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PéterцMarton (Corvinus University in Budapest, Hungary)1 

PéterцWagner (Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade in Budapest, Hungary) 

 
The Impact of Hungary’s NATO Membership. Intra-Alliance 

Adaptation Between Soft Constraints and Soft Subversion2 
 

This chapterц willц reviewцNATO’s impact on the institutional development of 

defence in Hungary, with special regard to developments within the military, to see 

to what extent forces of institutional isomorphism may have operated in this  

respect. Capability development is also assessed as part of this. Subsequently, the 

chapter will seek to present perceptions and other cognitive aspects of the way the 

political elite, the public and the military approach the Alliance, to explain defi-

ciencies identified in the first part of the chapter. Based on this overview, we will 

finally offer a strategic assessment of how NATO membership has impacted  

Hungarian foreign and security policy.  

 

The Hungarian military in NATO: institutional change and capability development 

 

To offerцanцassessmentцofцHungary’sцrecordцofцadaptationцwithinцNATO,цthisц
section provides an overview of the impact of a decade and a half of NATO 

membership, and the preceding years of preparation for membership, on the Hun-

garianцDefenceцForces’цmodernization. 

Using a theoretical benchmark, we are interested in seeing to what extent insti-

tutional isomorphism may have operated in this respect in the case of Hungary.  

As a theory, the concept of institutional isomorphism suggests that homogeniza-

tion among competing units takes place especially under circumstances when the 

number of actors is large, all experience largely the same structural constraints, and 

at the same time there is uncertainty as to what brings survival advantages  

and success.3 

NATO’sц membership cannot be directly viewed as such a pool of actors but 

there is some incentive to perform well within the Alliance even as there are major 

 
 
1 Péterц Martonц benefitedц inц theц conductц ofц theц researchц forц thisц articleц fromц theц Bolyaiц Jánosц 
Research Scholarship of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. 
2 The authors have drawn in this study on research they did for the following two previous publica-
tions: P. Marton, P. Wagner, Hungary in Afghanistan: A Default Narrative For a Particularly Prudent 
Public, [in:] G. Dimitriu, B. van der Graaf, J. Ringsmose (eds.), Strategic Narratives, Public Opinion and 
War: Winning Domestic Support for the Afghan War, Routledge, London - New York, 2015 (forthcom-
ing); and P. Marton, P. Wagner, The Hungarian Military in the War on Terror,ц “Polishц Quarterlyц ofц
InternationalцAffairs,”цVol.ц23,цNo.ц2,ц2ї14,цpp.ц1ї7-120. 
3 P. J. DiMaggio, W. Powell, The iron cage revisited: institutional isomorphism and collective rationality  
in organizational fields,ц“AmericanцSociologicalцReview,”цVol.ц48ц(1983),цpp.ц147-60. 
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differences in terms of structural constraints (such as geographical location and the 

resulting geopolitical constraints, for instance). Due to these and other factors, 

members may not equally strive to compete well - to say the least. We will seek to 

make use of our theoretical benchmark accordingly, conscious of these limitations 

on how much it may apply to the case we are investigating. Reversing this, we  

operate with the parsimonious assumption that the more institutional imitations 

we find, the more competitive pressure must have been felt and accepted in Hun-

gary - and this, in turn, may be one measure of the quality of intra-alliance adapta-

tion in its case. 

 

Preparing for membership 

 

Hungary was one of the Central Eastern European countries that at the end of 

the Cold War showed the most promising political trajectory in its transformation 

from a state socialist to a liberal democratic system, among the rest of the coun-

tries belonging to the post-socialist camp. The Hungarian political elite not only 

expressed from the beginning its intention to dissolve the Warsaw Pact and the 

intention to integrate into transatlantic structures but was, in line with this, ready 

to take proactive and concrete policy measures, including in military matters. 

A case in point is crisis management and post-conflict stabilization in the for-

mer Yugoslavia. At the time of the outbreak of the war in Bosnia and Herze-

govina,цtheцUnitedцStatesцaskedцforцpermissionцfromцHungaryцtoцconductцNATO’sц
AWACS flights in Hungarian airspace. The Hungarian political leadership feared 

that if they were to allow these, otherwise unarmed, aircraft to use Hungarian air-

space, Hungary may suffer retaliation in some form, and that there may be a back-

lash against ethnic Hungarians in Voivodina, Serbia. In the beginning of 1993, 

Budapest nevertheless went ahead in giving the green light to NATO, effectively 

without any security guarantees as to the perceived dangers of this. NATO and the 

United States interpreted this as an indication of a serious commitment and gen-

eral trust.4 InцNATO’sцInterimцForceіStabilisationцForceц (IFORіSFOR)цmissionц
following the Dayton Accords, from January 1996, Hungary took part with a unit 

of combat engineers, at battalion strength. It was a proportionally significant  

contribution even compared to the contributions of countries that were then 

NATO members, unlike Hungary. 

Active participation in the NATO-initiated Partnership for Peace programme in 

the meantime, starting as early as in 1993, showed the same commitment. Howev-

 
 
4 Washingtoniцlátószög:цAmerikaцaцvilágban,цMagyarországцWashingtonban [A Washington perspective: America 
in the world, Hungary in America], aцtalkцbyцAmbassadorцAndrásцSimonyi, 7 May 2009, at the Hungarian 
Institute of International Affairs, Budapest. 
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er, this commitment to cooperate with NATO and the inclination to conform to 

its expectations decreased after its accessionцinц1999,цandцHungary’sцalliesцeventu-

ally took note of this.5 Whilst preparing for accession, the country was a part of the 

vanguard pursuing membership, upon joining, successive Hungarian governments 

have felt less of a desire to perform well. 

