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Circulation or reproduction of elites during the 
postcommunist transformation of Eastern Europe 

Introduction 

IVAN SZELENYI and SZONJA SZELENYI 

University of California, Los Angeles; Stanford University 

This special issue of Theory and Society reports the results of a cross- 
national comparative study of elite recruitment in postcommunist 
Eastern Europe. An international team of social scientists (composed 
of scholars from the United States and several Eastern European coun- 

tries) conducted a large-scale survey under the title Social Stratification 
in Eastern Europe After 1989. These surveys were conducted in Russia 
and in five Eastern European countries (Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia). 

The authors of the articles that are contained in this special issue met in 
Erd6tarcsa (Hungary) in December 1993 for an intensive workshop. 
The purpose of the workshop was to analyze the first results of the 

study from Hungary, Poland, and Russia. The articles that follow are 

products of this meeting. In this introduction we: (a) explain why the 

study of postcommunist elite recruitment is of theoretical and political 
interest; (b) describe the common conceptual framework that orients 
the articles in this special issue, (c) outline the nature of the survey 
research that we conducted in Eastern Europe, and (d) summarize our 

findings from Hungary, Poland, and Russia. 

The research puzzle: Theoretical and political controversies 

Circulation versus reproduction 

In this special issue, we focus our attention on a topical theoretical con- 
troversy in Eastern Europe and the successor states of the former 
Soviet Union: what happened to socialist elites with the transition to 
postcommunism? Who were the people who held command positions 
under socialism, and how were these people affected by the post- 
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communist transformation? If there was a change in the composition of 
Eastern European elites, what happened to the old cadres and where 
did the new elites come from? 

Two competing answers have been offered to these questions so 
far. The first (the elite reproduction theory) suggests that revolution- 
ary changes in Eastern Europe did not affect the social composi- 
tion of elites. This is because the old nomenklatura elite has 
managed to survive at the top of the class structure and is now becom- 
ing the new propertied bourgeoisie. The second argument (the elite 
circulation theory) claims that the transition to postcommunism 
resulted in a structural change at the top of the class hierarchy: 
new people are recruited for command positions on the basis of new 
principles. 

The question of elite recruitment is not merely of academic interest; 
polemics around the subject also inform political struggles that are cur- 
rently underway in Eastern Europe. The political Right, for example, 
generally advocates the reproduction of elite theory: it claims that there 
was insufficient change in elite personnel with the transition to post- 
communism, and calls for another (i.e., political) revolution. By con- 
trast, the political Left argues that the circulation of elites has been far 
too excessive in the last several years, and calls for a much slower pace 
of change for the future. 

To illustrate the political significance of these seemingly academic 
debates, recall Lech Walesa's presidential campaign against Mazo- 
wiecki in the fall of 1991. He accused the former Prime Minister of 
Poland of being "too soft" on Communists because he had allowed 
them to become proprietors after 1989. Following Walesa's example, 
the emergent East European New Right often focuses its attack on 
former Communists who have supposedly converted their old political 
privileges into new economic ones. Thus, ideologues of the Hungarian 
and Polish New Right call for a second revolution in Eastern Europe, 
arguing that the ruling conservative parties have "betrayed" the revolu- 
tion and, because of this, the so-called "velvet revolution" has not led to 
radical enough social change. The political Left takes the opposite 
position. Former orthodox Communists, reform Communists, and 
contemporary liberals warn against too rapid changes in elite person- 
nel. They worry about political witch-hunts; a new wave of "counter- 
selection" in which anticommunists openly refuse to hire competent 
people for important positions in the class structure if they were mem- 
bers of the Communist Party before 1989. 
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Both the New Right and the Old (or Reformed) Left touch on sympa- 
thetic chords in certain circles of the citizenry. During the fall of 1993, 
the Polish electorate responded to the calmer voice of the former 
reform Communists and gave an absolute majority to parties on the 
political Left in parliamentary elections. Along similar lines, the May 
1994 elections in Hungary produced a victory for the reform-minded 
successors of the old Communists. In Russia, however, the December 
1993 elections have shown that both programs can mobilize people: 
the ultra Right-wing Zhirinovsky did extremely well in the elections, 
but so did the former Communists. 

In the articles presented in this volume, we distinguish between two 
theories of elite recruitment: the reproduction of elites theory and the 
circulation of elites theory.1 The dominant view of elites in Eastern 
Europe is one of "reproduction." The Hungarian Elemer Hankiss and 
the Polish Jadwiga Staniszkis have offered similar versions of this 
approach. As early as 1989, Hankiss suggested that the old nomen- 
klatura elite would become the new "grande bourgeoisie" with the 
marketization of the economy.2 Around the same time, Staniszkis 
began to write about the emergent "political capitalism" of postcom- 
munist Eastern Europe.3 In her view, the former nomenklatura uses its 
political power to gain private wealth. Staniszkis and Hankiss both 
agreed that the process of privatization would benefit the Communist 
political class, which could retain its position at the top of the class 
structure without many constraints. 

