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Introduction

“..trust is indispensable among members of a community for cooperative
assistance and reciprocity.” (Utasi, 2002)

Since 2019, Hungarian civil society organizations and non-registered activist groups have had to
confront a series of extreme challenges. The pandemic, war, the energy crisis and domestic
political shifts have all intensified the isolation of already fragmented communities, while
accelerating the retreat of individuals and groups from public life and civic engagement. A
society that has lost trust both in its members and institutions has been distorted into an
apathetic, defensive one: even when it attempts to rise again to defend its interests, it remains
incapable of acting in solidarity with others, of organizing collectively.

The persistent deficit of trust and lack of solidarity may in part be attributed to the continuous
politicization of the civil sector, a phenomenon visible both globally and in Hungary. Yet this
politicization is neither without precedent nor unique to the countries of Central and Eastern
Europe. Nearly three decades after the collapse of the communist regimes, it has become
evident that in those countries where civil society had to redevelop after forty years of state
socialism, common historical and social antecedents continue to shape the sector’s trajectory,
making similar future trends likely (Meyer et al., 2017). Authoritarian tendencies aiming to
disable civil initiatives have emerged in Hungary as elsewhere in the region, with the explicit goal
of marginalizing politically inconvenient NGOs. The complete overhaul of previous regulations,
the centralization of funding systems and the 2011 Civil Law,' combined together, stripped
power away from civil actors, and effectively relegated them to an oppositional role (Sebestyén,
2017). Furthermore, an increasingly sophisticated media apparatus “does not shrink from
routine character assassination in the case of newly emerging civil actors and activists of social
movements” (Agh, 2016:36). This phenomenon in Hungary detered many from engaging in
solidarity, standing up against injustices or contesting inequality.

Against this backdrop, autonomous community spaces may therefore constitute the
foundations for a society capable of collective action, solidarity and grassroots democracy.
Such spaces allow individuals to connect through networks of trust and foster the development
of institutionalized trust.

The central proposition of this study is that community spaces represent local arenas of social
discourse and solidarity. Their significance lies not only in their existence as physical “places”
available to the community, but also in the social relations cultivated within them, which may
contribute to strengthening social capital in a given community. One of the most important
features of community is its organization at the local level, and this significance has not
diminished in the digital age (Csurgd, 2024). People act where they live, fulfilling their social

" The 2011 Civil Law (2011. évi CLXXV. térvény) completely restructured the system of state-funded civil
support bodies and mandated the establishment of Civil Information Centers. The Law centralized
regulation, tightened reporting requirements and expanded governmental control over civil society
organizations. Civil organizations were not included in the drafting process; the state designed the
legislative framework independently.
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functions in their locality, while their actions beyond the local sphere also feed back into the
local society (Warren, 1963).

The present study focuses on a community in Eastern Hungary that has coalesced around a
grassroots community space, in which | have been engaged from the outset. The space has
been analyzed as a node of solidarity networks: a locus that enables the emergence of genuine
communities organized around shared interests. The research is contextualized by theories of
solidarity, trust and social capital, within which the space is examined.

This study does not aim to adhere to strict scientific rigour; rather, it seeks to present the efforts
of a small local community within an autonomous space and to interpret the evolution of its
trust-based relationships against the backdrop of Hungarian domestic political and economic
conditions, placing them into a broader perspective.

The first section provides a brief overview of theoretical approaches to social capital, trust and
solidarity, and is followed by a timeline of the development of solidarity and trust in Hungary.
The second section includes a description of the methods and framework of the study, and the
introduction of the community space that served as its site, the Labor Café Donation Café and
Open Community Space (hereafter referred to as the Labor Café). The study concludes with the
presentation and summary of the research findings.
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1. Social Capital, Trust and Solidarity

