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The scholarly study and analysis of the Hungarian council system (1950–90) as a
system of institutions and structure of public administration is a novel challenge
rarely attempted to date in the field of the history of public administration. Although
the period of 40 years under study is still something of a grey area for legal histori-
ans, there are already researchers and experts who venture into this territory. In ad-
dition to offering a historical overview, the present paper also analyses the life and
operation of public administration in a specific historical and legal period from legal
and administrative aspects. The council system, although undoubtedly still a subject
of much debate and criticism, was definitely a possible form of public administra-
tion, and today constitutes an integral part of the history of the 20th century.
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The Place of Soviets in the State of the Soviet Union

When the tsarist police opened fire on the crowd demonstrating in Saint Peters-
burg on January 9th, 1905, nobody could have thought that not only would a new
revolution soon start in Russia, but the beginnings of the soviets (sovety), the new
units of future regional public administration, would also begin to develop. Ini-
tially, they emerged without any intention to establish a state or to exercise power.
At the time of the strikes held on May 1st, the workers set up strike committees or-
ganized by the Russian Social-Democratic Labour Party, or to be more precise in-
spired by its Bolshevik wing. The first of these was established in a textile indus-
try plant in Ivanovo-Voznesensk. Similar workers’ soviets were then organized
one after the other in industrial centers.1

Meanwhile, the first State Duma (1905–06) did not regard the workers’ coun-
cils as possible organs of public administration at all, and neither did the Russian
Fundamental Law, promulgated on April 23, 1906, consider them as constitu-
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tional state-forming factors.2 It is important to remark that the first workers’ sovi-
ets were originally organized in Russia not as units of public administration but as
organizations inspired by revolutionary hopes, which also carried out de facto lo-
cal tasks of public administration until the arrival of the tsarist forces. However,
the memory of these early soviets was preserved among the workers: the financial
and personal losses and deprivation suffered in World War I resulted in another
strike in Saint Petersburg on February 23rd (March 8th by the Russian calendar),
1917, on the International Women’s Day, which once again led to a revolution,
this time under organized control.3

The workers there established the soviets, the revolutionary institutions of
power, early in the first days. The novelty of the soviets, in comparison with those
of 1905, was that similar organizations were soon elected in most of the plants,
and city soviets were also established to govern their activities. The (city) soviet
of Saint Petersburg held its first session on the evening of February 27th. The
Saint Petersburg soviet tried to control the city as a revolutionary governmental
organ.4 Although the capital was practically under its control, on March 2nd
power was handed over to the provisional bourgeois government led by A. F.
Kerensky and G. Y. Lvov, in spite of the protests of the Bolsheviks.5

Nonetheless, the revolutionary events soon spread to the provinces, and work-
ers’ and peasants’ soviets sprang up across the country. The situation of so-called
dual power arose in this way: the dual state power of the bourgeois forces and the
soviets, followed by the struggle between the two. Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, who
was aware of the provisional nature of this historic situation, forecast the future in
his April Theses: the new Russia would be “not a parliamentary republic but a re-
public of soviets of workers, agricultural laborers and peasants’ deputies through-
out the country, from top to bottom”. In the spring of 1917 both the city soviets,
which were elected on the basis of plant and professional principles, and the sovi-
ets of peasant deputies and their committees, which were based primarily on the
regional principle, were established. Later regional and national centers were or-
ganized on the basis of these soviets.6 This was done in order to ensure something
that was later laid down in the declaration issued by the Second All-Russian Con-
gress, one day after the “socialist revolution”, on October 26: “from now on all
power is vested with the soviets”.7

It should also be mentioned that a decree was passed by the All-Russian Cen-
tral Executive Committee on the right to recall the deputies, a characteristic of the
soviet-type system of representation, as early as November 21st (December 4th by
the Russian calendar). This right applied not only to the members of the Constitu-
ent Assembly, but also to organs of representation elected in cities and in
zemstvos, the forms of local government that had existed in Russia since the state
reforms under Alexander II.8
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Finally, the people’s commissar for interior affairs issued a general call for the
transformation of local public administration on December 24th, 1917 (January
6th, 1918 by the Russian calendar). It confirmed that

the organs of local power are the soviets, to which all the institutions
of administration, economy, finance and culture-education shall sub-
ject themselves. The organization of central and local power in this
manner is merely an organizational expression and reinforcement of
the political fact that power in the country rests with the proletariat
and semi-proletariat.

All the organs of local administration were to be replaced by regional, provin-
cial and district soviets, as well as county and rural soviets in order to cover the en-
tire territory of the country. It was thought that “the coherent, all-homogeneous
organization – the Republic of the Soviets” could be accomplished in this man-
ner.9

At the same time the council of people’s commissars also provided for the legal
status of soviets. They were declared to be entirely independent in local matters,
but it was added that in the course of the fulfillment of their tasks they had to pro-
ceed pursuant to the resolutions of the superior soviet. A high-priority function
was the execution of the legal acts of the central power (the council of people’s
commissars and the central executive committee) and the dissolution of organiza-
tions which were considered counter-revolutionary. As regards the internal struc-
ture of the soviets, the executive committee and the presidency were mentioned.10

The development of power exercised by the soviets could have been impeded
by actually holding a Constituent Assembly. It was therefore dissolved on the sec-
ond day of its convocation, on January 6th, 1918.11 In any case, the traditional par-
liamentary form of government was declared to have outlived its purpose and to
be absolutely incompatible with the aim of achieving socialism, as

not national institutions, but only class institutions (such as the sovi-
ets) were capable of overcoming the resistance of the propertied
classes and of laying the foundations of socialist society.12

Finally, on July 10th, 1918 the first Soviet constitution described the public
law organization of Soviet Russia as an already existing organization of regional
and state organs of power.13 Its fundamental proposition was the establishment of
a dictatorship of the urban and rural proletariat and the poorest peasantry for the
purpose of creating a world without either a division into classes or a state of au-
tocracy (Sections 9 and 10). In this system of public law the soviets were orga-
nized on a regional basis and operated in a hierarchical system. On a higher level
congresses were recognized as organs of representation, which could be rural,
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county, provincial and regional. Their members were elected indirectly through
the soviets of deputies. The latter category included the elected organs of cities
and other settlements. In these the deputies’ mandate lasted for three months.