Even though Hungary, like other countries waiting for accession at the time, 

promised that its defence budget would eventually reach 2% of GDP, between 

2їїїц andц 2її4,ц theц Hungarianц Defenceц Forces’ц (HDF)ц shareц ofц theц budgetц re-

mained at around 1.7%. It subsequently fell to 1%, in part, as Hungary regularly 

explainedцthisцinцtheцperiodцofц1999цtoц2її4,цdueцtoцcostцimplicationsцofцHungary’sц
EU accession. However, the trends have not been reversed, and the defence  

budget is currently at 0.8% of GDP, with a budgetary commitment in place to start 

raising expenditure from 2016. 

Untilц itц joinedц NATO,ц Hungary’sц defenceц budgetц wasц ableц toц remainц atц 
a relatively high level given that the modernization of the Hungarian military in the 

1990s was almost one and the same with continuous reductions in the number of 

military personnel. This meant that resources were freed up by the resulting reduc-

tions in personnel costs.  

The problems that became acute upon NATO accession required a solution, 

and thus a strategic defence review process followed in 1999 as a result of which  

a 10-year programme of measures was adopted for the modernization of the Hun-

garianц military.ц Ret.ц Lt.ц Gen.ц Zoltánц Szenes’ц assessmentц ofц theц situationц inц theц
wake of the Kosovo crisis is quite telling as to why there was a need for this: 

 

“TheцHungarianцmilitaryцhadцpracticallyцnoцcombatцunitцatцitsцdisposalцthatцcouldцhave,цwithoutц
theцdevotionцofцadditionalцresources,цbeenцcapableцofцexecutingцitsцtasks”.6 

 

The attacks of 11 September, 2001 in New York and Washington DC and the 

subsequent actions of NATO thus came in a context in which Hungary began to 

display a somewhat decreasing enthusiasm to fulfil intra-alliance expectations, 

whichц heldц someц significanceц withц respectц toц howц theц followingц years’ц develop-

ments played out. 

When it came to military operations in Afghanistan, Hungary, for two  

important reasons, did not take part in the first stage of these. First of all, the 

 
 
5 Sikerültц Budapestetц bevinnünkц aц NATO-köztudatba [Successц inц puttingц Hungaryц onц NATO’sц agenda],  
interviewц withц Stateц Secretaryц forц Defenceц Policyц Józsefц Bali,ц “Honvedelem.hu”,ц dateц notц indicated, 
[www.honvedelem.hu, access: 12 September 2014]. 
6 Z. Szenes, Magyarц haderő-átalakításц aц NATO-tagságц idején.ц “Nemzetц ésц Biztonság”, Vol. 2, No. 3 
(2009), p. 35. 
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Hungarian military lacked the capability (including special operations forces) to 

performц expeditionaryц operationsц thousandsц ofц kilometresц fromц theц country’sц 
territory.цInцtheцpast,цtheцHungarianцPeople’sцArmyцwasцgearedцtoцconductцmilitaryц
operations in Central and Western Europe in a conventional conflict between 

NATO forces and the Warsaw Pact. The entire organization, its command and 

control, its armament and its equipment reflected these constraints and to some 

extent they still do, even today. On the other hand, the Hungarian political elite 

worried about the reaction by the public to the potential exposure of the  

Hungarianц Defenceц Forces’ц soldiersц toцdangerц inц aц faraway country - to such an 

extent that even if it had had a capable unit it likely would have been disinclined to 

deploy it, with a view to not risk casualties. 

At the same time, in the course of 2000 - 2001, there were certain changes on 

the regional level that prompted Hungary to launch yet another round of defence 

reviews.цRomaniaцandцSlovakia’sц(then)цprospective membership in NATO meant 

that the two neighbours which traditionallyцplayedцaцroleцinцHungary’sцthreatцper-

ceptions were able to become formal allies of the country. This change was com-

poundedц byц theц fallц ofц theц regimeц ofц Slobodanц Miloševiрц inц Serbiaц inц Octoberц
2000, and the start of the democratic transition there along with a very different 

relationship between Serbia and NATO in general compared to the antagonistic 

relationship in the past. In a sense, ironically, NATO was too successful, and 

Hungary’sц sensitivityц toц theцcompetitiveцpressureц toцperformцwellц withinц theц alli-
ance decreased as a result of the NATO enlargement process actually providing  

it with security. 

Thus,цHungary’sцparticipation in Afghanistan came only in the phase of stabili-

zation operations, and even then only grudgingly, gradually, and with an awareness 

ofц theц contributionsц otherц Alliesц wereц making.ц Theц alliance’sц mobilizationц leftц
Hungary in a position in which it could not afford to stay away from involvement 

in Afghanistan. Belatedly, it thus, in other words, acted under the competitive 

pressure of institutional isomorphism. 

Hungary’sцfirstцmilitaryцcontributionsцinцAfghanistanцwereцinцtheцformцofцstaffц
officers deployedц toц theц Internationalц Securityц Assistanceц Force’sц (ISAF)ц Kabul 

HQ, and a few medical officers, in the course of 2003. It was only as a result of the 

transforming international security landscape that certain required tasks came to be 

identified related to which work on a new round of modernization began.  
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Special operations forces: the emergence of a new capability 

 

The Hungarian defence review7 prepared for 2003 specified in 10 points the 

Hungarianцmilitary’sцkeyцtasksцforцtheцyearsцahead.цOne of these was tasks related 

to the war on terrorism, and another listed peace enforcement-related tasks in the 

framework of international crisis management and peace support operations.  