There is no consensus as to whether social capital should be regarded primarily as an individual
or as a collective phenomenon. The concept first appeared in the early twentieth century, initially
in analyses of its economic and political impacts (Ben-Porath, 1980; Fukuyama, 1997), but in
recent decades it has also gained prominence in fields such as healthcare, education and social
welfare (Putnam, 2006). The first description of the term was offered by Hanifan (1916), who
referred to everyday interactions between people. Bourdieu (1986, 1990, 2002) elaborated the
notions of cultural and social capital, while Coleman extended the scope to human relations
more broadly, emphasizing that capital manifests itself in the connections among individuals.
Putnam (1993, 2000) linked the concept to public life and civic courage, highlighting the
efficiency-enhancing power of dense networks of trust and reciprocity. Fukuyama defined social
capital as the sum of norms and values — such as trust, religious morality and reciprocity — that
facilitate cooperation and mobilization (Orban-Szanto, 2005, cited in Ponyi, 2014). According to
Utasi (2012), social capital can be identified when such norms are mobilized for mutually
beneficial cooperation.

One of the most important indicators in the measurement of social capital is trust. Research
conducted in 2019 by Gunawan Prayitno and colleagues in the East Javanese village of Pujon
Kidul found that the most significant factors influencing social capital were the density and
breadth of community-based social networks, along with the presence of trust (Prayitno et al.,
2021). The broader and denser the social network, the greater the demand and willingness for
collective action, and such action — through the relationships and interactions developed within
the community — has a direct impact on social capital.

Hungary ranks in the lower middle range among the mostly European countries surveyed by
TARKI? in terms of generalized trust, understood as the general attitude toward the reliability of
people. A report from June 2021 concluded that despite occasional positive trends, Hungary
continues to experience a substantial trust deficit, compounded by the widespread prevalence
of xenophobic attitudes (Gabos, Tomka & Téth, 2021). Yet generalized trust plays a crucial role
in enabling the organization of civil society, promoting tolerance, and thereby strengthening both
broader social and small-community solidarity, as well as social capital itself (Stolle, 2002).

Solidarity and Trust in Hungary

Research conducted by Utasi and her colleagues on intimate family ties and friendships within
the nuclear family circle revealed a close correlation between domestic economic-political
transformations and the level of trust within society (Utasi, 2002). In the resource-scarce years
following the regime change, the launch of small — and often forced — entrepreneurial ventures
relied primarily on financial support from within the family. During this period, friendships
extending beyond the family gained renewed significance, as trust was largely reduced to these
strong ties.

2 TARKI - Tarsadalomkutatési Intézet (Institute for Social Research) is the first private social research
institute in Eastern Europe.
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As a result of these antecedents, numerous empirical studies confirm that Hungary is
characterized not only by low levels of trust, but also by weak civic activity and a fragile culture
of volunteering (Hoskins et al., 2006; Kostelka, 2014; KSH, 2012). Hungarian society has also
been described by a rejection of otherness, including hostility toward “strangers” (such as
refugees and migrants) and other minority groups (Sik, 2016; Sik, Simonovits & Szeitl, 2016). In
this sense, Hungarian society may be interpreted as a closed, inward-looking one.

Analyzing data from the international World Values Survey (WVS), Téth and his colleagues
identified cross-country differences along the dimensions of traditional versus secular /
modernized values, and of raw material survival versus self-expression. Their study concluded,
among other things, that Hungarian society is not characterized by civic activity, political
participation, tolerance or trust. Instead, its value system continues to be dominated by sheer
survival rather than self-realization.

To understand how this situation has developed, it is essential to examine its historical
antecedents. Tibor Valuch, in his study Ne Szélj Szam, describes twentieth century Hungarian
society as one marked by neutrality, withdrawal from political activity, indifference, minimal civic
consciousness and a lack of collective interest representation (Valuch, 2013). He argues that
the dictatorial nature of the socialist system fundamentally altered the relationship between
society and politics, replacing the citizen with the subject.

The post-1956 period significantly contributed to shaping Hungarian political behaviour through
resignation: society as a whole was forced to abandon the institutionalization of its political role
and capacity for public expression. Kadar's consolidation gradually ushered in an era in which
former opponents first grew indifferent to, and later slowly identified with, the system’s ideology
(Szabo, 1988, cited in Valuch, 2013).