In addition to the soviet bodies, executive committees also operated both on a
higher, regional level (congress) and on a settlement level. Congresses were con-
voked by the executive committees at least twice a year for regions, every three
months for provinces and counties, and once a month for rural districts. If the con-
gresses were not in session, their scope of authority belonged to the executive
committees. The system operated in a similar way in city and settlement soviets:
executive organs were elected from among the members by the soviets of deputies
in order to ensure continuous operation (Sections 53–60). In addition to soviets,
special sections of administration had to be organized for the purpose of perform-
ing duties (Sections 60–63).

Theoretically, the right to vote was enjoyed by the following citizens of both
sexes over the age of 18: all those who acquired the means of livelihood through
labor that was seen as productive and useful to society and employed no help for
the purpose of making profits; soldiers of the army and navy of the soviets; and
citizens of the two preceding categories who in any degree lost their capacity to
work. At the same time, the constitution expressly excluded several social strata
from exercising the right to vote. These strata included big capitalists, big land-
owners and private merchants, employees and agents of the former tsarist police
and gendarme corps, the members of the House of Romanov and clergy of all de-
nominations (Sections 64–65).

This institutional system of the soviet-type public administration did not
change essentially in the subsequent constitutions, either. It represented a special
version of regional level state administration with mixed elements of the auton-
omy of self-government and normative central state control. After the establish-
ment of the Soviet Union (December 30, 1922), the second Soviet constitution
was promulgated on January 31, 1924. With regard to content, it only contained
provisions concerning the operation of the federal state organs and the legal status
of the member republics.14 The institutions of local and regional soviets were not
mentioned.

The 1936 Constitution,15 which necessarily served as a model for people’s de-
mocracies in Eastern-Central Europe after 1945, defined the public law frame-
work of soviets as units of public administration in the chapter entitled “The local
organs of state authority”. According to this, the organs of state authority in terri-
tories, regions, autonomous regions, areas, districts, cities and rural localities
were the soviets of working people’s deputies. The deputies were elected by the
working people for a term of two years. Their scope of authority was determined
by the federal laws of the Soviet Union and by the member republics’ own laws.
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The executive and operative organs of the soviets continued to be the executive
committees, which consisted of a chairman, vice-chairmen, a secretary and mem-
bers. The executive organs of the soviets were in double subordination. They were
accountable both to the soviet which had elected them and to the executive com-
mittee of the respective superior soviet (Articles 94–101). In this way, in 1950 ap-
proximately 83,200 local soviets with almost 1.5 million local deputies operated
in the Soviet Union.16

The last, 1977 Soviet federal constitution17 was considerably more developed
and organized in structure than the earlier ones, and the legal status of the soviets
was also regulated in more detail. In Chapter 12 this constitution also emphasized
the principle that the soviets of people’s deputies constituted a single system of
bodies of state authority. This comprised all the soviets of people’s deputies: the
Supreme Soviet of the USSR, the Supreme Soviets of Union Republics, the Su-
preme Soviets of Autonomous Republics, the Soviets of People’s Deputies of
Territories and Regions, the Soviets of People’s Deputies of Autonomous Re-
gions and Autonomous Areas, and the Soviets of People’s Deputies of districts,
cities, city districts, settlements and villages. The deputies of the supreme soviets
received their mandate for a term of five years, while local soviets were elected for
two and a half years. The soviets of people’s deputies set up standing commis-
sions, executive-administrative bodies and people’s control bodies (Articles
89–92). The executive bodies of soviets were still the executive committees,
which had to report on their work at least once a year to the soviets that elected
them, to the executive committee of the superior soviet, and to the citizens (Arti-
cles 149, 150).18

Elections were held pro forma on the basis of universal, equal, and direct suf-
frage by secret ballot, and the elected deputies could be instructed. These instruc-
tions had to be considered both by the soviets and by the people’s deputies in them
during their work, in accordance with the state interest of the time. Deputies, who
did not justify the confidence of their constituents, could be recalled at any time
by decision of a majority of the electors (Articles 95–107).

Characteristics of Local Administration in European People’s Democracies

During the five years following World War II, state systems called people’s de-
mocracy and regarded ideologically as “the revolutionary democratic dictatorship
of the proletariat and the peasantry” were established in Central and Southern Eu-
ropean states belonging to the Soviet sphere of interest. This led to the spread of
public administration of the soviet and workers’ council type, and the mutatis mu-
tandis adoption of the soviet model. Thus on the Eastern side of the iron curtain
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council systems developed that bore many similarities, partly did away with the
national self-governments of the bourgeois era, and operated not as representative
bodies but with the participation of the deputies of mass organizations, which
were like people’s fronts in character.19

Albania

The Constituent Assembly elections were held in Albania on December 2nd,
1945. The convention assembled on January 11th, 1946 and adopted a decision to
transform the state into a people’s republic. Soon after, on March 14th, the first
Albanian constitution was adopted, while the second constitution was passed after
several amendments on December 28th, 1976.20

According to the 1976 Constitution,21 the units of Albanian regional public ad-
ministration were people’s councils (këshill popullor), which directed all social
life in the political, economic, and social-cultural fields and the socialist judicial
order and reconciled local interests with the general interests of the state. The peo-
ple’s councils were elected for a term of three years from among the candidates of
the people’s front (Democratic Front of Albania).

The people’s council adopted the local financial plan and budget. From its
members it elected the executive committee and the commissions of the council. It
directed and controlled the activity of the people’s councils at lower levels, and in
order to achieve this it issued ordinances and decisions within its competences. A
higher people’s council could dissolve a lower people’s council, order a new elec-
tion, or abrogate its unlawful or irregular acts (Articles 92–95). The members of
the people’s councils enjoyed immunity within the territorial unit under the ad-
ministration of the people’s council.

The executive committee was the executive and administrative organ of the
people’s council. Between sessions of the people’s council the executive commit-
tee exercised the rights and duties of the people’s council, and it had to render ac-
count of its activity and report on the implementation of the decisions of the peo-
ple’s council. Albanian executive committees also operated in double subordina-
tion. They were dependent on the people’s council on the one hand and on the next
higher administrative executive organ on the other. The work of the people’s
council was assisted by specialized organs (Articles 92–100).

Bulgaria

The first elections after World War II were held in November, 1945, and the
Great People’s Assembly, which carried out constitutional tasks, was summoned.

140 TAMÁS ANTAL



This activity was a relatively long process in Bulgaria, as the first constitution was
adopted only on December 4th, 1947. The second one was promulgated much
later, on May 18th, 1971.22

Pursuant to the 1971 Constitution,23 the territory of the People’s Republic of
Bulgaria was divided into municipalities, capital districts and districts. People’s
councils (narodni s,veti) were the organs of state authority and people’s
self-government. In principle, their members were driven by the interests of the
entire nation as such, by the interests of districts and municipalities as well as by
the interests of the population in the constituency. The councils implemented the
policy of the state in their own area of competence, in addition to which they made
decisions on issues of local interest. In the course of their work, people’s councils
both passed and enforced resolutions. They controlled the development of the
economic, social-health, public service, and cultural and educational conditions
in their area. It was laid down as a principle that this activity would be performed
with the consideration of all national and local interests and through the sectoral
and regional planning of the complex development of the respective unit of public
administration.

