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Abstract  |  While property is a common analytical category in political economy, it is 
often omitted from cultural analysis. To bridge this gap, this article examines the Orbán 
regime’s cultural flagship institution, the Magyar Művészeti Akadémia [Hungarian 
Academy of Arts, HAA] from a property perspective. By putting the 1992‒2011 trajectory 
of the Academy under a spotlight, a rarely examined prehistory of the current Orbán 
regime comes to the fore.
    By deploying historical and social sciences literature alongside archival and 
interview-based primary research, it is here argued that the property perspective can tran-
scend the “culture wars” explanations of postsocialist cultural polarization by highlight-
ing the material roots of such conflicts. The case of the HAA serves to demonstrate that its 
cultural clashes were property struggles to obtain properties from the postsocialist state. 
In this quest, the Academy formed an uneven alliance with the national-protectionist 
elite bloc. By demonstrating how the HAA was bound to the competition of postsocialist 
elite blocs, its cyclical politicization can be best understood from the angle of the rapidly 
transforming property regime in post-1989 Hungary. In conclusion, the article proposes 
the postsocialist property regime of culture as a framework to analyze cultural and 
property clashes in tandem.

Keywords  |  cultural politics, Magyar Művészeti Akadémia [Hungarian Academy of 
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The artists go where the stew is.

—Unknown artist of the Hungarian Academy of Arts, 19931

During the transition . . . [t]he liberal trend already had the Soros Foundation; the . . . 
social democrats transferred the assets from the party-state. Only the so-called 
conservative trend . . . had no resources. I helped create this background.

—József Zelnik, 19952

Today the Magyar Művészeti Akadémia [Hungarian Academy of Arts] 
(hereafter HAA) is one of Hungary’s most significant property holders, and 
its president preaches from its lavish headquarters, “we don’t need to be 
afraid of the words ‘cultural supremacy.’”3 The HAA manages and redis-
tributes a yearly 12 billion forints (ca. $30 million) derived from the gov-
ernmental budget, employs hundreds, and possesses magnificent real estate 
properties in Budapest.

In contrast to its present prosperity, the HAA was for decades 
characterized by a propertyless status and a constant struggle to acquire 
properties. It was established in 1992 after the transition and functioned as 
an NGO until 2011, when the Orbán regime constitutionally enshrined the 
Academy. This act enabled the HAA to realize its original ambition: possess-
ing and redistributing state properties. By this means it aimed to restructure 
the postsocialist field of cultural production by enhancing a nation-bounded 
culture. According to the Academy’s statutes, it strives “to protect the most 
significant values of Hungarian intellectual life and restore its value system.”4

Compared to the vast literature on property relations in postsocialist 
industrial and agricultural production,5 the cultural products of the post-
socialist transformation are primarily analyzed either through ideological 
concepts such as censorship, restorative justice, and aesthetical reintegra-
tion, or through the lens of diffusions and cultural transactions.6 To bridge 
this gap, my article attempts to outline the political economy of culture 
during the transition in Hungary by focusing on the shifting property rela-
tions of state-led cultural production.

By responding to this special issue’s invitation to revisit Hungarian his-
tory from the angle of property relations, I aim to put the HAA into focus 
and demonstrate how property regimes shape cultural production, and 
how property relations are concealed by the concept of “culture wars.” It 
is not only its prominent place in the post-2010 Orbán regime that makes 
the HAA a relevant case for studying postsocialist property relations. Three 
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more factors, namely its establishment in the wake of the postsocialist tran-
sition, the combination of its propertyless status with its quest for proper-
ties, and its deep involvement in the struggles of postsocialist elite blocs 
qualify the HAA as an apt example of the property regime of postsocialist 
cultural production.

My property-focused investigation of the HAA’s 1992–2011 trajectory 
relies on archival and oral-history sources. I carried out participant obser-
vation at the HAA for my doctoral research. This ethnographic fieldwork 
made me aware of and opened the path to the previously unresearched, un-
processed, and neglected archives of the HAA. I spent months processing 
1,300 documents from the HAA’s twelve-linear-meter archival materials, 
and this article primarily relies on these files. I complemented the archival 
research with an analysis of secondary sources and two dozen interviews. 
I conducted these interviews with key players in the HAA’s early history and 
with some of their allies and administrators.

