"Orban acts to head off more protests"

by Neil Buckley in Budapest

In June 1989, at a Budapest ceremony to mark the reburial of Hungarians executed after the country’s 1956 uprising against Soviet domination, a scruffy student leader named Viktor Orbán gave an electrifying speech. Breaking a taboo, he called on live TV for the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Hungary – and launched his own national political career.

Two decades later, Mr Orbán is Hungary’s prime minister, for the second time. But the one-time freedom fighter is accused by opponents of dismantling the democracy he fought to establish.

A big protest in Budapest on Monday condemned a new constitution pushed through by Mr Orbán’s Fidesz party, together with a blizzard of other laws, as undermining democratic checks and balances. 
What happened to the young idealist who 20 years ago told foreign journalists of his admiration for western democracy? 
One acquaintance suggests Mr Orbán, like many political leaders, was seduced by “power and wealth”. But those who know him well suggest he has not fundamentally changed – he always had the politician’s gift of making people feel they had heard what they wanted to hear.

Mr Orbán was born in a village 40 miles south-west of Budapest, the son of a local government official.

Two acquaintances say that when he moved to study in the capital in 1982 – setting aside ambitions to be a professional footballer – like many bright country boys Mr Orbán considered himself superior to the urban sophisticates while nursing a chip on the shoulder.

At Budapest University’s faculty of law, he was already an ambitious anti-communist. Gathering like-minded people to debate politics in his student dormitory, he became the brightest of a new generation of dissidents.

Laszlo Keri, a political scientist who taught him, says Mr Orbán travelled to meet Polish Solidarity activists in the 1980s and boldly wrote his thesis on what Hungary could learn from them.

Even then the future premier exhibited three traits, Mr Keri adds. He liked to spring surprises, and thrived on confrontation. And he nurtured an emotional belief in the cultural exceptionalism of a small nation sandwiched between Germanic and Slavic peoples, which lost two-thirds of the territory it previously ruled in the Treaty of Trianon after the first world war.

This belief infuses Hungary’s new constitution, says Mr Keri, and helps explains Mr Orbán’s appeal to a segment of voters.

“It is very popular here in Hungary when Orbán speaks that kind of language,” he says.

Mr Orbán was a Fidesz founder in 1988, and a year later made his breakthrough speech, demonstrating his capacity for surprise in more ways than one. Others involved in the event say his call for Soviet withdrawal breached an agreement between organisers not to make remarks distracting attention from the 1956 heroes being honoured.

Mr Orbán entered parliament with a couple of dozen Fidesz members in the post-communist election of 1990. But after the party faltered in 1994 elections, Mr Orbán, by then party president, accelerated its shift from social-liberal to rightwing conservative.

The party entered government as leader of a coalition in 1998; Mr Orbán, 35, became Hungary’s youngest prime minister. But despite Hungary’s economic success, Mr Orban’s patriotic zeal alienated middle-ground voters and the government lasted only one term.

Political analysts suggest Mr Orbán spent the next eight years of rule by Fidesz’s arch-foes, the socialists, plotting his revenge and devising ways to ensure his party would not be so easily unseated next time. Socialist mismanagement that forced Hungary to seek a big International Monetary Fund bail-out in 2008 wrecked their support, handing Fidesz 53 per cent of the vote, translating into two-thirds of parliament seats, in 2010.

Some suggest adoption of the new constitution this week may mark a political high-water mark, however. Fidesz allowed its parliament majority to go to its head, believing, mistakenly, it was supported by two-thirds of the population.

“They have an arrogance born out of the two-thirds majority,” says Erno Simon, former editor of Figyelo, a news weekly. In fact, support for Fidesz has waned recently as the economy has worsened and markets lost faith <http://video.ft.com/v/1367628017001/Hungary-on-the-edge> in the government’s idiosyncratic economic policies, forcing it to seek fresh IMF support.

Afterthe forint hit an all-time low against the euro this week, Mr Orbán was by Friday forced to drop his grudging approach to the IMF, insisting Hungary wanted a new agreement as soon as possible.

It may yet prove the first step in another reinvention by Mr Orbán – to head off the risk of further protests, or even a challenge from within his own party.