As part of their legislative activity, people’s councils issued resolutions, de-
crees, regulations and directives. Sessions were held at least four times a year by
district councils and at least six times a year by municipal and capital district
councils. The Constitution also provided for the possibility to hold a referendum
on issues of major significance.

The councils could elect and dissolve executive committees (izvrwni odbori)
as operative organs, in addition to which they set up standing and temporary com-
mittees as well as specialized administrative organs. The executive committees of
higher councils had the right to suspend, or even to abrogate, the implementation
of the unlawful or irregular acts and measures of lower-level councils. In any case,
higher people’s councils had the right to abrogate the legal acts of lower councils
(Articles 109–124).

Czechoslovakia

In Czechoslovakia, the Constituent National Assembly was elected on May
26th, 1946. It finally adopted the new constitution on May 9th, 1948, at the same
time repealing the 1920 constitution and generally all the rules of law which were
in conflict with the new constitution and with the spirit of people’s democracy.
This fundamental source of law was later amended by several so-called constitu-
tional laws until July 11th, 1960, when a new constitution was adopted by the Na-
tional Assembly. The latter was modified to a greater extent by Constitutional Act
No. 143/1968, which transformed the socialist republic from a unitarian state into
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a federation. This was supplemented by Constitutional Act No 144/1968, which
contained provisions on the status of ethnic minorities. These three rules of law to-
gether formed the constitution of Czechoslovakia.24

According to the 1960 Constitution,25 the organs of state authority and admin-
istration were regional, district, and community (city) national committees
(národní výbory), the members (representatives) of which were elected by the
people initially for four and later for five years. The representatives could be re-
called and were at the same time accountable to their electors. The national com-
mittees were meant to fulfill their duties with the continuous and active participa-
tion of the workers. Representatives took an oath and pledged to comply with the
people’s will at the first session of the national committee.

Economic, cultural, health and social development was controlled, organized
and ensured according to plan by the national committees in their respective area.
Their primary duties included the satisfaction of the workers’ material and cul-
tural needs, the protection of socialist property, and the “socialist order” of soci-
ety, as well as the implementation of the acts and the enforcement of the rights of
socialist organizations. In the course of their work, they had to comply with the
development plan of the national economy. They had to manage the material and
financial means necessary for the realization of the planned tasks in a responsible
manner.

The national committees observed the principle that the interests of the whole
nation of the Socialist Republic of Czechoslovakia came before partial and local
interests, and that through their overall activity they taught the citizens to fulfill
their obligations towards society and the state in a conscious and voluntary way.
For this purpose, the committees could pass decrees and set up a council, special-
ized committees and other organs. The council (rada) coordinated the work of the
other bodies and institutions of the national committee. The members of the coun-
cil were elected by the national committee from among its own members. The
specialized committees were initiating, supervising and executive bodies, orga-
nized according to sectors of administration. Higher-level national committees
exercised control over lower-level ones, while being obliged to respect their com-
petences and responsibilities to the fullest extent. At the same time, higher-level
committees had the right to abrogate the unlawful resolutions of their lower-level
counterparts (Articles 86–96).

The German Democratic Republic

The problems faced by Germany after World War II, namely its division into
zones of occupation and the suspension of its sovereignty, were settled in the spirit
of the Cold War, and the country, or rather German countries, became an expres-
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sion of the global duality of democratic capitalist states and socialist people’s de-
mocracies. Accordingly, the German Democratic Republic was founded on Octo-
ber 7th, 1949 out of the Soviet zone of occupation (i.e. the five eastern provinces:
Saxony, Brandenburg, Mecklenburg, Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia). The consti-
tution proclaimed then declared the country to be the socialist state of workers and
peasants. The second East-German constitution was passed on March 26th, 1968,
and it was confirmed with a referendum on April 6th.26

In the GDR, pursuant to the 1968 Constitution,27 locally operating, elected
bodies of state authority were called local people’s representations (örtliche
Volksvertretungen). These were established in administrative districts, rural coun-
ties, cities, city districts, communes and associations of communes. Their activity
was primarily intended to augment and protect socialist property, continuously
improve working and living conditions, promote the social and cultural lives of
citizens and their communities, increase their knowledge of the socialist state and
its laws, ensure law and order, strengthen socialist legitimacy, and protect civil
rights.

Local people’s representations made resolutions which had a binding force not
only on their bodies and institutions but also on other people’s representations,
communes and citizens in their area. As an executive body, a council (Rat) and
standing committees were elected, mostly from among the deputies, for perform-
ing the tasks. Thus in the system of the public administration of the GDR, contrary
to the usual terminology the council meant not the elected representative body it-
self, but the executive committee. Consequently, it was responsible in its activi-
ties to the local people’s representation and was subordinated to the higher coun-
cil. The standing committees (as not only deputies could be members) made it
possible for citizens to participate in the preparation and implementation of local
resolutions. Local people’s representations could form associations for the fulfill-
ment of their duties (Articles 81–84).

Poland

The Polish elections for the Constituent National Assembly were held on Janu-
ary 19th, 1947. They resulted in the victory of the Democratic Bloc (the people’s
front). An act referred to as the “Small Constitution”, or Mala Konstitucja, con-
cerning the supreme organs of the republic was passed by the Sejm (the Polish
Parliament) on February 19th, 1947. A separate act on the citizens’ fundamental
rights was passed on February 22nd. In 1950 an independent act was adopted on
national councils, the organs of local power, as well as on the organization of the
administration of justice. The uniform constitution was formulated only on July
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22nd, 1952. After several amendments, the quasi new text of the constitution in a
uniform structure was promulgated on February 10th, 1976.28

In accordance with the 1976 Constitution,29 national councils (rady narodowe)
were allegedly the working people’s local organs of state authority in large vil-
lages, towns, districts of larger cities, and voivodeships. These expressed the
workers’ will and, in accordance with the intention of the legislators, promoted
constructive initiatives in order to enhance the nation’s strength and prosperity
and develop its culture. They directed social, economic and cultural development
in the areas proper to them and also exerted an influence on all public administra-
tive and economic units. They saw to satisfying the population’s needs, fought
against all manifestations of absolutism and bureaucracy suffered by the citizenry,
and organized the institutions of social control. The national councils had the right
to determine the social-economic plan and budget of the voivodeship, town, dis-
trict or large village on the basis of the proposals of the local organs of public ad-
ministration.