Likewise, the Hungarian Erzsebet Szalai offered a similar analysis 
of Eastern Europe. In her research on large Hungarian firms, she 
noticed that a new technocratic stratum was emerging in the early 
1980s, and that it gradually began to appropriate some key prop- 
erty rights.4 Szalai explained the dynamics of political change in 
Hungary during the 1980s in terms of increasing struggle between 
the "old elite" and the "new technocracy." According to her, the 
"old elite" was composed of members of the nomenklatura who 
assumed political power after the 1956 revolution: they were not 
typically highly educated, but most had a firm ideological commitment 
to the cause of Communism. By contrast, the "new elite" was younger, 
better educated, and specifically technocratic in its skills and orien- 
tation. Not surprisingly, given its education and social background, the 
new elite increasingly disliked the way the old guard ran the country, 
and was, therefore, attracted to the idea that the institutions of state 
socialism must be radically transformed. Surely, but gradually, the "new 
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technocracy" lost faith in socialism and began to support the project of 
market transformation. In this process, they slowly appropriated prop- 
erty rights and set themselves up as the new private entrepreneurs of 
the new regime.5 But, as Szalai points out, members of the "new tech- 

nocracy" were not successful politically. Their political victory over the 
old guard was short-lived, and they were soon replaced in political 
power by a "new ruling estate" whose members came from noncom- 
munist circles.6 

As should be clear from the above three stories, Hankiss, Staniszkis, 
and Szalai offer a similar diagnosis for Eastern Europe: while the 
socioeconomic system changes radically, those at the top of the class 
structure remain the same. In other words, the personnel do not 

change, only the principles by which they legitimate their authority, 
power, and privilege are altered. 

Unlike the other two authors, however, Szalai draws an important 
distinction between the "new technocracy" and the "old elite": the latter 
can be downwardly mobile with the transformation of the economy. 
She also points to the struggle between the excommunist "new tech- 

nocracy" and the anticommunist "new political elite." By extending 
Szalai's argument, we proposed a "circulation of elites" hypothesis that 

posited that the former elite will be able to maintain its privileged posi- 
tion at the top of the class structure, but there will be political limits 

determining the extent to which they will be successful at this. Some 
members of the old elite will be downwardly mobile, some will stay 
in the social space they occupied before, and some will be upwardly 
mobile into the ranks of the old elite.7 

With the conceptual apparatus of Pierre Bourdieu, one may interpret 
Hankiss and Staniszkis as offering a theory that assumes no or few 
limits to the convertibility of political capital into economic capital.8 
Szalai's hypothesis is more complex, however. Following her, we sug- 
gest that those who relied exclusively or overwhelmingly on political 
capital for their power and privilege (i.e., the "old elite") are likely 
to be downwardly mobile, while those who combined cultural and 

political capital (i.e., the "new technocracy") are better positioned to 
achieve positive privileges in terms of economic capital today. The 
"new political elite" is likely to come from the ranks of people who 
were low in political capital in the past, but high in cultural capital. 
It remains to be seen if the "new political elite" will occupy posi- 
tions of mere political authority or if they will be successful in achiev- 

ing economic privileges as well. 
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Cross-national variations in elite reproduction 

We expect different trends in elite reproduction in the three coun- 
tries (Hungary, Poland, and Russia) that are included in this special 
issue. Since the economic and political reforms have been more 
successful in Hungary than in Russia (or in Poland) over the last two 
decades, we think that the old elites are most likely to reproduce 
themselves here. This is so, in part, because of the existence of at least a 

partially meritocratic system of elite recruitment under the Kdair 

regime; this system meant that many of those in possession of cultural 

capital already occupied positions concomitant with their skills in 
1989. 

By contrast, we expect a greater amount of elite circulation in Poland 
because attempts to copy the Kdair regime - by trying to reach some 

compromise with the technical intelligentsia or to coopt the techno- 
crats at least - were fundamentally unsuccessful. The Polish bureau- 

cracy tried to bring the technocracy into positions of authority during 
the so-called "second industrialization of Poland" and, again, during 
the Jaruzelski regime. The response that the Polish regime received was 
not favorable: the Polish intelligentsia stayed out of power and organ- 
ized into a counter-elite. 

Russia may be more similar to Hungary, but for very different 
reasons. Common wisdom suggests (although data have yet to bear 
this out) that Russia may not have allowed the technical intelligentsia 
into positions of power to the same degree that Hungary did. There- 
fore, the Russian nomenklatura may have been more similar (in 
1989 and in 1990) to the Polish nomenklatura than to the Hungarian 
one. Still, there is at least prima facie evidence of a high degree 
of elite reproduction in Russia. In part, this can be attributed to 
the fact that, as of the fall of 1993 when our fieldwork took place, 
Russia had changed last in the postcommunist direction; thus its elites 
have not yet begun to "circulate." 

To explain this three-way comparison, we introduce another idea: the 
strength of counter-elites. While the nomenklatura may have had simi- 
lar characteristics in Poland and Russia, we think the circulation of the 
elites was facilitated in Poland by the existence of a large, well- 
established counter-elite. In Russia, the counter-elite was less well- 
developed, and in the absence of alternative cadres, the old nomen- 
klatura was able to hold onto the country's command positions. The 
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continued domination of elite positions by former cadres is also helped 
by general social instability that is particularly evident in Russia. Since 
the character of the emergent society is still unclear, and because the 
new democratic institutions do not work in a predictable way, there 
are fewer "political entrepreneurs" ready to try the new game in 
Russia. For these reasons, the old cadres are likely to remain unchal- 

lenged. 