To map the postsocialist genealogy of the current right-wing property 
regime in cultural production, I focus on three moments in the HAA’s history. 
First, I show how its failure to establish a property-owner organization in the 
wake of the transition led the Academy to ally with the national-protectionist 
elite bloc. Second, I analyze the HAA’s bottom-up construction of its head-
quarters in the mid-1990s as a process of property accumulation in which 
the Academy’s external dependencies loosened, but its internal hierarchies 
tightened. Finally, I inquire how the HAA’s boycott of state subsidies from the 
Westernizer market-liberalist regime after 2002 enhanced the institution’s 
precarization and rightward political radicalization.

By charting the HAA’s quest for properties before the rise of the current 
Orbán regime, I call attention to the decades-long formation of right-wing 
cultural infrastructures. The joint analysis of culture and property also 
provides an alternative approach to the postsocialist cultural struggles of 
Hungary. I argue that such an analysis can lead to better conceptualization 
of the postsocialist property regime of culture.

Theoretical Foundations: Putting Property Back into Culture

In this article, I join the literature that approaches property as a social 
relation. Instead of focusing merely on its possession, I pay special attention 
to its control.7 Capturing the cultural aspects of property relations is not 
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unique among historians and social scientists, who often emphasize the 
ideological embeddedness of property regimes and conceptualize powerful 
notions, such as the moral economy, to interpret this relation.8 Still, culture 
is a stepchild of property-regime analysis.

When cultural studies are concerned with property, they focus on pri-
vate property. Consequently, their analysis revolves around cultural indus-
tries and considers the state primarily as a policymaker.9 The state-owned 
and -managed properties come into the picture primarily in the literature 
on cultural heritage and copyright focus. To bridge this gap, in this article 
I put property back into cultural analysis. For this purpose, I turn toward 
the social sciences literature theorizing the relational nature of property 
and analyzing it from a critical political-economic perspective.

The literature on social history, political economy, and state formation 
suggests that state and property relations are inseparable.10 Under capi-
talism, nation-states guarantee property rights. The state does not merely 
maintain the legal framework for property relations but is also involved in 
the property-related processes of production and exploitation.

The postsocialist condition, the context of the HAA’s property-related 
struggles, has often been studied from a property perspective.11 Scholars 
have emphasized that individual private property did not become the 
sole form, and the state remained a crucial actor in property relations in 
post-1989 Eastern Europe.12 József Böröcz has convincingly argued that in 
state socialism private property was not eliminated but rather penetrated 
by the state, describing it with the concept of property vacuum. Writing in 
1992, he was expecting an informality-based destatization and an original 
accumulation on the ruins of state socialism.13

But not the heavy state subsidies toward cultural production—also 
existing in Western Europe—but the lack of its alternatives is the specific-
ity of the Eastern European field. This phenomenon is more than a social-
ist legacy. Social historians, such as Jürgen Kocka and Iván Szelényi, have 
emphasized the relative weakness of the property-owner bourgeoisie (Besitz-
bürgertum) in the region that developed in tandem with the prominent role 
of the cultural bourgeoisie (Bildungsbürgertum).14 In the absence of a robust 
property-owner bourgeoisie in Eastern Europe, cultural producers’ depen-
dency is articulated primarily in relation to the state apparatus. This socio-
historical background explains why the HAA–state nexus and not the barely 
existing one between the HAA and the bourgeoisie is the focus of this article.
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While the cultural producers–state connection is a central aspect of this 
analysis, the state is not a homogenous entity. This was particularly manifest 
in the case of postsocialist Hungary, where Westernizer market-liberalizing 
and national-protectionist elite blocs were competing to control the state 
and manage the country’s reintegration into the capitalist world economy. 
The former aimed to lead this integration by enhancing a national bour-
geoisie, while the latter sought to do so via foreign direct investment-led  
development. Thus their seemingly internal confrontation at the scale of 
the nation-state had its origins in the uneven development of the global 
world economy.15 Both elites developed the ideological complement of their 
strategies, under the flag of “democracy” in the one case and “national in-
terest” in the other. Consequently, these elites were not solely economic 
interest groups but rather hegemonic blocs looming over economic, politi-
cal, and cultural actors.16

In analyzing how the HAA tried to establish a coalition with the 
national-protectionist elite bloc to gain properties, I am not examining 
an alliance of equal parties.17 Rather, I stress that due to their propertyless 
status, intellectuals of the HAA were exposed to the political-economic 
elite factions controlling material resources. By putting property rela-
tions back into culture and connecting both to state formation, I have 
outlined a theoretical horizon that can help go beyond the ideological 
facade of the “culture wars” discourse that is often produced both by and 
about the HAA.