The corporate activity of the national councils was exercised in sessions, which
were organized and prepared for by the presidency. The voivods or town presi-
dents or town leaders, district leaders and large village leaders were specifically
one-person executive and operative bodies. At the same time, the voivods and the
presidents of towns with voivodeship rank represented the government in their re-
spective area of competence. They were all accountable to the national council
operating on the given level. The latter were also assisted in their duties by various
standing committees.

The national council had the right to abrogate a lower-level national council’s
legal act if it was deemed unlawful or incompatible with the political line of the
state (Articles 43–54).

Romania

The first Romanian elections were held in 1948, following the proclamation of
the people’s republic. The Great National Assembly, which was convened at the
time, adopted the first socialist constitution on April 13th, 1948. This was fol-
lowed by the adoption of another constitution on September 24th, 1952, which
was in effect until 1965. On August 21st, 1965 the third Romanian constitution
was ratified, the most important amendment of which was the introduction of the
institution of the President of the Republic in 1974.30

Pursuant to the last fundamental law of the Socialist Republic of Romania,31

people’s councils (consilii populare) functioned as the local bodies of state au-
thority charged with management of the local activities of public administration.
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Within this framework, they ensured economic, social, cultural, and city policing
and community management development, as well as the protection of socialist
property, the protection of the citizens’ civil rights, and the maintenance of law
and order. Their principal duties included accepting the local economic plan and
budget, giving their exoneration to closed accounts, and electing and possibly re-
calling the executive committee. Given the hierarchical nature of the system,
higher-level people’s councils supervised the resolutions of the lower-level coun-
cils, and it was also the right of the people’s councils to elect and recall judges,
people’s assessors, and county public prosecutors. The councils consisted of rep-
resentatives (reprezentanoi), who had a mandate for a term of five years in the
counties and in Bucharest and a term of two and a half years in cities, communes,
municipalities and the districts of Bucharest.

The executive committees and executive offices (comiteturi executive, birouri
executive) were local operative bodies subordinated to the councils. They had a
general scope of authority in the regional units of public administration where the
people’s council had been elected. The former operated in the counties, in Bucha-
rest, in its districts and in the municipalities, while the latter worked in cities and
communes. As part of their main tasks, they executed acts and law-decrees, the
decrees of the Council of Ministers, and the other regulations of the higher bodies,
as well as the resolutions of the people’s council. They prepared the drafts of the
local economic plans and budgets and also implemented them after their accep-
tance by the council. Moreover, they supervised the work of the executive com-
mittees or executive offices of the people’s council subordinated to the people’s
council which had elected them.

These executive bodies were also entitled to make resolutions as part of their
activities. They were responsible to the people’s council, to the higher executive
committee or office of the people’s council, and ultimately to the Council of Min-
isters, both as a body and individually. They were assisted in their work by spe-
cialized organs of administration (Articles 86–100).

Yugoslavia

In Yugoslavia, where monarchy had been abolished de facto, the Provisional
People’s Assembly (Skupština), which also carried out constitutional tasks, as-
sembled as early as August, 1945 and declared the country a democratic, federal
state. The actual Constituent Assembly was opened on November 29th, 1945 and
it de jure decided on the declaration of the people’s republic. The first constitution
was adopted on January 30th, 1946, the second on April 7th, 1963 and the third on
February 21st, 1974.32
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The 1974 Constitution,33 which was unusually lengthy even by West European
standards (consisting of 406 Articles), regarded regional administration as a form
of self-management (samoupravljanje). This was due to the workers and citizens
in settlements, in parts thereof or in several combined settlements. Self-manage-
ment was interpreted as a collective right and obligation for the purpose of enforc-
ing common interests and satisfying needs. Local communities had to be formed
with local statutes and by-laws had to be adopted, which, among others, laid down
the rights and obligations of administrative bodies and individual organs.

Communes (opštine) represented the basic self-managing social-political com-
munity. The communities carried out the tasks of exercising power and adminis-
tering other social issues, unless otherwise provided for by the Constitution. Their
tasks specifically included creating the conditions necessary for the productive
lives of workers and citizens and the fulfillment of the material, social, cultural
and other common needs in terms of self-management. They ensured the enforce-
ment and protection of human and civil liberties, rights and obligations and the re-
alization of the equality of nations and nationalities. The financial management of
the communes was independent and there were possibilities for local referenda.

The principal organs of the self-managing activity of social-political commu-
nities were the representative bodies (predstavnicka tela). These were characteris-
tic of the basic self-managing communities organized on a personal, corporate,
and regional basis, and therefore of local communes as well. These bodies were
composed of delegates, who were elected by the workers for a term of four years
by direct, secret ballot. Delegates could also be recalled. Delegates were nomi-
nated in the framework of a front-like organization called the Socialist Alliance of
the Working People. The members of higher community representative bodies
were decided upon by the councils of the representative bodies of communes on
the basis of a ticket.

Various councils (veha) were formed within the representative bodies. They
made resolutions independently, with equal rights or at the joint session of all the
councils in matters belonging to their scope of authority. Such organs included the
associated council of labor, the council of local communities, the council of com-
munes, and the council of social policy. Thus essentially a specific, dual-structure
system of local representation was realized in Yugoslavia, following the organiza-
tion of the federative People’s Assembly. The tasks of the executive organ were
exercised by the executive council (izvršno vehe), which was accountable to the
representative body. The officers of the self-managing organs were also elected
for a term of four years, and they could be re-elected once (Articles 114–151).
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Fundamental Institutions of the Council System

on the Example of Hungary

After 1945, the soviet-type council system and the regional and national repre-
sentation established on its basis constituted a new alternative to the institution of
popular representation in the socialist countries. In both cases the corporate bod-
ies (which were generally referred to as people’s councils, or local people’s repre-
sentations in the GDR, national committees in Czechoslovakia and representative
bodies in Yugoslavia) were comprised not of representatives who had been
elected in accordance with the rules of plural party systems, but deputies who
were elected through social-political mass organizations (people’s fronts). The
reason for this was simply that, with the exception of the GDR and Poland, there
was no multiparty system in these countries,34 yet political systems of a state party
character also tried to give the impression that the elections expressed the true will
of the people, so candidates were nominated not by the party itself but formally by
an organ which had the character of a people’s front35 but which was essentially
the equivalent of the party.