In general terms, then, our theory suggests that one may expect a high 
degree of elite reproduction in countries where the technocracy was 

co-opted by the nomenklatura, as well as in countries in which there 
was no counter-elite. By contrast, we expect a high degree of elite 
circulation in countries where the co-optation of the technocracy did 
not take place, or in countries with a well-formed counter-elite. These 

hypotheses are summarized in Table 1.9 

To test the empirical validity of these hypotheses, we initiated a 
cross-national comparative study of elites in 1990.10 By mid-1994, 
surveys were completed in six countries: Bulgaria, the Czech Repub- 
lic, Hungary, Poland, Russia, and Slovakia." During 1993-1994, 
we conducted personal interviews with about 40,000 respondents 
in these countries. We worked out a complex research design; 
interviewing respondents from different random samples. In each 

country, we interviewed 2,000 elite members: 1,000 of these were in 
nomenklatura positions in 1988, 600 were members of the new 
economic elite, and 400 were part of the 1993 political or cultural 
elites. In addition, in each country we interviewed 5,000 randomly 
selected members of the general population in order to obtain a 
base-line against which to compare our models of elite reproduction. 
We conducted life-history interviews with all of our respondents: we 
asked them to provide us with a full account of their activity history, 
educational career, and party memberships. We also asked them about 
their parents and grandparents, and found out relevant information 
about their friends. 

By the end of 1993, data on the elite part of the study were available in 
three of the six countries: Hungary, Poland, and Russia. A group of us 
from the United States and from the three countries met and wrote the 
first draft of the articles that are presented this special issue. 
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Table 1. Hypotheses regarding circulation/reproduction 

Country Cooptation Counter-elite Circulation or reproduction 

Hungary yes some some reproduction 
Poland some yes some circulation 
Russia none none reproduction 

Empirical results: Elite reproduction in Hungary, Poland, and Russia 

The distinction between "circulation" and "reproduction" is a relative 
one. Five years are long enough for one to expect some change in the 

personnel occupying key command positions under any circumstance; 
a complete turnover of personnel is, however, unimaginable even under 
the most revolutionary conditions. When we assess "how much" cir- 
culation or reproduction took place in a country, therefore, we always 
have to think about this question in relative terms. 

In the following analyses we examine a number of issues: (a) we explore 
the destinations of the old nomenklatura elite and the origins of the 
new elite, (b) we analyze cross-national variations in elite reproduction, 
and (c) we look at differences among economic, cultural, and political 
elites. Our main conclusions are as follows: 

a. There is limited outflow from the old nomenklatura. Many of those who 
were in nomenklatura positions in 1988 were found in top elite positions five 

years later. Those who were downwardly mobile usually just "slipped" a 

single step down in the status hierarchy, or the worst that happened to the old 
nomenklatura elite is that they went into early retirement. In other words, the 
1988 nomenklatura did not fare badly with the transition to postcom- 
munism: it had a good chance to reproduce itself in positions of authority. 
However, we also find substantial inflow into the new elites; in this sense, 
therefore, there is substantial circulation in elite personnel in Eastern 
Europe. There are many new faces among those who were at the top of the 
social hierarchy in 1993. Most of those who were upwardly mobile did not 
come from the bottom of the class structure, but typically arrived at the top 
from upper- or from middle class backgrounds. 

b. In terms of our cross-national analyses, our results show that the old 
nomenklatura elites in Russia were better able to survive at the top of the 
class structure than elites in Poland or Hungary. Contrary to our expecta- 
tions, however, the circulation of elites in Hungary was greater (and faster) 
than in Poland. 

c. We find that the circulation of elites in Hungary was particularly strong 
among the old and the new economic elites. The relatively high degree of 
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elite circulation in Hungary may be attributed to (what we call) "adminis- 
tered social mobility" right after the transition to postcommunism. The 

victory of the Socialist Party in 1994 can thus be interpreted as a vote against 
such "administered mobility"; it was a vote favoring a more gradual trans- 
formation of the stratification order. 

d. Our overall conclusion is that changes during the postcommunist era 
were (and continue to be) path-dependent 2 and involutionary,t3 rather than 

revolutionary. Where greater turbulances took place (i.e., in the political 
sphere), a "trajectory correction" seems to be taking place. The 1993-94 
elections support this claim. As a result of these political changes - while 
Communism is far from being restored - social structure is most likely to 
shift further backward toward an even more involutionary path of trans- 
formation. 

The destinations of the old nomenklatura elite and the origins of the 
new elite 

If we assess the extent of circulation/reproduction of elites by contrast- 

ing the destinations of the old nomenklatura elite (see Table 2) with the 

origins of the new elites (see Table 3), we obtain two somewhat differ- 
ent stories about what happened with the transition to postcommunism 
in Eastern Europe. 

The first one of these stories suggests that the marketization of the 
socialist economy has generated a considerable degree of elite repro- 
duction: those in elite positions in 1988 were more likely to remain 
in positions of authority than to leave such positions by 1993. 
The "old guard," in this sense, is rarely in trouble in Eastern Europe. In 

fact, if anything it seems to be doing quite well. Doing well, how- 

ever, does not necessarily mean that they were completely unharmed 

by the economic transformation of 1989. Many were demoted from 
their nationally-important command posts, although most survived this 

type of downward mobility reasonably well. In Hungary and in Poland, 
a significant percentage of the 1988 nomenklatura retired by 1993: 
some took early retirement, and only a few have had to accept lower- 
status jobs. 

The second story that emerges from these tables suggests that we may 
have witnessed a significant amount of elite circulation with the transi- 
tion to postcommunism: the majority of those who were in elite posi- 
tions in 1993 were not members of the nomenklatura in 1988. These 
new faces at the top of the class structure, however, are not necessarily 



623 

Table 2. Destinations of the old-nomenklatura elite 

Class position in 1993 Russia Poland Hungary 

Elite 64.2 38.2 20.0 
Non-elite with subordinates 15.5 18.4 31.5 
Non-elite without subordinates 10.6 16.6 15.7 
Retired 9.7 26.8 32.8 

(N = 854) (N = 888) (N = 662) 

Note. Entries are percentages. Columns may not sum correctly because of rounding 
error. 