A Prehistory of Postsocialist Hungary: The Disintegration 
of the Socialist Property Regime of Culture

The HAA emerged into its postsocialist condition when the previous prop-
erty regime of culture fell apart. This disintegration opened a path for the 
establishment of new art academies competing for properties and state rec-
ognition. State-socialist cultural production was dominated by the artists’ 
unions, organized on the Soviet model. These institutions not only amal-
gamated all the professional cultural producers in a formally democratic 
organizational structure but also exemplified the state-socialist property 
vacuum. They functioned as property holders, owning enterprises (such as 
art-trade companies) and enjoying monopolies (such as over the production 
of postcards), and for the artists they provided material allowances covering 
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everything from raw materials to pensions, studios, and holiday trips. Due 
to late-socialist austerity politics,18 from the late 1980s artists’ unions be-
came the subjects of politically and aesthetically loaded infighting over their 
decreasing resources, and in the early 1990s most of them broke apart.

The fall of the artists’ unions’ quasi-democratic model opened a path 
for a meritocratic reorganization of cultural production. The HAA was 
the national-protectionist form of this trend—uniting those who were 
considered by the founders as the cream of elite culture—while West-
ernizer market-liberalizing actors aimed to reach meritocracy through 
project-oriented, managerial, and memberless institutions.19 In the wake of 
the restitution of presocialist property relations emerged the idea of effect-
ing justice for writers expelled from the Hungarian Academy of Sciences 
(HAS) in 1949.20 The idea of founding an Academy of Arts first came up in 
1989, in the wake of the market optimism of the period. First Ferenc Glatz, 
the last state-socialist minister of culture, proposed the establishment of 
a partially business-based Academy of Arts.21 Although this idea was not 
realized, right after the transition further Academy funding plans emerged.

Two competing art academies were established within a month in 
1992: the Széchenyi Academy of Letters and Arts (SZALA) and the HAA. 
SZALA secured symbolic recognition and limited but predictable material 
resources by being associated with the HAS. In contrast, although the name 
of it suggests a state institution, the HAA could only be established as an 
NGO, without any stable funding and formal affiliation with the state.

The membership of the two academies followed the demarcation lines 
of postsocialist elite polarization. The SZALA united artists associated 
with the Westernizer market-liberalizing faction, while artists close to the 
national-protectionist faction were concentrated in the HAA. Despite the 
overlap of a few figures, the division was already clear for the contempo-
raries. As Imre Makovecz, the first president of the HAA, put it just a few 
years later: “I happily join the game of dividing things into left-wing and 
right-wing because I have to face the fact that there are two art academies, 
one left-wing and one right-wing, and without a doubt, people are unmis-
takably partitioned between the two.”22

The conflict between the two art academies did not stem from a 
fundamentally different aesthetic regime but emerged from postsocialist 
property conditions. Under these, the two academies aligned with two 
competing elite factions in order to secure properties through them. 
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The following decades were characterized by their relationship being in 
limbo, with periods of diplomatic rapprochement and escalating conflicts 
following each other. Still, until 2011 SZALA remained the more dominant 
of the two institutions.23

Postsocialist Accumulation of Property and the Academies of Arts

The HAA’s mission statement declared its purpose as “to create a garden 
of sovereign dignity, which is independent of earthly powers, but not of 
Hungarianness.”24 Despite the emphasis on sovereignty, lacking a predict-
able material base, the HAA had to navigate among the rapidly changing 
postsocialist property and power relations.