Doctrinally, and in terms of its existing level of preparedness, these two sets of 

tasks posed a new challenge for the Hungarian armed forces even with the Hun-

garianцDefenceцForces’цpastцexperienceц inцstabilizationцoperationsц inцBosnia.цTheц
10 points mentioned above subsequently also appeared in Act CV (2004) of the 

Hungarianцmilitaryцwhich,ц inцSectionц1цofцParagraphц7ї,цunderцpointц“c”,цspecifi-
cally says that the Hungarian Defence Forces can participate in counter-terrorism 

operations, with units that are assigned and trained for that specific purpose.8 

As a result of the 2001-2003 review, one of the new capabilities that Hungary 

thus committed to create was a special operations capability. From the start, in the 

operations that began in Afghanistan post-2001 a chief role was played by US  

special forces units. The ability to catch up with those countries that were able to 

participate in such operations, alongside the United States, was thus, effectively,  

a crucial dimension of intra-alliance adaptation. 

Amongц theц Hungarianц Defenceц Forces’ц activeц manoeuvreц units,ц theц 34thц
BercsényiцLászlóцReconnaissanceцBattalionцwasцselectedцtoцbeцtheцnewцspecialцop-

erations unit through reorganization and additional training. As a result of the 

transformation, it had to become capable of direct action (including seek and de-

stroy, and snatch operations), and special reconnaissance and military assistance 

missions in support of national and multinational military operations. The opera-

tional training and mentoring of foreign military forces, as part of so-called For-

eign Internal Defence (FID) tasks, was, however, an immediate item on the  

agenda, given the need for this in the then active Iraqi and Afghan theatres of op-

erations. This proved somewhat convenient in terms of politics, too, as the politi-

cal elite was not entirely enthusiastic about the prospect of operations involving 

direct action and always favoured restricting the use of any special forces capability 

to the area of FID. 

The manpower needs for the first rotations of the different Hungarian mission 

elements in Afghanistan were usuallyц providedц byц theц 34thц Bercsényiц Battalion. 

The most recent mission of the Special Operations Battalion was the one that 

 
 
7 Shaping the Armed Forces for the 21st Century, Ministry of Defence, Hungary 2003. 
8 Colonel L. Forray,цAцKülönlegesцMűveletiцZászlóaljцkiképzésének,цfelkészítésénekцésцfelszerelésénekцfejlesztésiц
lehetőségei [Opportunities to develop the training, preparation and equipment of the Special Operations Battalion], 
doctoralцdissertation,цZrínyiцMiklósцNemzetvédelmiцEgyetem,цBudapestц2її9.,цpp.ц13-14. 
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most closely reflected its core (new) capability set - in Eastern Afghanistan, in 

Wardak province. In 2009, a 12-man strong Special Operationsц Taskц Unit’sц
(SOTU) was deployed there by Hungary with the task of training a special unit of 

the provincial police force (the so-called Provincial Response Company, or PRC) 

and to execute tasks jointly together with them. In an unprecedented manner, the 

HDF SOTU was provided to NATO without national caveats restricting their 

activity. 

 

The role of US assistance 

 

As can be noted on the basis of the above, to get to where it was by the last 

years of ISAF operations, Hungary received significant assistance from the United 

States throughout the post-2001 period in its foreign missions. Hungary has been  

a recipient of US Military Grant programmes since 1993, but never before focused 

to this extent on one particular area, as in the case of the post-2001 build-up of 

special forces. 

A less spectacular factor but one that also played an important role in the  

modernization of the Hungarian military were studies Hungarian soldiers had the 

chance to conduct in US military education institutions over the last 20 years. By 

2013, over 2,600 officers and NCOs (Non-Commissioned Officers) had received 

some kind of training or education overseas and in US institutions worldwide over 

a period of 23 years.9 Beyond these forms of assistance, the US provided much 

direct assistance in areas of operations, including MRAP (Mine Resistant, Ambush 

Protected) vehicles when the situation in Afghanistan deteriorated. 

Inцreturnцforцthis,цevenцasцtheцcountry’sцGDP-proportionate defence spending 

remained well below the required 2%, Hungary was, most importantly, able to 

offerцtoцtheцAllianceцitsцreadinessцforцanцactiveцparticipationцinцtheцalliance’sцforeignц
missions. In these missions its contribution was marginally very useful to both 

NATO in general and the United States in particular (i.e., its context-specific value 

mayц haveц beenц higherц thanц thatц ofц Hungary’sц generalц defenceц spendingц inц theц 
alliance). Hungary, in the decade after 2004, consistently kept to its declared ambi-

tion level according to which its capacity was to be able to be present with up to 

1,000 troops in international missions at any given time.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
9 Interview with a Ministry of Defense official, 13 December 2013. To get a sense of the propor-
tions of this, please refer to the section of the chapter on force levels. 
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On overall force levels and military modernization 

 

What drastically changed in the meantime, however, questioning the sustaina-

bility of this ambition level, was the overall personnel numbers of the Hungarian 

Defence Forces. By 2010, there remained only 26,000 personnel in the field of 

defence altogether (of these about 3,500 worked in the MoD and its background 

institutions).10 OnlyцhalfцtheцHDF’sц22,5її-strong personnel is made up of active 

duty ground forces, and 3,000 positions are not actually filled. This means that 

precisely in the segment of the Hungarian Defence Forces (in its seven infantry 

battalions) from the ranks of which the 1,000 soldiers making up Hungary’sцcon-

tribution to international missions can be deployed there is an absence of person-

nel. 