Table 3. The class origins of the new (1993) elites 

Class position in 1988 Russia Poland Hungary 

Nomenklatura member 51.0 40.7 32.7 
Other official 33.4 37.9 47.5 
Non-elite 15.6 21.4 19.8 

(N = 958) (N = 960) (N = 783) 

Note. Entries are percentages. Columns may not sum correctly because of rounding 
error. 

all that new: they often come from positions that were "next in line," 
and so these individuals would probably have been promoted to an 
elite position within a year or so, even without a regime change. 

Given the seemingly contradictory nature of these results, it might be 
useful to elaborate on these findings in greater detail. Table 2 shows the 
class position of the old nomenklatura elite at the time of our survey 
(that is, in 1993). Although the dominant theme that emerges from this 
table is one of reproduction, there are significant cross-national differ- 
ences in this pattern. If we employ a generous definition of elites (for 
example, by combining what may be called "true" elite positions with 
those that were not strictly speaking elite positions, but were super- 
visory roles), we find that the rate of reproduction is 80 percent in 
Russia, 57 percent in Poland, and 50 percent in Hungary. A narrower 
definition (one that omits supervisors from its definition of elites) sup- 
ports the reproduction argument only in Russia: this definition pro- 
duces 64 percent reproduction in Russia, but only 38 percent in 
Poland, and 20 percent in Hungary. The real degree of reproduction is 
presumably somewhere between these two (i.e., broad and narrow) 
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definitions of elites. The broad definition is likely to err by ignoring 
those downwardly mobile elites who lost some status with the transi- 
tion to postcommunism by moving from a nationally-important com- 
mand post in 1988 to a less-powerful supervisory position in 1993. 
The narrower definition is likely to err in the opposite direction. 

Beyond doubt, the relatively high degree of elite reproduction that we 
observe in Table 2 was generated by the fact that outflow from 1988 
nomenklatura positions is more likely to be of a "sideways" rather than 
a "downward" type: those who left elite positions in Poland and Hun- 

gary were more likely to be retired by 1993 than working in rank-and- 
file jobs."14 About one third of the old cadres retired (i.e., moved "side- 

ways" in the class structure) and one-sixth were "demoted" to rank- 
and-file jobs (i.e., were "downwardly" mobile). In and of itself, retire- 
ment in the postcommunist era does not necessarily mean that the old 
cadres have experienced a significant loss of status. On the contrary, 
former members of the economic nomenklatura frequently work as 
consultants for (domestic or foreign) firms even in retirement. In Hun- 

gary, for example, where our narrow definition of 1993 elites produced 
only 20 percent reproduction, many of those who appear to have lost 

ground are, in fact, still in positions of authority in the postcommunist 
era (as demonstrated by our broader definition of elites). Although we 
thus find considerable reproduction of elites in all three countries, 
without doubt, our results show that there has been much greater 
turbulence at the top of the social hierarchy in Poland and in Hungary. 

In examining the social origins of the new elites, we find fewer cross- 
national differences: Table 3 reveals a striking similarity in the degree 
of elite circulation across the three countries. To be sure, there appears 
to be somewhat less circulation in Russia, where we find that 51 per- 
cent of the 1993 elites were in a nomenklatura position in 1988. More- 

over, Poland seems to display somewhat less evidence of circulation 
than Hungary: the proportion of new elites coming from the old 
nomenklatura is 41 percent in Poland, but only 33 percent in Hungary. 
Nevertheless, the main story that emerges from these results is that 
there has been a relatively modest inflow of rank-and-file officials into 
the new elites: less than one-fifth of the new powerholders were non- 
elites in 1988. The real pool from which the new incumbents of com- 
mand posts were recruited is mid-management; that is, the new bosses 
are those who were already in positions of some authority in 1988.15 
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Overall, the process of upward mobility during the postcommunist 
transition seems to be quite orderly. Long-range jumps in the social 
hierarchy appear to be rare, and the most common way to secure a 
position of authority in the postcommunist world is by slowly climbing 
the social ladder. In looking at the rate of inflow into the new elite, one 
cannot ignore the impressive amount of circulation at the top of 
the class structure. But, it is equally important not to overempha- 
size the significance of this circulation. This is because our results 
clearly show that the new ruling elite in Eastern Europe does not 
come from the bottom of the class structure, but from middle layers 
of management. 

Our two stories (reproduction in terms of outflow rates and circulation 
in terms of inflow rates) do not necessarily contradict one another. 
After all, it is conceivable that most former nomenklatura members 
can stay in positions of authority even when most new elite members 
were not nomenklatura members in 1988. This is not a zero-sum game. 
The political and economic institutions of postcommunist societies 
changed dramatically between 1988 and 1993: while some fractions 
of the elite shrunk (e.g., the political elite), others increased 
(e.g., the economic elite). This is particularly so for the economic 
elite. In 1988, the economic elite constituted the top managers of 
the largest 200 firms, but in 1993, they were the CEOs of the 3,000 
largest enterprises. Some of the circulation that we observe in our 
sample, therefore, was generated by this type of structural change in 
the economy. 

Our more general conclusion, therefore, is that the first five years of 
postcommunist transformation can be characterized by relative stabil- 
ity in personnel and a rather significant change in institutional struc- 
ture. The dominant trend in the transformation of political and, in 
particular, economic institutions points toward a decentralization of 
decision-making power. Consequently, this results in the growth of the 
number of elite positions. Continuity in personnel and path-dependent 
transformation in economic and political institutions describe the reali- 
ties of postcommunist societies. 