The first years of the HAA, dating from 1992 to 1994, were dominated 
by negotiations with state secretaries and influential MPs, the preparation 
of draft laws, and the struggles to get state subsidies. Its objective was to 
achieve a state-entitled public-body (köztestület) status that would have 
given it properties, symbolic recognition, and legal instruments to shape 
cultural production. The Academy’s secretary-general summarized the 
benefits of this path by arguing that it would provide greater legitimacy 
for politicians and cultural producers. As he put it: “If this [the redistribu-
tion of state subsidies of culture] is an activity supervised by artists and art 
professionals, peace is presumably greater. Internally, there will be a more 
extensive debate. However, it will not radiate to the state. . . . If not the cul-
ture minister must decide whether folk art or literature gets thirty-five or 
thirty-six million forints, but . . . it is handed over to the authorized body of 
the Academy of Arts, . . . s/he won’t be corrupted, just as the artists won’t be 
corrupted in a political sense.”25

He also compared this model with privatization and argued that no 
transition occurred in culture because property relations were not changed. 
He believed that such a transformation—realized via the strengthening of 
the HAA—would mean the destatization and socialization of cultural pro-
duction.26 “That is why it would be important . . . to implement real social-
ization by the state in this field, just as privatization did in the economy. . . . 
In this sense, there was no regime change in artistic life. This would require 
the operation of an [art] academy that is a public body.”27

This idea of establishing a self-governing cultural organization con-
trolling resources and properties of cultural production was widespread 
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in the cultural circuits of the national-protectionist elite faction. The 
Magyar Kulturális Kamara [Hungarian Cultural Chamber] advocated a 
similar corporatist model. It envisaged itself as the holder of all culture-re-
lated properties and assets, and suggested supporting cultural production 
from the ensuing profit. The models of the HAA and the Hungarian Cul-
tural Chamber both aimed to restructure state properties and functions 
into cultural producer–led organizations, and aimed to adjust to the rising 
corporatism of the post-1989 societies.28 The similarity of the two programs 
was more than a coincidence: there was significant overlap among the intel-
lectual factions standing behind the two organizations.

To keep pace with SZALA, operating under the umbrella and in the 
building of the more than 150-year-old HAS, the HAA quickly developed a 
formalized operation. It employed a chief administrator right after its for-
mation and rented a pricey office in the center of Budapest.29 Since the HAA 
neither had any property nor a legal status entitling it to state subsidies, the 
institution had to rapidly find financial resources to cover its expenses.

These representative forms served to improve the Academy’s negoti-
ation position with the government, since its desired public-body status 
could have been delivered only by the state.30 However, the HAA and the 
right-wing Magyar Demokrata Fórum [Hungarian Democratic Forum] 
(hereafter MDF) government ruling until 1994 did not ally to transform 
the Academy into a public body. The failure of this alliance to be realized 
was even more unforeseen, since in 1992, at the HAA’s constituent assembly, 
two state secretaries from the MDF government were present, and Prime 
Minister József Antall congratulated the Academy’s foundation in a letter.

Although the HAA aimed to be the vanguard of the national-protectionist 
elite bloc’s cultural hegemony, the Academy could not even unite its allies. 
There were influential artists affiliated with the national-protectionist bloc, 
such as the writers Sándor Csoóri and Tibor Cseres, who decided not to 
join the HAA in order to maintain their positions as universal intellectu-
als; others, such as Imre Bak, withdrew after recognizing its politicization. 
In addition, some artists from the countryside could not even distinguish 
the two academy-founding projects.31

The political-economic conflict between the two postsocialist elite blocs 
also manifested itself in the scale of the two academies’ direct confron-
tation. Key figures of the SZALA saw the HAA as the junior partner of 
the MDF government; one founder of the SZALA framed the HAA as the 
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academy of the right-wing cultural administration.32 By the same token, 
the anger of the HAA members was toward the SZALA, even though it was 
their own political bloc that hindered their academy’s public-body status. 
In the eyes of the HAA members, the SZALA seemed to be their competitor 
for the limited properties and the legal statuses validating them. As one of 
them put it semi-ironically, “The artists go where the stew is,” and the HAA 
founders feared that without the state-backed entitlement they would be-
come insignificant.