The lack of a sufficient number of solders volunteering to participate in interna-

tional operations proved to be a very hard problem to overcome. The solution to 

the problem had to lie in financial incentives: the monthly allowance in a foreign 

mission is now four to five times more than the national minimal wage and some 

additional benefits are provided as well. One implication of this is that today the 

average soldier in his/her years of service typically serves in more than one foreign 

mission. The soldiers who served in these missions have typically, more often than 

not, been exposed to some kind of combat experience.  

YetцinцtheцHDF’sцcase,цinitiallyцevenцtheцcombat use of live ammunition posed  

a peculiar problem, which for years went unresolved. In peacetime (from which 

whatцwasцofficiallyцdesignatedцasц“peace-keeping”цinцaцcountryцwithцwhichцHungaryц
was not at war could constitute no deviation in a formal sense) troops could only 

use live ammunition for the purposes of shooting practice. In Afghanistan, in  

various engagements a large amount of ammunition was used, however, and thus, 

initially, whenever Hungarian troops exchanged fire with insurgent forces they had 

to report on the spent ammunition as they would have had to in a live fire exer-

cise.11 The example may show that to certain challenges the Hungarian Defence 

Forces reacted only in a very cumbersome manner. A positive aspect of this case is 

that a nagging bureaucratic challenge has nevertheless been overcome. 

Furthermore, Afghanistan lies more than 4,000 kilometres from Hungary. To 

resupply and help more than 550 troops operate there (the peak number of per-

sonnel in the case of the Hungarian contingent) was no small task, and it paved the 

way for important innovations. Hungary cooperated with 11 other nations in cre-

ating the Strategic Airlift Capability to make up for the collective shortfall of  

required long-range logistical capacities, and importantly became a main base  

 
 
10 TényekцésцadatokцaцMagyar Honvédségrőlц- 2011,цMinistryцofцDefence,цZrínyiцMédia:цBudapest 2010. 
11 B.цSzlankó,цMaximumцnullaцáldozattal, Atheneum: Budapest 2011. 
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of the consortium, with the multi-nationalцHeavyцAirliftцWingцusingцPápaцairportц
for its operations. An important organizational innovation was the creation for the 

first time of a National Support Element (NSE) based in-theatre (in Mazar-i-Sharif 

in this case) for the better coordination of logistical support to the different ele-

ments of the Hungarian contingent and, related to this, the setting up of armoured 

intra-theatre transport capabilities. Initially, some complaints arose about the NSE 

suffering from red tape,12 but at the end of the day it once again represents a form 

of organizational learning which may be sustained for improved use in the future. 

Notably, the creation of the NSE came again as a part of learning from others,  

i.e., as a part of an imitation or institutional isomorphism in a context where 

strengths and weaknesses were meaningfully imposed, with meaningful conse-

quences. 

The main source of concern may be not so much the performance of the Hun-

garian military. Instead, the problem lies in the broader institutional context in 

which the Hungarian Defence Forces has to function. Inasmuch as a specific 

Hungarian strategic culture may be said to exist, it is one of avoiding critical politi-

calцdebates,цandцkeepingцtoцaц“follower”цroleцvis-à-visцotherцactorsцinцtheцcountry’sц
strategic environment (such as the US in the case of Afghanistan and also within 

NATO in general). 

The Ministry of Defence may itself carry a part of the blame for this in the spe-

cific case of the mission in Afghanistan,цinцthatцitцwasцhappyцtoц“own”цtheцAfghan 

mission, i.e., take it away from others as its very own. This was apparent in the 

domination by the MoD of the domestic communication of the Baghlan Provin-

cialцReconstructionцTeam’sц(PRT)цactivitiesцand in its less than pro-active liaising 

withцtheцotherцministriesцthatцwereцinvolvedцinцtheцPRT’sцwork.цInцtheцMoD’sцde-

fence, however, it may be said that these other institutions were not very receptive 

to the idea of working in Afghanistan themselves. They only briefly came to be 

involved in projects in Afghanistan, doing so more out of a nominal commitment 

toцtheц“whole-of-government”цapproach propagated within the alliance as a key to 

success on the ground, and not out of a genuine interest in putting means and 

ends together there. Inasmuch as that is the case, it shows how the institutional 

imitation of others may be hollow in terms of strategic implications: if it does not 

constitute more than going through the motions or an attempt to be accepted by 

minimum standards.  

By 2010, the human and technical resources of the military were so depleted, as 

a result of the lack of resources for new acquisitions and the maintenance of exist-

 
 
12 BeszélgetésцaцPRT-rőlц [A conversation about the PRT], interview with former Provincial Reconstruction Team 
(PRT) commanderц Col.ц Péterц Lippaiц (commanderц ofц PRT-9),ц “Seregszemle”ц Vol.ц 9,ц No.ц 3-4,  
July/December 2011, pp. 23-27. 



 

- 145 - 

ing assets and capabilities, that even the fundamental role of defending the territo-

rial integrity of Hungary could not have been satisfactorily performed.  

The going-through-the-motions approach mentioned above in the context of 

Afghanistan may thus also hold for the way Hungary relates to NATO and the 

issue of defence overall. To determine the reasons for this strategic disconnect, 

and its extent, the following section seeks to contextualize the problems identified 

here. 