The legal status of the members of the councils elected in this way also differed
substantially from that of the representatives of local governments in the bour-
geois or contemporary sense. First of all, with the exception of Czechoslovakia
and Romania, they were usually not called representatives but people’s deputies.
As a rule, the mandate of the deputy as a representative was not independent. In
principle they could be recalled after their election in each country. This greatly
limited their freedom to act. Furthermore, they were dependent on the political
leadership. At the same time a hidden right of instruction was also provided for the
electors through the obligation to report regularly (imperative-limitative man-
date). This, in itself, would not have been a problem but for the fact that in reality
the deputies’ work was appraised by the party, which also exercised the right of
recall.36

The operative and executive bodies of the councils were collegial bodies called
executive committees. A different term (council) was used in the GDR and
Czechoslovakia, but these should not be mistaken for representative bodies either.
The only exception was Poland, where these duties were carried out by voivods,
town presidents, district leaders and large village leaders as one-person bodies. In
each country the committees were elected indirectly, that is by the council from
among its own members, generally on the basis of the nomination of the Hazafias
Népfront (Patriotic People’s Front). As a rule, the executive committees were un-
der double subordination. They were responsible both to the council which had
elected them and to the executive committee of the superior council body. As a re-
sult, they did not always have autonomy to make decisions even in local matters.
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Their resolutions could be abrogated at any time by the regional bodies higher up
in the hierarchy.37 Although most constitutions tried to mitigate this by stating that
control could be exercised only in the case of a violation of the law, considerations
of expediency were not uncommon. For instance, the Polish constitution laid
down ex pressis verbis that the superior council could abrogate the resolution of a
lower council body if it was deemed incompatible with the political line of the
state, and the latter was determined by the state party at all times.

Thus it is obvious that no vertical division of the branches of power existed.
Furthermore, the states of the people’s democracies expressly denied their raison
d’être. The system of state institutions was regarded as a unified and undivided
system in which control was exercised by the working people and peasants
through the state party, which was the sole oracle of social interests. At most, the
differentiation of state tasks was recognized.38 It follows from the foregoing that
even in the 1970s and 1980s councils were not real organs of self-government, in
spite of the fact that the states tried to maintain this fiction by emphasizing the
principle of democratic centralism.39 This did not mean that every decision was
made centrally, on a national level (there were local, politically neutral matters),
only that the possibility of such in the sense of public law was provided in each is-
sue. This revealed the true totalitarian nature of the system.

As people’s organs, the councils were part of this system. They adopted several
functions and solutions from the despised, so-called bourgeois law, at the same
time adding to it the ideology of misinterpreted Marxism, which never made men-
tion of a de facto dictatorial and totalitarian state in its utopia. Councils were de-
fined as the regional institutions of central, unified state power, which, in addition
to managing local matters, invariably enforced the political aims and principles
formulated by higher state and non-state organs.40 It is essential, as we stand at the
close of the first decade of the 21st century, to further our understanding of the
system of councils and its complex operation. Political slogans notwithstanding, it
constituted an unavoidable part of the 20th century history of Eastern-Central Eu-
rope immediately preceding the present constitutional systems.41

Of the countries under discussion here, Hungary was the only one to ratify only
one constitution during the era of people’s democracy, namely Act XX of 1949.
The most extensive amendment was made by the National Assembly (Parliament)
in 1972. Another interesting fact is that formally it is still in force, although the
content was fundamentally changed in 1989.42

In terms of public administration, the territory of the People’s Republic of
Hungary was divided into counties (megyék), rural districts (járások), cities and
communities, of which rural districts were abolished entirely in 1984. County, ru-
ral district, city, community and city district councils were delegated by the Con-
stitution as the local organs of state authority. The members of the local councils
were elected by the eligible voters in the given area for a different term in each cy-
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cle. The detailed rules pertaining to local councils (helyi tanácsok) were laid down
by separate acts in Hungary, too. Among these, the first council act was passed by
Parliament in 1950, the second in 1954 and the third in 1971.43 The greatest nov-
elty in the Act of 1971 was that the self-administrative function of the councils
was emphasized, at least in principle.

Scope of Authority and Competence of the Council

The scope of authority of the councils widened and developed throughout the
entire period under discussion, both in practice and on the level of normativity,
and the Council Act of 1971 defined them in an extremely detailed manner. The
rules of authority were usually not listed or repeated in the council’s organiza-
tional rules. Instead, in these matters reference was usually made to superior rules
of law.

Accordingly, at the beginning of the era, the responsibilities of the councils in-
cluded in particular the management of local economic, social and cultural activi-
ties, the execution of acts and higher decrees, the direction and control over subor-
dinate organs of state authority and state administration, the promotion of the pro-
tection of state order and public property, the protection of the workers’ (the popu-
lation’s) rights, local economic plans and budgets and the supervision of their exe-
cution, the direction and control of the work of local economic companies, the
support of the workers’ (the population’s) cooperatives, the election and possibly
the recall of the members of the executive committee, the setting up of council
commissions and the judgment of legal remedies filed against the resolutions of
the executive committee (Article 27 of the Council Act of 1950).

The second council act, while maintaining these stipulations, supplemented the
list. Thus several responsibilities were added to the scope of activity of the coun-
cils, including tasks relating to health care and social matters, the establishment of
companies and organs to address local needs, the monitoring and appraisal of the
operation of economic and other organs not subordinated to the councils, the elec-
tion of the judges and lay assessors of courts, the protection of socialist rule of law
and the consolidation of civil discipline, the protection of civil constitutional
rights, and the enforcement of the rights of nationalities (Article 6 of the Council
Act of 1954).

The third council act, while observing the new, local-government style objec-
tives of the system,44 added further tasks to the authority of the councils, including
tasks related to regional and settlement development, the provision and supervi-
sion of housing, and communal and commercial supply. The settlement arrange-
ment plan was drawn up and supply institutions could be established, including
budgetary firms. It was a significant step forward that the rule of law laid down the
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possibility, at least in theory, to manage the available financial means independ-
ently, within the framework of the accepted budget. The right to establish several
institutions was extended by the right to organize institutions supplying the catch-
ment area of the settlement. The town council was entitled to set up institutions of
secondary education or institutions providing medical or social care (Articles
9–18 of the Council Act of 1971).