626 

Cross-national differences and differences across economic, cultural, 
and political elites 

Although, in general we find that there are considerable similarities 
across nations in terms of their degree of elite reproduction, we also 
find enough differences between them to conclude that our hypothesis 
concerning Russia and Eastern Europe is supported by empirical 
evidence. In other words, it appears that the former nomenklatura in 
Russia was more successful at retaining its position of power and 

privilege than members of the nomenklatura in Eastern Europe. 

The comparison of Poland and Hungary, however, offers us counter- 
intuitive and unexpected findings. Indeed, our results on this compari- 
son are so different from what we initially expected that they force us to 
re-think some of our earlier theoretical assumptions about elite repro- 
duction. While we expected to see greater circulation in Poland and 

reproduction in Hungary, our results show that the opposite is, in fact, 
true: 57 percent of those who were in Polish nomenklatura positions in 
1988 survived at the top of the class structure five years later, while 

only 51 percent survived in Hungary. 

It is particularly interesting to see how much higher the proportion of 
retirees are in Hungary than in the other two countries: 33 percent of 
those in nomenklatura positions had retired by 1993 in Hungary, com- 

pared with the 27 percent in Poland, and the 10 percent in Russia. 
These differences in retirement cannot be attributed to the age com- 

position of the nomenklatura elites in the three countries because the 

average age of the old Hungarian cadres was the same as that in Poland 
and Russia. What, then, explains this difference? Following 1989, 
many more people in elite positions either took or were sent into early 
retirement in Hungary. One quarter of those who held nomenklatura 

positions in Hungary but retired by 1993 were less than 60 years old, 
and 80 percent of them were less than 70 years old. Since our survey 
targeted respondents in the uppermost reaches of the social hierarchy, 
it is surprising that such a large percentage of our respondents retired 
before age 60. Thus, at least some of the circulation in personnel in 

Hungary was generated by these early retirements. 

A more detailed comparison of the different strata of nomenklatura 
elites in Poland and Hungary offers further interesting and unanti- 

cipated results. Differences in the outflow rates within the economic 
nomenklatura in Hungary and Poland are particularly counter-intui- 
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Table 4. Destinations of the old nomenklatura elite (economic elite only) 

Class position in 1993 Russia Poland Hungary 

Elite 81.1 56.6 29.2 
Non-elite with subordinates 13.2 12.6 18.3 
Non-elite without subordinates 1.7 7.2 4.9 
Retired 3.3 23.6 47.6 

(N = 60) (N = 263) (N = 82) 

Note. Entries are percentages. Columns may not sum correctly because of rounding 
error. 

tive. As Table 4 shows, only 48 percent of those who were in old eco- 
nomic command posts in Hungary remained in positions of authority 
after 1993. By contrast, almost 70 percent of the old Polish economic 
leaders were still in positions of authority five years later. The better 
survival capacity of the former economic leaders in Poland is also sup- 
ported by data on the social origins of the new elites. According to 
Table 5 exactly half of the new Polish economic elite were members of 
the nomenklatura in 1988, while only one-third of the Hungarian 
CEOs came from a similar class position. These results are particularly 
surprising given that during the later stages of state socialism, it was 

generally assumed that the Hungarian economic management was bet- 
ter trained, more competent, and less politically-motivated than their 
Polish counterpart. But it is equally surprising that the Polish economy 
(in which the old economic elites survived longer) produced better 
results in the postcommunist era than the Hungarian one.16 

Cross-national differences in the reproduction of elites, however, were 
not restricted to the economic sphere. Our data show, for example, that 
there was much greater circulation of cultural elites in Hungary than in 
Poland: only 56 percent of the 1988 cultural elites remained in an elite 
position in Hungary, while 61 percent survived in Poland (see Table 6). 
This is an unanticipated result. By 1988, it was generally believed that 
Hungary was ruled by ideologically liberal policies in science, tertiary 
education, and the media. Hungarian Radio and Television and the 
printed media impressed observers with their (relatively) free and 
objective character, and their tertiary-educated (rather than politi- 
cally-motivated) administrators. Along similar lines, by the late 1980s, 
the Hungarian National Academy of Sciences was noted for its selec- 
tion of members on the basis of academic merit, rather than politi- 
cal credentials. By contrast, the Polish media were less free, a 
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Table 5. Origins of the new (1993) elites (economic elites only) 

Class position in 1988 Russia Poland Hungary 

Nomenklatura member 52.6 50.7 34.9 
Other official 33.4 38.8 54.7 
Non-elite 14.0 10.5 10.4 

(N = 565) (N = 588) (N = 489) 

Note. Entries are percentages. Columns may not sum correctly because of rounding 
error. 

Table 6. Destinations of the old nomenklatura elite (cultural elite only) 

Class position in 1993 Russia Poland Hungary 

Elite 49.4 43.9 9.0 
Non-elite with subordinates 20.8 17.1 47.5 
Non-elite without subordinates 21.8 10.5 14.3 
Retired 8.0 28.5 29.2 

(N = 212) (N = 123) (N = 154) 

Note. Entries are percentages. Columns may not sum correctly because of rounding 
error. 

sizable Polish samizdat (underground publications) blossomed on the 
censorship of the legal press, and the so-called "flying universities" 
profited from the political conservativism of official academic institu- 
tions (see Table 7). 