 

TheцhumanцterrainцofцHungary’sцparticipationцinцNATO:цtheцpoliticalцeliteцandцtheцpublic 
 

The central, historicallyц informedц considerationц inц Hungary’sц foreignц policyц isц
theцneedцtoцtakeцintoцaccountцHungary’sцsecurityцinterestsцasцthoseцofцaцsmallцcoun-

try which has in the past and now again found maintaining its autonomy, at times 

even its independence, difficult. At the same time, Hungary is relatively poor com-

pared to Western European countries, and this informs its calculations, too. The 

monthly net average wage in Hungary amounted to $683 (nominal value) at the 

end of 2013.13 Given a need for cost-efficiency asцwellцasцtheцcountry’sцsmallцpower 

status,цHungary’sцobviousцchoiceцtoцprovideцforцitsцbasicцsecurityцneedsцisцNATOц
membership. Credible neutrality, seen as requiring full-spectrum military capabili-

ties, has long been regarded as cost-prohibitive, if not impossible.14 

For over a decade, the public consistently, albeit rather half-heartedly, support-

edцNATOцmembershipц (seeцpollцdataц fromцTÁRKI;цSzonda - Ipsos; and HABE 

(the latter showing a mere 47% relative majority considering NATO membership 

“advantageous”цandц47%цbeingцindifferent),15 and from NOL [non-representative 

data]).16 Notably,цevenцHungary’sцNATOцaccessionцwasцableц toцgoцaheadцonlyцasц 
a result of a referendum with relaxed validity criteria.17 

 
 
13 Average gross earnings amounted to HUF 227,800 - Earnings, January - October 2013,цKözpontiцStatiszt-
ikai Hivatal, 19 December 2013, [www.ksh.hu, access: 10 January 2014]. 
14 Z.цSzenes,цP.цTálas,цTízцéveцaцNATO-ban - “Biztonságpolitikaiцopciók, ZrínyiцKiadó:цBudapest, 2009, 
p. 11-12. 
15 Közép-európaiцközvélemény:цLakosságiцvéleményekцaцNATO-tagsággalцkapcsolatbanцháromцvisegrádiцországban.ц
Magyarország,ц Csehországц ésц Lengyelország,ц TÁRKI,ц Februaryц 2їїї,ц [www.tarki.hu, access: 18 May 
2013]; Közvélekedésцbiztonságiцkérdésekről, a presentation at the international conference “Biztonságtudatц
ésц közvélekedések:ц Aц biztonságiц fenyegetésekrőlц Magyarországon”, 1 - 2 February 2008, Budapest,  
by Szonda - Ipsos;цInterviewцwithцdr.цZoltánцVámosi,цPresidentцofцtheцassociationцHABE,цdateцnotц
indicated, [www.honvedelem.hu, access: 2 September 2014]. 
16 Aц magyarokц többségeц kivonulnaц Afganisztánból,ц “NOL”ц 18ц Septemberц 2ї10, [www.nol.hu, access:  
10 January 2014]. 
17 The referendum took place in November 1997. Prior to this, in summer 1997, a new referendum 
lawцwasцacceptedцbyцtheцHungarianцParliamentцwhichцspecifiedцthatцforцaцreferendum’sцresultsцtoцbeц
valid it requires only a minimum of 25% of the electorate to vote in favour of one or another of the 
available options. 
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Givenц Hungary’sц generallyц policy-taking (as opposed to policy-making)  

approach to international affairs, governments tend to approach policy issues in an 

elitist manner, and the public does not easily become directly relevant in the field 

of foreign policy. 

Asцtoцtheцpublic’sцpreferences,цthereцisцgenerallyцlittle interest in foreign policy. 

In one relatively recent poll, 36% declared that they are not interested in foreign 

and security policy matters. While this may not be particularly remarkable in  

a comparative perspective, more telling of an inward-looking mentality is how  

in the same poll 92% rated domestic flood protection and disaster relief to be an 

important task of the Hungarian military as opposed to (only) 72% rating Hunga-

ry’sцparticipationцinцNATO-related peace support operations as important.18 That 

there is a lack of deep interest in foreign policy may be true even for polling agen-

cies, judging by how rarely they carry out polling relevant to foreign policy issues. 

In Hungary, there is no ambiguous inter-institutional balance of power (as in 

the case of the United States, between the president and congress) or a regular 

pattern of fragile coalitions and vulnerable minority governments (unlike a number 

ofц parliamentaryц democracies,ц Hungary’sц politicalц andц electoralц systemц tendsц toц
produce governments that fully serve their mandate). These factors further limit 

the day-to-day significance of the popularity of individual politicians, governments, 

governing parties and specific policies. Typically, civil society organization is weak, 

and cannot plausibly be expected to launch movements capable of re-setting the 

foreign policy agenda and/or the most important foreign policy preferences of  

a government. 

The reason why the public may still have an effect on foreign policy, and why 

communicating with citizens remains - in a strategic sense - relevant, specifically in 

theцcontextцofцforeignцmilitaryцoperations,цisцtheцpublic’sцsensitivityцtoцmilitaryцcas-

ualties abroad. This is capable of evoking a strong historical sense of vulnerability 

in society. The loss of up to 100,000 Hungarian troops in operations in and around 

the Bend of the river Don, in the course of 1942 - 1943 in World War II, is  

a problematic memory in the context of contemporary foreign military missions 

which are widely framed as similar undertakings in favour of foreign powers and 

their,цasцopposedцtoцHungary’sцown,цinterests.цThisцreinforcesцtheцideaцofцHungaryц
as a powerless entity caught in the drift of irresistible currents, as a toy of the great 

powers. 