Lawmaking constituted an essential authorization awarded by all the acts to the
councils. They were authorized to pass council decrees and resolutions and
granted the right to review the resolutions of executive committees. For instance,
during the 40 years of its existence, the council of Szeged passed 154 decrees. The
most prolific period was the last decade of the communist era.45

The two manners of exercising authority, direct and transferable powers, were
both included in all three acts. The latter manner merits particular attention from a
legal perspective for the reason that the council, provided that a rule of law46 al-
lowed it, could delegate the exercise of some of its powers to the executive com-
mittee, and in relation to this it was entitled to instruct the committee, or to abro-
gate or alter its resolutions. At the same time, certain powers could not be dele-
gated. These included the establishment and the direction of the council organiza-
tion, the drawing up of the development programs, the medium-term financial
plan and budget, the defining of the main directions of the activity of the local
council, the approval of the settlement arrangement plan, the execution of elec-
tions and appointments belonging to the council’s scope of authority, the passing
of council decrees and the right to elect lay assessors47 (Articles 4 and 5 of the Or-
ganizational and Operational Rules of 1984; hereinafter referred to as OOR).48

The regional competence of the council covered its own administrative area, or
given villages (so-called peri-urban villages) in specifically defined cases.

Legal Status of Council Members

The council was a corporate body in character. Its members obtained their as-
signment as deputies (küldöttek) through elections. In terms of public law, depu-
ties cannot be equated with representatives. The most important difference lay in
the dependent, imperative nature of a deputy’s mandate. A deputy could be in-
structed or even recalled by his/her electors. Thus in principle, after being elected,
deputies legally depended on their electors, or in reality rather on the party. The
rules of the elections were laid down in various acts or law-decrees, and also in the
supplementary decrees of the Council of Ministers (government) and in the reso-
lutions of the Presidential Council of the People’s Republic,49 as a new rule of law
was adopted by Parliament or by the Presidential Council prior to almost every
council election.50
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In accordance with these rules, elections for council members were held in
1950, 1954, 1958, 1962, 1967, 1971, 1973, 1980, and 1985. The mandate of the
last elected council was prolonged by Act XXXIV of 1990 until September 23rd,
1990, that is until the actual change-over to the system of local governments. In
the course of the democratic transformation of 1989/90, councils were abolished
and replaced with autonomous local governments by Act LXV of 1990. The intro-
duction of the Act on Local Governments labeled the council system as a “dead
end in history”, notwithstanding the fact that this piece of legislation was drawn
up on the basis of the draft of the fourth council act. While it has been and contin-
ues to be frequently criticized, it is still in effect.51

The council members’ work was regarded by the second and the third council
acts as an honorable public activity based on the electors’ confidence. The council
members’ mandate, which could be won through nomination by the Patriotic Peo-
ple’s Front52 and election by the citizens, was partly dependent in nature, as they
could not be instructed in particular cases but could, in principle, be recalled by
their electors. The number of the town council members changed regularly in each
election. In Szeged, for example, their number was the highest between 1954 and
1958 (185 members) and the lowest between 1967 and 1971 (87 members).

The council members’ rights included the following: the right to participate in
lawmaking (council decrees, resolutions), the right to hold any council office and
to participate in the work of the commissions, the right to represent the council,
the right to put forward issues and proposals of public interest, the right to con-
vene the meeting of the local electors and to give opinion on the drafts of the deci-
sions of specialized organs of administration if they had a major impact on living
conditions, rights and obligations of the citizens living in their constituency (Arti-
cle 37 of the Council Act of 1971, Article 7 of Law-Decree 23 of 1983, Article 40
of OOR 1984).

At the same time, council members were required to represent the interests of
the residents in their constituencies, take an active part in the work of the council,
conduct themselves in a manner worthy of public activity and the electors’ confi-
dence, contribute to the strengthening of state and work discipline, protect the pu-
rity of public life and the property of the state, ensure the enforcement of the rights
of the citizenry, observe the rules of legality and “socialist coexistence” in an ex-
emplary manner, maintain direct and regular contact with the population, and en-
force the assignments of the electors. Each council member had to report to
his/her electors concerning the fulfillment of his/her obligations and the work per-
formed at least once a year, and they cooperated with the residential and street
committees53 set up in their constituencies (Article 38 of the Council Act of 1971,
Articles 40–41 of the OOR 1984). Another major entitlement of the council mem-
bers was the right to submit interpellations at council meetings (Article 29 of OOR
1984).
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The council members’ activity can be reconstructed on the basis of the minutes
taken at council meetings. While in the 1950s the speeches made at the meetings
almost exclusively approved, welcomed and supported everything, later, particu-
larly from the time of the New Economic Mechanism onwards,54 an activity of
greater merit unfolded. The members could voice their constructive opinions
within reasonable limits. In Szeged, this culminated in the recall of the executive
committee in 1988. Incidentally, the entire era was characterized by stereotyped
speeches which were comprised of clichés and reminisced about the “liturgical”
events of the past. Such notable events were particularly the arrival of the Soviet
army in 1944/45, which was obligatorily referred to as liberation in Hungary, and
the seizure of power by the Soviets in 1917 in Russia. Further frequently men-
tioned topics included the glorification of the Soviet Union, Stalin and subsequent
leaders, references to the social class war, the fight against exploitation, criticism
of the capitalist world economy, the personality cult, and the praise of the Hungar-
ian party leaders, and the repeatedly emphasized development and superiority of
socialism. Karl Marx’s name was often cited in the service of these aims, notwith-
standing the fact that the realities of socialist rule in Hungary had little to do with
true Marxism.55

The more educated members of the councils and the council organization ana-
lyzed and assessed the activity of the organs of the Szeged town council more and
more frequently in the last two decades leading up to 1989/90, since an effort was
always made to include, in addition to the children of members of the working
class, a few intellectuals or possibly scholars (scientists) among the council mem-
bers.

Corporate Activity of the Council

The council held meetings as required, but not fewer than four times a year. For
example, during the 40 years of its existence, the council of Szeged held 173 ordi-
nary and 34 extraordinary meetings.56

The council meetings were convened by the executive committee on the basis
of the pre-determined annual work schedule, but it was also possible to convene a
meeting if proposed by one-fourth of the council members or if ordered by the
Council of Ministers (government) or the executive committee of the superior
county council. Each council meeting was held according to the agenda accepted
by those present. The draft thereof was prepared by the executive committee, with
the consideration of the proposals made by the city committee of the party and the
county council of trade unions. The council members could also make proposals
concerning the subject of the agenda (Article 17 of OOR 1984).

As a rule, the meetings were public, but a closed meeting could also be ordered,
especially when cases of incompatibility were discussed. The meeting was
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opened by the council president (the chairman of the executive committee) and
the meeting was usually presided over by him/her as well.