Toward the public, the HAA communicated the symbolic aspects of 
its struggle for public-body status; but in its internal meetings, the ma-
terial aspects were more emphasized. As one academician formulated it, 
public-body status would provide a budget for self-maintenance, room 
rental fees, and coffee costs.33 During this period, the HAA not only lobbied 
influential governmental politicians,34 but even hired a lawyer to draft an 
act codifying its public-body status.35

The HAA was not completely foreclosed from the postsocialist redis-
tribution of properties, just as SZALA never became a flagship institution 
of the postsocialist Westernizer elite. Although the HAA seemed defeated 
in the art academies’ struggle for state recognition, SZALA also had only 
a small administration and did not provide annuities for its members. 
Even though the HAA did not have enough political backing to become a 
public body, it got a financial allowance from the state apparatus immedi-
ately following its establishment. The Academy was also invited to delegate 
members to state-owned foundations and committees, quickly gaining a 
hand in redistributing state properties and positions.36

The HAA also took advantages from the process of privatization and 
the residues of the socialist cultural infrastructure, although symbolically it 
positioned itself against the culture of socialism. The HAA’s founding meet-
ings took place at the building of the Közművelődési Információs Vállalat 
[Civic Cultural Information Company] and its first brochure was printed 
by the same enterprise,37 spontaneously privatized by József Zelnik, the cul-
tural éminence grise of the national-protectionist elite bloc.38

The Academy’s financial operation was grounded on the original ac-
cumulation of this elite bloc in the early 1990s.39 In 1992 the Academy 
received 10 million forints from the state-owned  Szerencsejáték Alap 
[Gambling Fund] through the intervention of József Zelnik, sitting on 
its board.40 Zelnik was not involved solely in establishing the HAA but 
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defined himself generally as an engine of the original accumulation of the 
national-protectionist elite faction. As he put it, “During the transition, 
people belonging to different political philosophies tried to create their 
financial background. The liberal trend already had the Soros Foundation; 
the . . . social democrats transferred the assets from the party state. Only 
the so-called conservative trend . . . had no resources. I helped create this 
background.”41 As his words reflect, the Academy’s struggle for properties 
and subsidies was just a small and subordinated aspect of the broader 
project of accumulating capital to stabilize the cultural infrastructure of 
the national-protectionist bloc.

In the early 1990s this elite already was experiencing conflicts in the 
field of cultural production: the control over state media became a battle-
ground between the two emerging and rival elite factions. In this context 
the control over popular forms of culture—such as television—was priori-
tized over opening another frontier in elite cultural production. The partial 
betrayal of the HAA happened not because governmental figures believed 
in the autonomy of culture but rather because elite culture seemed to be a 
minefield that did not promise any short-term political gains.

The flagship initiative of this capital-accumulating and simultaneously 
hegemony-forging endeavor was the establishment of Duna Television in 
the same year as the HAA. The objective of this project was to provide a 
mass medium for the national-protectionist faction, and its material in-
frastructure was also provided by Zelnik.42 He also played a key role in 
endowing the Művészeti és Szabadművelődési Alapítvány [Arts and Free 
Culture Foundation], which got a fifty times larger state subsidy than the 
HAA as well as prestigious real estate such as the Vigadó building, a large 
concert hall in the capital on the bank of the Danube.43 While the HAA 
utilized its limited funding to contribute to the hegemonic ambitions of the 
national-protectionist elite bloc, the Arts and Free Culture Foundation also 
had the resources to financially support right-wing cultural initiatives such 
as the HAA with bridge loans and discounted space rental.

In the absence of any transfer of state properties, the HAA remained 
reliant on subsidies embedded in the clientelism of the national-protectionist 
elite bloc. This clientelist dependency was exposed by the fact that the 
HAA received only indirect governmental subsidies, mediated through 
state-initiated foundations. The donations from the Arts and Free Culture 
Foundation and the Gambling Fund strengthened the political dependence 
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of the Academy. Instead of transferring properties, even allied governmental 
actors encouraged the Academy to apply for such grants.44

In this section, I have captured the HAA’s attempt to become a pub-
lic body as an endeavor to decentralize state functions through infor-
mal ties in the postsocialist property vacuum. While the postsocialist 
national-protectionist elite faction did this by boosting its original ac-
cumulation, the HAA was integrated into it only peripherally. Thus, the 
Academy could not become a proprietor even during the liquidation of 
the socialist property regime.45 As a result, the HAA became embed-
ded into the national-protectionist elite bloc via informality-based clien-
telism. Still, materially it remained essentially dependent on governmental 
funds. Therefore, a single parliamentary election could entirely change the 
Academy’s conditions, which happened in 1994 with the electoral defeat 
of the right-wing government, utterly crushing the Academy’s dreams of 
public-body status.