This sentiment makes adapting to the needs of an alliance such as NATO,  

including burden-sharing therein, challenging.19 Especially given a generally domes-

 
 
18 Szonda - Ipsos , op. cit. 
19 P. Marton, Hungary’sцPost-2001 Ratification Challenges: Lessons Concerning the V4 - Nato Relationship, 
“CEJISS”цVol.ц6,цNo.ц2ц(2012), pp. 187-208. 
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tically focused public that regards its welfare needs as largely unfulfilled.20 With 

respect to this, in a 2008 survey, the majority declaredц“existentialцsecurity”цtoцbeц
their most important security-related concern, as compared to military and other 

aspects of security.21  

This can turn foreign military missions, strategically necessary as part of Hunga-

ry’sцallianceцpolicy,цintoцhostagesцof partisan politics. 

To get a sense of where public opinion generally stands on the issue of foreign 

military missions, one may refer to the consistently strong Hungarian opposition 

to involvement in Iraq from January 2003 to April 2004, in a 2004 poll by Gallup,22 

andц (only)цweakцrelativeцmajorityц supportц (atц5ї%)цforцHungary’sц involvement in 

peacekeepingц inцBosniaц inц theц199їsцandцforцHungary’sц involvementц inцAfghani-

stan in 2003 in various polls by Gallup (in 1997 and 2003, respectively).23 Notably, 

as early as in 2003, 73% thought that Hungary did not have to be in Afghanistan - 

neither in a combat nor in a non-combat role.24 Unfortunately, similar poll results 

related to Afghanistan are not available post-2003. However, in a 2010 non-

representative internet-based poll 52% opposed involvement in Afghanistan, 43% 

thoughtц thatц theц missionц wasц endangeringц Hungary’sц security,ц andц 66%ц deemedц
theцgovernment’sцeffortsцtoцinformцtheцpublicцaboutцitцinsufficient.25 Paraphrasing 

Jentleson, the Hungarian public may thus wellц qualifyц asц aц “Particularlyц Prudentц
Public”,цinцlightцofцtheцabove.26 Hence there was always a preference on the part of 

successive governments to avoid a deep and especially a more persistent discussion 

ofцtheцreasonsцforцHungary’sцinvolvementцinцAfghanistan. 

This policy or governmental attitude seems to have affected successive gov-

ernments’ц lackц ofц desireц toц publicizeц pollц resultsц aboutц supportц levels.ц Internalц
polls were not shared in a forthcoming manner with researchers and are almost 

never referenced in public discourse. An exceptional occasion was when Minister 

ofцDefenceцImreцSzekeresцreferredцtoцsupportцforц“participationцinцNATOцopera-

tions”ц standingц atц 69%ц (Szonda - Ipsos was commissioned to carry out the poll 

 
 
20 Hivatalosan is a magyar a legboldogtalanabb nemzet,ц “чч444ччч,”ц 6ц Augustц 2ї13,ц [www.444.hu, access:  
10 January 2014]. 
21 Interviewцwithцdr.цZoltánцVámosi… 
22 Aц magyarokц háromnegyedeц visszahívnáц aц katonákatц Irakból,ц Magyarц Gallupц Intézet, 11 May 2004, 
[www.gallup.hu, access: 19 May 2013]. 
23 AцközvéleményцaцMagyarországonцállomásozóцIFORцcsapatokrólцésцaцboszniaiцbékefenntartásbanцvalóцmagyarц
részvételrőlц ј996.ц decemberében,ц Magyarц Gallupц Intézet,ц Hírlevélц - No. 6, 28 February 1997, 
[www.parlament.hu, access: 19 May 2013]; Kisц többségbenц vannakц aц katonaiц orvoscsoportц kiküldésétц
támogatók,цMagyarцGallupцIntézet,ц31цJanuaryц2її3,ц[www.gallup.hu, access: 19 May 2013]. 
24 Gallup, 2003, op. cit. 
25 NOL, 2010, op. cit. 
26 B. Jentleson, The Pretty Prudent Public: Post Post-Vietnam Public Opinion on the Use of Military Force, 
“InternationalцStudiesцQuarterly”,цVol.ц36,ц1992,цpp.ц49-74. 
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referenced on the occasion; it is unclear, however, whether respondents supported 

the Afghanistan mission in specific, rather than only NATO operations in gen-

eral).27 

This approach may have been warranted if public opinion data are anything to 

goцby.цInц2її6,ц82%цthoughtцitц isцaц“legitimate”цdemandцfromцHungary’sцNATOц
partnersц thatц theц countryц partakeц inц NATO’sц foreign operations, showing little 

change by 2007 when this ratio stood at 81%.28 This indirectly supportive attitude 

may have made the avoidance of directly discussing the Afghanistan mission feasi-

ble. 

Beyond this, decision-makers themselves were never particularly intrigued by 

the details of how the West may win in Afghanistan. This was seen as removed 

from the direct Hungarian interest, and therefore received wisdom in this respect 

sufficed for those involved in policy matters. The key aim in Afghanistan, openly 

stated by various political figures in Hungary in the past, was to be there for the 

Alliance when (and as long as) it needed this. As former Minister of Defence 

Ferencц Juhászц (Socialist)ц opinedц inц anц interview,ц “Thisц isц aboutц NATO,ц notц 
Afghanistan. What else would we have to do there other than taking responsibility 

togetherцwithцourцallies?”29  

ThatцNATOцprovidesцforцHungary’sцsecurityц itselfцhasцnotцbeenцquestionedцinц
official government discourse and it has only been questioned, or denied rather, by 

the far right Jobbik party. The overall public discourse at times does reflect less 

thanцaцgenuineцconvictionцofцHungary’sцbeingцaцpartцofцtheцWest,цorцevenцtheцstra-

tegic importance of the relationship with the West. Inasmuch as governments shy 

away from a higher defence spending or from supporting alliance undertakings 

(such as was the case in Libya), it may be seen as a result of compensating for 

these public sentiments (even if governments do not openly accommodate these 

sentiments). Thus, the inhibiting role of said public attitudes can be observed to 

have importance. 