Customarily, first the reports on the implementation of previously passed reso-
lutions were heard, put forward and presented by the council president (the chair-
man of the executive committee). Thereafter, the agenda was decided and each
item was discussed. The rapporteur presented the written submission and the pro-
posal for the resolution and then answered the questions, remarks and motions for
amendment put to him/her during the debate. If no one else requested to speak, the
chairman brought the question to a vote, which could be made with a ‘yes’, ‘no’ or
abstention. In case of a tie vote, the chairman’s vote was decisive. The voting was
normally open; however, a secret ballot was held when the council president (the
chairman of the executive committee), his/her deputy and the members of the ex-
ecutive committee were elected, or when cases concerning the incompatibility of
council members were decided. Normally, a resolution could be passed with the
majority vote of the council members present. In the case of a qualified vote, the
legal norm was deemed to be adopted with the supporting votes of the majority of
all the council members. Minutes were taken and the decrees and resolutions
adopted were published first in extracts, then from 1971 in extenso in the official
paper of the council (Articles 23–28, 30, 33 of OOR 1984).

The adoption of decrees was one of the major council rights. This could happen
on the basis of a superior rule of law or a measure of a superior organ, or it could
be initiated by the council itself with a view to settling local social conditions.
When decrees affecting a wide range of the population were prepared, the draft
was presented in consultation centers57 as well. In consequence of the hierarchical
nature of the council system,58 the decree adopted had to be submitted to the exec-
utive committee of the superior council for legal supervision and approval (Arti-
cle 36 of OOR 1984).

Council Commissions

In order to fulfill its tasks more efficiently, the council set up permanent and
temporary commissions. The commissions were established and their members
were elected by the statutory meeting of the council, but it could decide to set up
further commissions or terminate or restructure the existing ones. As of 1971, it
was compulsory to set up a rules commission and a finance commission, in addi-
tion to which the establishment of other commissions could also be provided for
by the organizational rules (Article 65 of OOR 1984).

The tasks of these organs varied in character, but they included making propos-
als, offering opinions, and preparation, supervision and coordination. In the
course of addressing these tasks, they participated in formulating and executing
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council plans and tasks, gave opinions concerning proposals of great importance,
supervised the work and development of the different specialized organs and eco-
nomic council companies, as well as the activity of non-council organs. They also
organized the participation of the population in carrying out council tasks (Arti-
cles 56–59 of the Council Act of 1971).

The members of the commission could be nominated by the city committee of
the Patriotic People’s Front or by any council member, after which they and their
chairmen were elected by the council itself. Each commission consisted of at least
three members. The chairman and the majority of the members had to be council
members. Other members could be nominated by local social and state organs or
cooperatives, too. The commissions operated in a collegial form, and sub-com-
missions could also be set up to address certain matters (Articles 72–74 of OOR
1984).

The concrete tasks of the commissions were laid down in the organizational
and operational rules. According to the OOR of 1984, the following commissions
operated in Szeged: rules commission, auditing commission, city development
and technical commission, production and supply commission, commission of
culture and youth policy, commission of health and social policy and commission
of law and administration (Article 70 of OOR 1984). In 1984 a peri-urban com-
mission was set up by the Szeged council and by the councils of the neighboring
settlements with a view to planned and efficient cooperation.

The Executive Committee and its Functionaries

The duties of the executive committee of the council (végrehajtó bizottság) as a
general executive and operative organ59 included the implementation of rules of
law, the harmonized enforcement of national and local public interests, the prepa-
ration of council meetings and the organization of the implementation of its de-
crees, the direction of specialized organs, the supervision of council companies,
the direction of administrative council institutions and cooperation with
non-council organs. This committee worked in double subordination. On the one
hand, it was subordinated to the council which had elected it, and on the other
hand to the superior executive committee. Its members were the chairman of the
executive committee, who as of 1971 bore the title council president, his/her dep-
uties (deputy council presidents), members elected by the council from among its
own members, and the secretary of the committee. The members were elected af-
ter being nominated by the Patriotic People’s Front (Article 17 of the Council Act
of 1950, Article 31 of the Council Act of 1954, Article 41 of the Council Act of
1971). In Szeged the executive committee of the council was made up of some
11-15 members (the number varied in different cycles).
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The major duties of the executive committee were to prepare for the council
meetings, control and organize the implementation of the council decrees and res-
olutions, and assist the work of the council members and its commissions. As part
of its special powers, it coordinated and supervised the activity of the specialized
organs and ensured professional and quick administration. It called the leaders of
specialized organs to account. It could annul or modify any regulation issued by
the specialized organs if it violated a rule of law or the perceived or alleged inter-
ests of the population. Finally, it made decisions in matters of appointment con-
cerning these organs. Moreover, it also appointed the leaders of the council com-
panies and institutions. It could submit a proposal to the superior executive com-
mittee (e.g., in the case of Szeged to the executive committee of Csongrád county)
and to the superior specialized organs (Articles 41–43 of the Council Act of
1971). Its assignment lasted for the same duration of time as that of the council
that had elected it.

The executive committee held its meetings as scheduled in the work plan, but
at least once a month. The annual work plan prepared by the secretary contained
the date of the meetings, the planned agenda and deadlines, the annual control
plan and also individually determined action plans. The meetings were convened
by the chairman of the committee (or council president as of 1971). However, it
also had to be convened if proposed by the council itself, ordered by the executive
committee of the superior council or the Council of Ministers, or initiated by one
third of its members.

The meetings of the committee were not public. Its members, the local and su-
perior committee of the party, the executive committee of the county council, the
leader of the city public prosecutor’s office and the police, the chairman of the lo-
cal committee of the Patriotic People’s Front and finally the presidents of the
councils (chairmen of the executive committees) of the neighboring settlements
had to be invited for the discussion of matters concerning them. In matters related
to their duties, the chairmen of the council commissions and the leaders of the spe-
cialized organs were also entitled to be invited and attend (Articles 48–54 of OOR
1984).

The meeting of the executive committee was presided over by the chairman
(chairman of the executive committee, council president), or if unable to attend,
by his/her deputy. Generally, the president’s account was discussed at the begin-
ning of the meeting. It included the presidential decisions made between two
meetings and the reasons underlying them, the report on the tasks performed and
the manner of their execution (and in the case of any failure to complete a task, the
reason for this failure and the person responsible), and other major measures and
public events. The rules pertaining to council meetings were to be applied mutatis
mutandis to the order of the meetings. The majority of the members had to be pres-
ent for the meeting to have a quorum. The resolutions were passed with the major-
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ity decision of the members present. Minutes were taken, which had to be submit-
ted to the executive committee of the superior council and the Council Office of
the Council of Ministers60 (Articles 55–57 of OOR 1984).

