracy or its alliances.
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