Aцkeyцpartцofцtheцongoingцdefenceцmodernization,цtheцEuropeanцUnion’sцcon-

ceptц ofц theц Visegrádц Battleц Groupц (BG), is a case in point in this respect. The  

vision behind the BG is to create a joint, on-call crisis management force with 

Hungary’sц Visegrádц partnersц (Poland,ц theц Czechц Republic,ц andц Slovakia)ц thatц
would be operational by 2016, for use in European Security and Defence Policy 

(ESDP) missions. With each of the participating countries offering different con-

tributions, the main force component is set to be provided by Poland, whereas 

 
 
27 Aцmagyarokцszeretikцaцvéresцafgánцmissziót,ц“Index,”ц1цJulyц2її8,ц[www.index.hu, access: 11 Decem-
ber 2013]. 
28 Szonda - Ipsos, op. cit. 
29 B.цSzlankó,цop. cit. 
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Hungary offered primarily combat engineers in support of the BG. In principle, 

that the BG may serve in the framework of a NATO operation cannot be ruled 

out, given the existing NATO - ESDP framework of cooperation. 

Whilst this goal seems realistic, and the Battle Group may have been formed by 

this date, its functionality (and hence its strategic value) may be questioned. More-

over, many in Hungary see the BG as the kind of cooperative effort that fulfils 

evenцNATO’sцcallцforцSmartцDefence, i.e., for pooling and sharing, and spending 

on defence collectively. Smart Defence in fact may call for much more, and if the 

BG is not really functional, it would in fact not represent any improvement in this 

respect. Hungarian decision-makers seem to have spent some thought on this in 

light of the Ukraine - Russia conflict, and in the spring of 2014 it was announced 

that Hungary would be looking to make use of its JAS 39 Gripen aircraft in a Close 

Air Support (CAS) role, going beyond the original concept of a Hungarian BG 

contribution which was intended to be limited to combat engineering and logistics. 

ItцisцexactlyцtheцUkrainianцcrisis,цhowever,цwhereцdifferencesцinцVisegrádцcountries’ц
positions make actual utilization of the BG in a strategic context highly unlikely, 

given the diverse, even divergent, trajectories these countries have taken in  

responseцtoцRussia’sцforeignцpolicyцbehaviourц - differing even on how they inter-

pret said behaviour. 

 

Alliance exploitation and soft subversion in response to soft imposition 

 

In interpreting how Hungary, once a prominent vanguard state in search of be-

ing accepted to join NATO, ended up consistently underperforming in the alliance 

in terms of its defence budget, and its defence-related research and development 

and acquisitions spending, as well as, to some extent, in terms of its strategic adap-

tation to the alliance’sцfutureцneeds,цweцpositцaцsimple,цtwo-fold explanation. A part 

of this explanation pertains to general intra-alliance dynamics as they can be ob-

served from the now long-time record within NATO, whilst the second part of 

the argument concerns factorsцpeculiarцtoцHungary’sцcaseцinцrecentцtimes. 
The literature specifically on coalition and alliance burden-sharing may offer 

some basic clues as to why Hungary, along with many other NATO countries, 

behaves as it does. This field of the literature was profoundly informed by Olson 

andцZeckhauser’sцclassicц1966цstudyцofцburden-sharing within NATO,30 for its part 

influenced by a realist perspective of international relations, i.e., one emphasizing 

states’цneedцtoцrelyцprimarilyцonцself-help, requiring from them selfishness and utili-

ty maximization for the sake of survival. From this perspective, Olson and  

 
 
30 M. Olson, Jr., R. Zeckhauser, An Economic Theory of Alliances, RAND Corporation: Santa Monica 
1966. 



 

- 150 - 

Zeckhauser asked why Allies spent a different percentage of their GDP on de-

fence, and why collectively the Alliance was regularly falling short of what it itself 

deemed necessary in terms of defence expenditure, at various points during the 

Coldц War.ц Inц theirц assessment,ц aц considerationц ofц differentц countries’ц peculiarц
marginal utility curves was included, and the significance of this in shaping coun-

tries’ц indifference curves was pointed out (for defence spending vs. other spend-

ing,цorц“gunsцvs.цbutter”). 
Somewhat disconnected to this, there developed, within the long-term dis-

courseц generatedц byц Olsonц andц Zeckhauser’sц study,ц anц understanding of smaller 

Allianceцmemberцcountries’цbehaviourцinцtheцframeworkцofцwhatцisцoftenцreferredц
toц asц theц “exploitation”ц hypothesis.ц Ringsmose’sц workц onц Denmark’sц long-term 

performance within NATO is a good example of this,31 as it points out how it is 

sometimes useful but generally rather difficult to exclude an under-performing 

country from the consumption of Alliance public goods (as is the nature of public 

goods per definition) and how consequently it is hard to pressure it to perform on 

parц withц otherц contributors.ц Kimball’sц abstract analysis of the guns vs. butter  

dilemma in terms of a production possibilities frontier32 similarly leads to the con-

clusionцthatцcertainцcountriesцmayцexploitцalliancesцbyцoutsourcingцorц“contractingц
out”цdefenceцtoцthem,цthusцallowingцthemцaцhigher level of welfare (higher at least 

than what they enjoyed prior to the Alliance, even if the country in question is 

comparatively poor). Even the paradoxically (if only nominally) high contributions 

of countries such as Denmark or Hungary to operations in Afghanistan can be 

explained in this framework, as Marton and Hynek and Marton and Wagner show: 

outstanding nominal contributions (in terms of troop numbers compared to GDP 

andцpopulationцdata)цinцtheцAlliance’sцforeignцmissionsцmayцinцmanyцcasesцbeцmar-

ginal compensation for what is under-performing by the more general standard of 

defence budget size.33 

At the same time, there also seem to be factors specific to Hungary playing a 

roleц inц determiningц theц country’sц approachц toц defenceц matters,ц asц mayц transpire 

from the previous section dealing with the human terrain (i.e., the elite and the 

public) in this respect. Whereas NATO is only capable of soft-imposing its  

 
 