The executive committee was led by the chairman of the executive committee
(or council president), who at the same time was the highest ranking functionary
in the entire council apparatus. The third council act abolished the term chairman
of the executive committee and introduced the term council president.61 This ex-
pressed the legal status of the position more closely, and at the same time it also re-
flected the name adopted in public use at the time. A council president could only
be a confidant of the party.

The chairman (president) was responsible for the preparation of the council
meetings via the secretary of the executive committee. He/she presided over them,
organized the implementation of the resolutions and decrees, and represented the
council. He/she coordinated and assisted the work of council commissions, super-
vised the execution of the proposals made by the commissions, and informed
them concerning major council tasks. The chairman (president) also convened
and presided over the meetings of the executive committee, controlled and en-
sured the implementation of the resolutions, and gave an account of this to both
the committee and the council. He/she also informed the latter of the annual activ-
ity of the executive committee. His/her tasks included the coordination of the
work of council officials. In the course of this he/she could instruct and request re-
ports from them. He/she supervised specialized organs, called their leaders to ac-
count, instructed them, and guided the personnel work (Article 59 of OOR 1984).

The chairman of the executive committee (council president) was elected on
the nomination of the local committee of the Patriotic People’s Front or any coun-
cil member. Similarly, his/her recall could be initiated by the committee of the
People’s Front, the executive committee of the superior council, or the members
of the local council. The council itself made the decision with the majority vote of
the council members. Such an event only happened in exceptional cases, for in-
stance in 1988 in Szeged, when the entire executive committee was recalled.62

There were two deputy chairmen of the executive committee (deputy council
presidents), who were appointed by the council. Their main task was to assist the
chairman (council president) in his/her work. Accordingly, they participated in di-
recting the council organs. Their duties associated with the supervision of the spe-
cialized organs were distributed according to the sectors of administration. At the
same time, they performed their own tasks. One of them dealt with matters of
planned economy, finance and labor force management, and city development,
the other with matters related to education, community culture, health, and sports
activities (Articles 60–62 of OOR 1984).

The secretary of the executive committee also assisted the work of the council,
the executive committee, and its chairman (council president). He/she had a con-
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siderable amount of administrative work to do in connection with the preparation
of the meetings and the promulgation of the resolutions, and also in relation to the
legal supervision of the official administration by specialized organs and council
offices. He/she maintained contacts with several council and non-council organs
(e.g., the public prosecutor’s office, the court, and the police). If he/she noticed
that any regulation made by the council or by its organs violated the law, he/she
was obliged to report this (Articles 63–64 of OOR 1984).

The quality of the council apparatus has been the subject of considerable subse-
quent criticism, and duly so, as during the first decade significant problems arose
in the work of the specialized organs of the council. This was rooted in the phe-
nomenon known as cadre policy. Political (background) reliability was the only
factor considered when selecting and replacing senior and middle executives. In
consequence, not only were the members of the council bodies often entirely un-
qualified and unsuited to their tasks, but even posts as head of department were
filled by people lacking the relevant skills. It took at least a decade to reconcile the
requirements of professional competence and political reliability.63 In conse-
quence, several operational anomalies arose in this period. The original profes-
sion and qualification of leading council executives was also typical. In Szeged,
for instance, among the leading council executives one found a wood technician, a
tailor’s assistant, an onion gardener, a factory worker, an iron turner, a tiling assis-
tant and an agricultural laborer.

In time the regime realized the resulting difficulties and employed consider-
ably better educated officials. A significant outcome of this was that as of 1971
only a lawyer and as of 1982 only a specialist lawyer could hold the post of the
secretary of the executive committee, even on village councils. It is worth empha-
sizing, however, that there were prominent intellectual experts in this period, too,
whose devoted, self-sacrificing work made the administrative machinery work in
spite of the many difficulties.

Specialized Organs of the Executive Committee

The tasks of specialized administration within the scope of authority of the
council were performed by the specialized organs of the executive committee and
by the council offices. The organizational rules of 1984 defined the following spe-
cialized organs in Szeged: department of health, department of construction and
transport, department of administration, department of industry, department of
commerce, department of food and agriculture, department of labor, department
of culture, department of finance, department of personnel and further education,
department of planning, supervisory department of physical education and sports,
secretariat of economics, secretariat of organization and law.64 The internal struc-
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ture of each organ was determined by the executive committee. The council had
and frequently exercised the right to change the structure (Article 77 of OOR
1984).

Their duties included, in particular, compiling the agendas of the corporate
meetings in accordance with the regulations of the council or the executive com-
mittee or participating in making them, seeing to the implementation of the reso-
lutions passed by the council or by the executive committee and the control
thereof, and carrying out the administrative tasks related to the work of the respec-
tive council commission. Generally, council companies and other local institu-
tions were also supervised and directed by these organs. The leader of each spe-
cialized organ rendered account of his/her activity to the council or to the execu-
tive committee at regular intervals. During their operation, these organs were sup-
posed to adhere to the “socialist rule of law”, arrange matters in an expedient and
expert manner, refrain from bureaucracy, safeguard the rights of the citizenry, and
promote the fulfillment of their obligations (Articles 79–83 of OOR 1984). The
specialized organs of the council and the councils themselves had more
wide-ranging duties than their predecessors in the former system of municipali-
ties.65 All this was a consequence of the centralization efforts of the state appara-
tus.

The county city office (megyei városi hivatal) worked as a special organ in cit-
ies of county rank as of 1979. As a rule, it administered official cases of first in-
stance. The rules prescribed for specialized organs applied to its legal status. Its
territorial jurisdiction extended to the entire city, and in certain cases to the neigh-
boring settlements as well (Article 85 of OOR 1984).66

A Brief Postscript

The soviet-type council system has become part of legal history by now. It was
not necessarily a better or worse form of public administration than the system of
local governments currently in effect, only different in principle while similar in
function. With all its merits and disadvantages, it was one possible model for the
structure and institutional system of public administration. Precise knowledge
and analysis of this system may be very informative when looking to the future, as
well, not only in Hungary but also in Western Europe and the United States, as this
type of the institutional system of public administration is still essentially un-
known there.
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47 Lay assessors embodied lay and collective judgement in Hungarian courts. Generally, judicial
councils consisted of one professional judge and two lay assessors. Judges had the decisive

LOCAL SOVIETS IN THE EX-SOCIALIST EUROPEAN STATES 163
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