In spite of these basic differences, Hungary and Poland are quite simi- 
lar in terms of the fate of their political nomenklatura and the origins of 
their new political elites. In Table 8, for example, we find that the politi- 
cal nomenklatura in both countries was more likely to be downwardly 
mobile than either the economic or the cultural elites. This is under- 
standable, of course, since the changes in 1989 were principally geared 
toward a transformation of the political system in these countries. We 
also find (in Table 9) that the new political elites in both Hungary and 
Poland are the only fraction of the new elite that recruited a large num- 
ber of its members from non-elite positions: in both countries about 40 
percent of the new political elite held non-elite jobs prior to the transi- 
tion to postcommunism. 
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Table 7 Origins of the new (1993) elites (cultural elites only) 

Class position in 1988 Russia Poland Hungary 

Nomenklatura member 44.9 29.9 27.1 
Other official 14.4 45.5 47.4 
Non-elite 14.4 24.4 25.5 

(N= 138) (N = 90) (N = 133) 

Note. Entries are percentages. Columns may not sum correctly because of rounding 
error. 

Table 8. Destinations of the old nomenklatura elite (political elites only) 

Class position in 1993 Russia Poland Hungary 

Elite 67.7 27.5 21.9 
Non-elite with subordinates 13.7 15.1 23.0 
Non-elite without subordinates 7.6 29.3 23.9 
Retired 11.0 28.1 31.2 

(N = 582) (N = 502) (N = 426) 

Note. Entries are percentages. Columns may not sum correctly because of rounding 
error. 

Table 9. Origins of the new (1993) elites (political elites only) 

Class position in 1988 Russia Poland Hungary 

Nomenklatura member 51.0 23.7 30.4 
Other official 29.4 33.3 26.1 
Non-elite 19.6 43.0 43.5 

(N = 255) (N = 282) (N = 161) 

Note. Entries are percentages. Columns may not sum correctly because of rounding 
error. 

'Administered mobility" in postcommunist Hungary? 

The faster circulation of Hungarian economic and cultural elites 
suggests that our hypotheses concerning the effects of the existence of 
a counter-elite may not stand up to critical scrutiny. Initially, we hypo- 
thesized that the larger and the better-organized Polish counter-elite 
will be more inclined to take over positions of decision-making power 
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because, in the course of many years of underground activities, it was 
able to obtain political expertise and thus was better prepared to step 
into the vacuum that was created at the top of the class structure in 
1989. In light of the data that we present here, one wonders whether 
this is not a naive assumption. Those who aspire to elite positions and 
will fill power vacuums at times of system breakdown do not neces- 

sarily have to be particularly competent; it is enough for them to be 
ambitious. In retrospect, we are inclined to believe that the greater cir- 
culation of elites in Hungary can thus be explained by the relative 
administrative and political inexperience of the new political elite that 
came to power in 1990. The less experience the new political office- 
holders had, the more likely it was that they did not trust those sub- 
ordinates who carried over from the Communist regime. They thus 
wanted to work with people they could trust. Under these circum- 

stances, postcommunist elites (particularly in Hungary) were tempt- 
ed to think about Communist conspiracies and to suspect that sur- 
vivors of the ancien regime would try to sabotage the reform policies 
of the new era. Ironically, not unlike their Communist predecessors 
during the late 1940s, these postcommunist political elites were in- 
clined to cast doubt on what some of them believed to be the mytholo- 
gy of competence. It was argued that anticommunists did not have a 
chance to gain appropriate expertise during the Communist epoch, and 
that it is unfair to discriminate against them only because (on paper) 
they are less qualified for the job. Furthermore, they argued, that exces- 
sive emphasis on experience only serves the reproduction of the old 
Communist elite and is likely to block the revolutionary transformation 
of society. While during the late 1940s the old Communist elites opted 
for "reds" over the "experts" the 1989 elites in Hungary were similarly 
inclined to choose their political allies (although now the old patriots 
were the anticommunists). Guided by such ideological considerations, 
the new political elite occasionally tried to eliminate subordinates 

(even if they had the appropriate credentials) and replace them with 
their "own" clients; that is, people they knew personally and people 
they felt they could trust. Relatives, schoolmates, and neighbors were 
thus promoted to jobs primarily on the basis of their personal 
loyalty. 

The greater degree of circulation of the Hungarian cultural elite is 

particularly instructive. We are inclined to explain this in terms of the 
social characteristics of the new Hungarian political elite. The new 

political elite in Hungary is quite different from the Russian and the 
Polish elite in terms of its social background, education, and occupa- 
tional history. 
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In Russia, there was a clear trend toward the creation of a bureaucratic 
caste, which was likely to reproduce itself across generations. Children 
of the nomenklatura were more likely to become nomenklatura them- 
selves in Russia than in either Poland or Hungary; and this pattern of 
reproduction seems to continue in the postcommunist world. To a sig- 
nificant degree, the new elites also come from the former caste of the 
cadre or the nomenklatura. In socialist Russia, a much smaller percent- 
age of the nomenklatura elite had working-class or peasant origins. By 
contrast, the Polish and the Hungarian nomenklatura were more open 
to members of the lower classes; this was particularly true for the first 
period of socialism. In Hungary, for example, it was only after 1970 
that children from professional families began to enter the nomen- 
klatura in larger numbers, and in the last few decades of socialism 

(probably because of the financial opportunities that have emerged for 

entrepreneurs in the second economy), cadre children were not par- 
ticularly attracted to the occupational careers of their parents. In 
Poland, the elite continued to draw heavily on the working class for its 
members until the very end of the socialist period. 