Managing Precarity: Cheapening Artistic Labor to Create Property

With the electoral defeat of its allies, the HAA’s condition became more 
precarious. As I will argue below, this strengthened its decision-makers’ 
understanding of the importance of political alliances and enhanced the 
Academy’s internal hierarchies. Although the national-protectionist elite 
bloc did not secure the HAA’s legal and proprietor status, the Academy’s 
operation was ensured until 1994, thanks to its direct and indirect subsi-
dies. This status quo became unstable in 1996, when the political wing of 
the Westernizer market-liberalizing elite bloc (embodied by the coalition of 
the Magyar Szocialista Párt [Hungarian Socialist Party], MSZP, and Szabad 
Demokraták Szövetsége [Alliance of Free Democrats], SZDSZ) terminated 
the HAA’s yearly state subsidy.

This change in state subsidy did not target the HAA directly but was a 
systemic part of the gradual neoliberalization of cultural production. The 
cultural policymaking of the MSZP–SZDSZ government aimed to remake 
the property regime within the field of culture. According to its Westernizer 
market-liberalizing principles, it aimed to extend competitive funding for 
cultural organizations. As a result, the administrators of the HAA realized at 
the end of 1996 that they no longer had their own separate line in the state 
budget, introduced in 1994 as one of the last acts of the previous government.
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This competitive-subsidy structure confirmed the Academy’s under-
standing of political power as the source of properties. As a result, it encour-
aged the HAA to accumulate properties in its own hands and to tighten its 
alliance with the national-protectionist faction. It immediately addressed the 
minister of culture, but without any success: from that point the HAA had 
to apply every year to get state subsidies. The members of the HAA under-
stood this change as a politically motivated weakening of their position in the 
struggle for limited state properties, and they further politicized the conflict 
with an open letter. They wrote that “politics has attempted to rank the cre-
ators and creations of Hungarian art, which is nothing more than a show of 
force and political discrimination.”46 Despite this deepening of the conflict, 
the Westernizer market-liberalizing government between 1994 and 1998 did 
not terminate the state subsidies of the HAA. Still, the unpredictability of the 
emerging competitive property regime encouraged the HAA to remake its 
political alliance with the national-protectionist bloc to strengthen its mate-
rial position. It was also motivated by the slight decrease in its state allowance 
(from 14 million to 10 million forints) that, in the high inflationary environ-
ment of the mid-1990s, meant in effect a severe cutback.47

The loss of political allies after 1994 also motivated the HAA to find 
new, bottom-up means of securing its material existence and counterbal-
ancing its propertyless status. To this end, from 1995 the Academy became 
invested in a new project of building its headquarters, which both created 
its first private property and established new forms of dependency within 
the organization. The construction was a joint project with the architec-
tural studios of the Academy’s president Imre Makovecz and his pupils. 
For three years, the HAA spent half its income on establishing its head-
quarters, which was in the basement of an office building dominated by 
architectural studios.48

Makovecz’s cheap labor was key to creating the Academy’s first prop-
erty. He designed the building for free. This donation of time and the close-
ness of his studio chained the HAA to his persona. Cheapening labor was 
not solely a practical solution to construct a building cost-effectively but 
was also a virtue in Makovecz’s circles. In the 1980s, he designed several 
houses of culture in the countryside for free, to be built by the local com-
munities’ free labor.49 This practice utilized and idealized the traditional 
community-based, mutual-aid-building form of kaláka [barn-raising]. 
Kaláka-like forms also appeared in the making of the HAA’s headquarters, 
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for example, when the president urged the Academy’s painter members to 
collectively decorate their banquet hall’s ceilings.