31 J. Ringsmose, PayingцforцProtection:цDenmark’sцMilitaryцExpenditureцduringцtheцColdцWar,ц“Cooperationц
and Conflict,”цVol.ц44,цNo.ц1ц(2її9),цpp.ц73-97. 
32 A. L. Kimball, Political survival, policy distribution, and alliance formation.ц“JournalцofцPeaceцResearch,”ц
Vol. 47, No. 4 (2010), pp. 407-419. 
33 P. Marton, N. Hynek, Introduction: What Makes Coalitions Stick?, [in:] P. Marton, N. Hynek (eds.) 
Statebuilding in Afghanistan: Multinational Contributions to Reconstruction, Routledge: London - New York 
2011, pp. 1-26; P. Marton, P. Wagner, Hungary’sцInvolvementцinцAfghanistan: Proudly Going Through the 
Motions?, [in:] P. Marton, N. Hynek (eds.) Statebuilding in Afghanistan: Multinational Contributions to 
Reconstruction, Routledge: London - New York, pp. 192-211. 
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requirements on member states (as Ringsmose, cited above, concludes, too),  

a country such as Hungary utilizes what in many of its manifestations may be re-

ferredцtoцasцanцapproachцofцsoftцsubversion.цHungaryцdoesцparticipateцinцNATO’sц
foreign missions when perceived as a must34 and does spend on maintaining a mili-

tary force but does not do more than that. At the same time, it cannot be easily 

pressured into doing more given the disinclination of the Hungarian public, and to 

some extent its elite, too, to see specific demands to do more as illegitimate. 

This may be indicative of a generally rather shallowцvisionцasцtoцNATO’sцrole.ц
Hungary’sц politicalц eliteц takesц theц securityц guaranteeц providedц byц theц Allianceц 
seriouslyц butц doesц notц ponderц theц implicationsц ofц thisц inц depth.ц Hungary’sц basicц
preference is to have a peaceful milieu in its region, including a none-too-

confrontative relationship with Russia.цAsцHungarianцPrimeцMinisterцViktorцOrbánц
stated, his understandingцofцtheцimperativesцevolvedцinцtheцUkrainianцcontext:ц“weц
will be doves in the field of the economy [i.e., on the issue of economic sanctions 

vis-à-vis Russia] but we will be hawks when it comes to security policy [i.e., on the 

issueцofцreinforcingцNATO’sцcommitmentцtoцprovidingцforцtheцcollectiveцsecurityц
ofцitsцmembers]”.35 

Itцremainsцtoцbeцseenцasцtoцwhetherцtheцpublic’sцattitudesцandцthreat perceptions 

have transformed as a result of events in Ukraine - and it will be equally interesting 

to see how they may have changed. The government has at least, in the present 

context, reaffirmed its commitment to start spending more on defence, with  

a view to the aforementioned developments. 

 

Conclusion 

 

A preliminary conclusion is that NATO membership (and already the prospect 

thereof) fundamentally contributed to defence modernization and structured ca-

pabilityц developmentц accordingц toц theц Alliance’s needs. In the post-2001 setting, 

institutional imitation went further, and, largely reflecting the needs of US-led  

operations in Afghanistan and with major US assistance, Hungary built up its own 

special operations forces. 

However,цwhereasцHungary’sцadaptation in this respect is noteworthy, in other 

areas there is a more mixed record, as detailed in this study. Defence spending is 

remarkably low and this is as much an indication of the importance of cognitive 

aspects of the way key actors and the public relate to NATO membership in Hun-

 
 
34 P. Marton, J. Eichler, Between willing and reluctant entrapment: CEE countries in NATO's non-European 
missions,ц“JournalцofцCommunistцandцPost-CommunistцStudies,”цVol.ц46,цNo.ц3ц(2ї13),цpp.ц351-362. 
35 J. Spirk,ц Szokatlanulц kevesetц beszéltц Orbánц aц zártц Fidesz-ülésen,ц “Index”,ц 11ц Septemberц 2ї14,ц
[www.index.hu, access: 14 September 2014]. 
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gary as much as it is a reflection of general trends within military alliances, predict-

ed by the theory of alliance burden-sharing. Related to this, we conclude that 

Hungary has a rather shallow vision of what the fundamental role of the Alliance 

is. The Hungarian political elite sees the security guarantee of NATO membership 

as important but does not ponder the implications of this in depth. 

Overall,ц weц thusц findц thatц whilstц NATOц membershipц “soft-imposed”ц certainц
normative constraintsцonцHungarianцforeignцpolicy,цtheцcountry’sцeliteцhasцbeen,цatц
theцsameцtime,ц“soft-challenging”цtheseцconstraintsцthroughцtheirцpractice,цdueцtoц
rather persistent attitudes and beliefs on the part of both governing elites and the 

public. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