In 1989, there was an abrupt change in the social origins of the new 
political elite. In both Hungary and Poland, the proportion of children 
from professional backgrounds who are entering elite positions is on 
the increase. In Poland, children from working-class background con- 
tinue to play an important role in the formation of the new political 
elite; this is probably due to the important role that the Solidarity 
movement played in the Polish transformation in 1989-90. In Hun- 
gary, however, the new political elite is recruited almost exclusively 
from professional families. This was particularly true in 1990-94 for 
the parliamentary representatives of the Center-right parties. The 
political cadres of the ruling Hungarian Christian-nationalist party 
typically came from multi-generational professional families and, 
hence, were direct descendants of the so-called Hungarian genteel 
middle class (magyar kereszteny uri kozeposztdly). The new Hungarian 
political elite and, in particular, the members of the first ruling Hun- 
garian coalition were humanistic intellectuals (e.g., historians, novelists, 
poets), while the old nomenklatura was dominated by the technical 
intelligentsia. The greater degree of circulation within the Hungarian 
cultural elite, therefore, was probably due to the fact the this new politi- 
cal elite was especially likely to believe in the importance of culture 
because they were humanistic intellectuals themselves. As a result, they 
were likely to have clients and former colleagues who aspired to com- 
mand positions in the area of culture, science, and media. 
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Between 1988 and 1993 therefore, Hungary has experienced what one 

might call administered mobility or circulation. The new Hungarian 
political elite - being insecure in its own competence - pushed for a 
faster than functional change in personnel. This change was imple- 
mented in an administered fashion; in other words, dismissals and 

appointments were guided by considerations of personal or political 
loyalty rather than meritocratic criteria. This has triggered off a specifi- 
cally postcommunist process of counter-selection that placed greater 
value on patronage than individual competence. 

The dynamics of electoral campaigns in 1993-94 and the eventual out- 
comes of parliamentary elections in both Poland and Hungary are con- 
sistent with our administered mobility hypothesis. In May 1994, the 

Hungarian electorate gave the absolute majority of parliamentary seats 
to the reconstituted party of the old Communists. It is notable that the 

key slogan of these elections was "competence." The socialists won the 
confidence of the electorate by presenting themselves as more com- 

petent experts, who are knowledgeable about politics and who know 
how to run the country. In so doing, they discredited the former ruling 
party (i.e., the Christian-Nationalist coalition) as a group of arrogant 
amateurs. In an indirect way, during these elections the Hungarian 
electorate also cast a vote about the question of circulation versus 

reproduction of elites. If we think that people took campaign rhetoric 

seriously, then the results can be interpreted as a vote against the 
administered circulation of elite personnel. The September 1993 
Polish elections can be interpreted in a similar way. These elections 
were also won by the two successor parties of the former Communist 

Party. Although the question of "competence" was not raised as an 

explicit issue during these elections, the election results suggest that - 
in an indirect fashion at least - this was important in Poland as well. 

It is one thing to say, of course, that these reconstituted Communists 
won on the basis of "competence," yet it is quite another to assess just 
how competent they really are. In Hungary, for example, the newly 
formed government can hardly be called a "government of experts." 
Most new ministers and their deputies are people who were rewarded 
for their political loyalty either to the Socialist or the Liberal parties. 
The new government did not waste much time in firing people who 
were placed in their positions of authority by the former government: it 

quickly dismissed them so that the new government could begin to 
build its own clientele. It is thus possible that only the colors of the 

government changed, but the old logic of patronage remains the same. 



633 

We completed our data collection in the three countries by the summer 
of 1993. The second round of the elections in Hungary (May 1994), 
Poland (September 1993), and Russia (December 1993) represented 
an important change in all three countries. It is reasonable to hypo- 
thesize that our data from the summer of 1993 overestimate how much 
circulation of elites actually took place. In Hungary and Poland, in 
particular, these elections appear to have "corrected" the administered 
circulation of the immediate postcommunist regime and moved back 
into positions of authority people who were temporarily on "parking 
orbits" between 1989 and 1994. This is particularly likely to be the 
case with the political elite. During the summer of 1993, the new politi- 
cal elite was the only stratum into which there was a substantial upward 
mobility from 1988 rank-and-file positions. 

Meta-theoretical implications 

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, most commentators argued that a 
revolutionary break within the old Communist regime was taking place 
in Eastern Europe. It did not take much time, however, before one 
began to notice continuities at least in the workings of economic insti- 
tutions. As early as 1992, in fact, David Stark wrote about path- 
dependent change of economic institutions as distinct from transition 
from redistribution to market economies - emphasizing the strong 
involutionary trends both in economic management and in property 
relations. As Stark put it: the change was from "plan" to "clan": what 
was presented as "privatization" may be more accurately described as a 
more gradual reshuffling of property rights within public ownership;17 
what was presented as transition of redistribution to market may be 
more an involution of redistributed institutions, often probably just a 
decentralization of redistribution.18 

When we began to formulate the hypotheses for our elite study, we 
kept in mind the idea that the post-1989 developments in Eastern 
Europe may have been uneven: economic change is possibly path- 
dependent and involutionary, while political transformation is more 
likely to be revolutionary. The difference between the transition from 
capitalism to socialism (in 1949) and the transition from socialism to 
capitalism (in 1989) is that while in the former case the smashing of the 
capitalist economy required the smashing of the capitalist state, in the 
latter case the smashing of the socialist state and its replacement with 
democratic institutions prevents the possibility of a revolutionary break 
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in the economy. One could have argued that such a path-dependent 
readjustment in the economy is necessary within a democratic polity. 
The shock therapy approach to reform, even if it were economically 
rational, is politically suicidal because it does not take into considera- 
tion the brief nature of political cycles and, thus, it miscalculates 
the amount of time needed to implement radical economic reform. 
Political elites that attempt to implement shock therapy in the economy 
are unlikely to have sufficient time to complete the process: before the 
policy could possibly produce results, new elections are held and the 
elites are invariably voted out of office. In this way, democratic polities 
necessarily slow down the pace of economic change in Eastern Europe. 