Through this construction process, the HAA became a property holder 
and less dependent on external funding for the first time since its establish-
ment. However, it became more reliant on Makovecz since his studio was 
just a few meters away from the HAA’s place, and his and his pupils’ free or 
cheap labor was one of the primary sources of the Academy’s new property. 
As the HAA could materially rely on its political allies less, self-exploitation 
became the primary source of its property accumulation. But as a side ef-
fect, this also developed internal dependencies.

Politics of Propertylessness: Realigning with the Postsocialist Right

The victory in the election of 1998 of the national-protectionist elite bloc re-
structured by Fidesz provoked new hopes at the HAA. It could again aspire 
to forge an alliance with that bloc and achieve its long-desired public-body 
status. Right after the election, the HAA presented to the government two 
draft versions of a law securing that status. Both versions would make the 
Academy into a proprietor: they included annuities for the academicians and 
the (primarily real-estate) properties held and managed by the institution.50

According to the draft law, HAA would have attained a role in distrib-
uting state funds for cultural production. In addition, the draft laws offered 
financial stability for the often-precarious elderly academicians. Therefore, 
through the partial control of the material and symbolic capital of the state, 
the HAA would have not only become a property holder but also had the 
opportunity to shape property relations within the entire field of cultural 
production.

The transformation of the Academy into a property holder was more 
than a hope: the HAA’s political allies also promised it. As one of my inter-
viewees recalled, negotiations were at an advanced stage, and a prestigious 
palace in the center of Budapest was even designated as the site for the new 
HAA headquarters.51 Nevertheless, the codification of the HAA law failed 
under the Fidesz government of 1998–2002, just as had happened under the 
previous MDF-led national-protectionist regime.

HAA members realized that Fidesz had deceived them, but paradox-
ically they started boycotting state subsidies only after its electoral defeat 
in 2002. Following the elections, Makovecz stressed that “Fidesz fooled us 
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for four years.”52 Other key figures of the HAA also agreed with this analy-
sis and stressed the Academy’s role in remaking the national-protectionist 
bloc. As “Fidesz had no cultural politics, and they did idiocy after idiocy 
. . . [t]he Academy must be upheld because Fidesz does not have a cultural 
agenda today.”53 The HAA’s disappointment in its allies did not weaken 
its coalition with the national-protectionist elite bloc since it was already 
highly invested in it.

The HAA’s deep commitment to the national-protectionist elite bloc 
provoked its boycott of the new government. Despite this, the decision to 
boycott state funds was not consensual, and most members—accustomed 
to cultural producers’ state dependence—were anxious about it. For them, 
the boycott meant the demolition of the Academy’s hard-earned property. 
Since the decision was contested, President Makovecz utilized his charisma 
and above-analyzed position as the creator of the Academy’s only prop-
erty, its headquarters, to force the decision through. He, “as a justification, 
referred to the condemnable political role and moral stance of the leaders 
currently governing the country.”54 By ignoring the Academy’s struggle for 
material resources during the previous decade, he stated, “Existence does 
not require money, but courage.”55

The boycott seemed to be an act of independence, but it paradoxically 
deepened the HAA’s political and economic dependencies. Since 99 percent 
of the HAA’s income originated from the state, its boycott led to precar-
ization and necessitated new revenues. It also endorsed the alliance with 
the national-protectionist elite bloc, even though it had deceived the 
HAA twice before. The academicians hoped for financial support from its 
economic wing, and the legislation of their public-body status from the po-
litical branch if it came to power.

The HAA became politically radicalized, and even politicized its only 
property while its allies were in opposition. Already in 2002, it hosted the 
founding meeting of the Alliance for the Szövetség a Nemzetért Polgári 
Kör [Alliance for the Nation Civic Circle], which was the flagship organi-
zation in Fidesz’s remaking of the national-protectionist elite bloc through 
the Civic Circles movement.56 As the HAA’s operation was not sustainable 
without state subsidies, it hoped the national-protectionist elite bloc would 
come to power as soon as possible. However, it took eight years. As a cul-
mination of this process of politicization, in 2009, Makovecz delivered a 
speech in the name of the Academy at an anti-government protest.
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With the boycott of state subsidies, the HAA aimed to liberate itself 
from political exposure. However, with its precarization, the Academy be-
came entirely reliant on the expected rise of its allied elite faction. After 
the first four years of this self-austerity, in 2006, György Fekete, one of its 
decision-makers and future president, already said that if Fidesz loses the 
elections, the HAA would be able to operate only in a samizdat manner, due 
to the lack of material resources.57

