Partners in Democracy 

On March 15, both Houses of Congress, both political parties and the President of the United States celebrated Hungary’s historic contributions to global democracy at a ceremony at the United States Capitol.  

Together with other Hungarian-Americans, I witnessed Republicans and Democrats, conservatives, liberals and moderates honor Hungary’s past contributions and sacrifices. In the words of the President, “I've come to remind the people of Hungary they've got a great friend in America.”
Our Republican President paid sincere tribute to Congressman Tom Lantos, a respected member of the Democratic Party, and the only Hungarian-born Member of Congress. And U.S. Ambassador George Walker emphasized the European importance of Hungarian history, which “represents a constant struggle in the name of liberty.” 
“We should have some acquaintance with the history of Hungary,” stated Ambassador Walker. “The 1848 revolution against the House of Habsburg, the anniversary of which we honor today, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Trianon Treaty at the end of World War I which resulted in Hungary losing two thirds of its territory and half of its population, and then the catastrophic alliance with Hitler in World War II, the annihilation of most of the Jewish population towards the end of the war, the subjugation by the Soviets after World War II and, of course, the 1956 revolution to throw off Soviet domination, a revolution which inspired freedom-loving people around the world.” 

Many Hungarians perhaps do not realize how the 1956 revolution, Hungary’s role in the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, and the past 17 years of democratic transition have inspired many throughout the world. In this realm, Hungary is considered a success story.  The “International Center for Democratic Transition,” originally conceived jointly by former U.S. Ambassador Mark Palmer and the Hungarian Ambassador András Simonyi, was announced at the United Nations in September 2005 by President László Sólyom.  This center, also known as the ICDT, is now headquartered in Budapest. The ICDT is an institutional “tool box” of experiences of past democratic transitions, which shares these experiences, both good and bad, with aspiring democracies in transition.

In a sense, all democracies are in a constant state of transition. Democracy, by its very nature, is never finished; it is always “becoming.”  But as a political ideal, democracy remains as attractive and challenging as ever, and in some respects Hungary is a front-runner. The United States, the world’s traditional beacon of democracy, has recognized Hungary’s own record of democratic renewal as a basis for partnership. This is one bilateral partnership we can all agree on.
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