The political events since the summer of 1993 and the unanticipated 
results of the Hungarian survey are leading us to the conclusion that, 
even in politics, the revolution was more apparent than real. With only 
one cycle of political change, we already see a major correction in the 
political trajectory of postcommunist societies. The events of 1989 may 
be more radical and more revolutionary in the rhetoric of the new 
political elites that came to power with the disintegration of state 
socialism. This new political elite had a vested interest in presenting the 
changes in a revolutionary light. Public opinion probably never accept- 
ed much of this radicalism and even if it accepted it for a while, it did 
not take too long for it to correct itself. 

The discrepancy in the rhetoric of the new political elite and the value 

system of the society became apparent early in the game. Public- 

opinion polls showed as early as 1990 that there was strong public sup- 
port for egalitarian values and for a strong welfare state. The new 

political elite - which incidentally was more "reformist" than "revolu- 

tionary" while in opposition during the 1970s and 1980s - was radi- 
calized fast. It began to push hard for a free market, individual respon- 
sibility, privatization, and elimination of the welfare state only in recent 

years. For a while, this new elite assumed that public opinion was 

merely "lagging behind" the times and that it would eventually "catch 
up" with the leading views of the political elite. But the opposite turned 
out to be the case: as the public saw the disintegration of the welfare 
state, it began to turn against privatization. Instead of learning from the 
new elite, the Polish and the Hungarian electorate gave an instruction 
to its new political leaders in 1993-94: it ejected them from their posi- 
tion of power for their non-prudent radicalism. 
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During 1989-90, modernization theory returned to Eastern Europe 
with a vengeance.19 At first it appeared as if the fall of Communism 

brought with it the end of history and that all societies were converging 
around models of liberal capitalism. With the events of 1994, however, 
the direction that these societies are taking is becoming less clear. 

Postcommunist societies, even under the leadership of socialist govern- 
ments, are undoubtedly in the process of capitalist transformation. The 

victory of socialist parties in Poland and in Hungary did not bring a 
return to state socialism. As the first socialist prime minister of 

postcommunist Hungary (Gyula Horn) claimed shortly after his party's 
victory: Hungary is now in the process of "building capitalism." The 
socialist parties are fundamentally different from the old Communists 
and, in terms of western politics, they tend to be on the right wing of 
social-democratic movements. Still, the path-dependent nature or 

involuntary character of change is apparent. What the character of the 
new societies will be after the transformation was consolidated is less 
clear today than it appeared in 1989-90. Arguably, strong forces 

operate that point in the direction of continuity both within the Com- 
munist and even with the precommunist past. Where does this path- 
dependent, involuntary character of postcommunist transformation 
leave us? 

In assessing the prospects of postcommunism and the value of mod- 
ernization theory, Michael Burawoy arrives at the somewhat bleak 
prognosis that the laws of postcommunist societies "will not be the laws 
of modern capitalism, but more likely, of a merchant capitalism or 
some might say of a feudal capitalism - plowing a third road to the 
Third World.... Modernization theory conspires in obscuring the ever 
widening gap between ideology and reality. It fosters a false optimism 
about the future."20 

One does not have to share the gloom of Burawoy's diagnosis in order 
to appreciate his theoretical insights. Burawoy's desperation is motivat- 
ed by his disappointment that Eastern Europe abandoned the socialist 
path, and by his desire to sustain hope in the possibility of democratic 
socialism.21 In light of what we have learned about social change of the 
past five years of postcommunism, one does not have to share Bura- 
woy's political agenda in order to share his doubts about the inevitabil- 
ity of historical convergence around the model of "First World" liberal 
capitalism and appreciate how powerful those forces are that keep 
societies on developmental trajectories both in terms of the economic 
institutions or logic of stratification systems. 
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Burawoy is undoubtedly right: there is no guarantee that Eastern 
Europe or the post-Soviet states are sailing smoothly toward modern 
capitalism; they can just as easily move into the Third World instead. 
Nor is there a guarantee that their social structure is being "modern- 
ized": instead of socialist counter-selection being replaced by a meri- 
tocratic system of selection, one sees the functioning of postcommunist 
patronage or counter-selection, be it of the patriotic-Christian type or 
the postcommunist socialist version. 

Conclusions 

What, then, have we learned so far about the reproduction and the 
circulation of elites during the postcommunist transformation? First, it 
is clear that our data do not support a simple elite reproduction or 
power conversion theory. The changes of political and economic insti- 
tutions under postcommunism are consequential: some of the old elites 
are pushed out of their positions of power and privilege, and so there is 
substantial change at the top of the class structure. 

Second, it is equally inaccurate to think about these changes as if they 
represent some revolutionary break. What we can report on is path- 
dependent transformation both of political, economic, and cultural 
institutions and in the composition of incumbents of command posi- 
tions in those institutions. The dominant trend was a somewhat accel- 
erated move from the "middle" to the "top." Occasionally, the new 

political elites may have taken their own revolutionary rhetoric too 

seriously (this could have been the case in Hungary during the 1990 
and 1994 elections)- but this backfired because as soon as some 
administered mobility into/out of elite positions was attempted, it was 

quickly "corrected." 

These analyses offer substantial support for Erzsebet Szalai's sober 
"elite circulation" theory: the bureaucratic fraction of the old com- 
munist elites were shifting out from top power positions. Many taking 
early retirement or taking minor but decent jobs; the technocratic 
fraction of late state socialist elites, in particular economic managers 
and middle managers, on the whole retained or even improved their 

positions. And, finally, some new space was created for those who were 

(usually noncommunist party members) rank-and-file professionals 
mainly in politics, but also in culture and in the economy. 
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