The Academy employed three mechanisms to manage this precariza-
tion. It cheapened its administrative labor and solicited donations from its 
wealthy members and the capitalists of the national-protectionist bloc. Due 
to the lack of state funds, the HAA curtailed the number of its employ-
ees, and even the salaries of the remaining ones were often delayed. One 
of them summarized the situation: “I must serve the Academy, that’s why 
they pay me, but they can’t generate this payment, so I generate it.”58 It also 
approached the flagship enterprises of the postsocialist national-capitalist 
class, such as MOL (oil and gas), OTP (bank), and Videoton (manufactur-
ing holding company), albeit with little success.59 Consequently, the dona-
tions from its internal capitalists—consisting primarily of architects who 
owned their own studios—became the primary income of the HAA.

Despite the new revenues, the HAA became heavily indebted by 2008. 
With the failure of its philanthropy-based and self-funded operation model, 
political alliances were the only remaining solution to sustain the Academy. 
In 2009, in the depths of the crisis when the Academy could barely pay its 
bills, its president outlined a straightforward plan “to elaborate the HAA’s 
financial conditions and present it to Viktor Orbán (I take on the task). 
Achieving state maintenance”—as he put it in his notes.60

From 2002 to 2010, the HAA tried to become independent of the state 
and to establish a property regime in which the academicians and the na-
tional capitalist class sustained the organization. Its ambition was to guar-
antee the Academy’s autonomy from the state. But this led to exploiting the 
employees’ cheap labor and a new dependency on the national-protectionist 
elite bloc. Fidesz’s overwhelming success in the elections of 2010 and sub-
sequent regime building stabilized and upscaled the Academy’s operation. 
The post-2010 administration transferred to the Academy real estate but 
not assets to cover the institution’s operating costs independently from the 
state. Thus today the HAA’s lavish endowment comes from the central bud-
get, making it entirely dependent on the regime.
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Conclusions: Toward a Postsocialist Property Regime of Culture

This article has demonstrated the advantages of using the concept of property 
regimes in analyzing cultural clashes by focusing on postsocialist Hungary. 
The notion of property regimes can be advantageous beyond its classical 
political-economic application, since it illuminates the often-hidden mate-
rial conditions of cultural production. As a result, the concept of property 
regimes offers an alternative to voluntaristic and individualizing methodol-
ogies of cultural analysis and a path to consider the material constraints of 
cultural production.

The archival material debunks the culturalist self-historicization of the 
HAA and demonstrates its quest for property-owner and -distributor sta-
tus in the postsocialist property vacuum. I show how the state’s prominent 
position in cultural production pushed the Academy to forge alliances with 
the postsocialist national-protectionist bloc. Consequently, its competi-
tion with SZALA mirrored the rivalry of the national-protectionist and the 
Westernizer market-liberalizing elite factions. Because of the state’s central 
position, the Academy’s attempts to gain properties appeared in cyclical 
efforts to achieve state recognition.

Through the case of the Hungarian Academy of Arts, I investigate a 
postsocialist property regime of culture. I define the central features of this 
property regime by approaching property as a social relation. The first is 
that state allowance, rather than individual private property, is its dominant 
property form. As a result, actors in the postsocialist property regime of 
culture were striving for state subsidies and the right to redistribute them. 
The second defining feature of this property regime is cultural producers’ 
subordinated integration into the rival postsocialist elite factions dominat-
ing state apparatuses and controlling material resources. Consequently, cul-
tural producers’ alliances with the postsocialist elite factions do not speak 
to their moral standards but their material vulnerability. A third feature 
of this materially coerced integration is that two parallel cultural canons 
emerged, but their property-related origins were masked, and aesthetical 
differences were emphasized.

The analysis of the three phases of the HAA’s history demonstrates 
that besides the postsocialist political and economic transformation, the 
property perspective is also powerful in understanding cultural conflicts 
in postsocialism. By highlighting how the struggle for the limited and 
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predominantly state-managed property shaped the cultural history of Hun-
gary, we can go beyond the “culture wars” framework by providing a histor-
ical and materialist perspective.
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