Following the collapse of state socialism, the initial, short-lived euphoria of the regime change
gave way to persistent alienation from politics and power. Street politics, mass mobilizations
and collective demonstrations of solidarity largely failed to materialize, with only a few
exceptions. By the 2000s, the failure to establish a democratic, solidarity-based and civically
active society was further reinforced by the persistence of a subject-like mentality in the
collective consciousness.

This produced a social environment in which individuals were raised to focus solely on
themselves and their families, cultivating suspicion, anti-social attitudes and political
indifference. These values are then reproduced across generations, hindering the development
of modern social relations (Valuch, 2013).
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2. Methods and Sample

Applied Methods

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative
techniques. Data collection was based partly on spontaneous participant observation, and partly
on semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions. The findings presented here draw
on observations conducted between September 2023 and September 2025, while also extending
beyond this research period to incorporate impressions and events from the past decade.

Semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions were carried out between December
2024 and September 2025. The research presented here is also partly connected to my doctoral
work. Despite my personal involvement, emotional attachment and professional engagement in
the community space under study, | strived to maintain objectivity, occasionally softening the
rigid frames of scientific inquiry with methods adjusted to lived reality. To preserve impartiality,’
interviews were conducted with participants directly responsible for the operational tasks of the
community space, while in later stages | sought to involve the broadest possible circle of
visitors.

Description of the Sample

All interviewees in the semi-structured interviews were volunteers. For the purposes of
summarizing their insights, they are referred to as experts, since each of them — with varying
degrees of continuity — has been part of the core team operating the community space since its
inception. Among them were a retired teacher, a qualified early childhood educator and an
applied artist who was also one of the first curators of the foundation running the space.

In addition to interviews, two waves of survey data collection were conducted, involving a total
of 65 respondents.* The first survey took place between September 1 — 15, 2023, while the
second was carried out between September 1 — 15, 2025, both among visitors attending various
programmes, events or the regular opening hours of the community space. The first wave
yielded 65 completed questionnaires, and the second wave collected 74. The latter explicitly
asked whether respondents had also participated in the first wave; affirmative answers strongly
suggest that a number of the same individuals were surveyed again. This is supported by the
demographic data on gender, age and educational background, which shifted proportionally in
line with the time elapsed between the two rounds.

% | am the conceptual initiator and professional leader of the Labor Café since its foundation. While | no
longer participate in daily operational tasks, in the background | continue to support volunteers.

41 conducted the survey in two waves. In the second wave, | identified 65 respondents who had also
participated in the first wave. The two sets of responses were matched using identifying demographic
variables (e.g. gender, age and educational attainment). | therefore treated these 65 matched respondents
as a panel sample and conducted a within-subject comparison to examine how their responses had
changed between the two waves.
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In both waves, the gender composition remained constant: 25 men and 40 women. In the first
wave, respondents’ ages were distributed as follows: two between 18 — 20 years, four between
21 - 29,12 between 30 — 39, 22 between 40 — 49, 17 between 50 — 59 and eight over 60.
Regarding education, the first survey recorded one participant with primary education, ten with
vocational school training, ten with a secondary school diploma, 32 with a bachelor’s degree,
eight with a master’s degree and three with a qualification higher than a master’s. In the second
wave, these numbers shifted proportionally according to the passage of time.

Between May and September 2025, several rounds of focus group discussions were conducted
at the community space with both organizers and visitors. Recruitment was carried out
randomly through spontaneous encounters and through calls circulated via the community’s
communication channels (e.g. group chat, mailing list, etc.). In total, 24 individuals participated
— 12 men and 12 women.
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3. Presentation of the Results

Introduction to the Labor Café through Interviews

The community space examined in this study is located in Nyiregyhaza, in Eastern Hungary, and
operates in a privately rented property under a non-profit organization — the Tabulaplaza
Foundation — that has been active for more than 20 years. Since 2015, its maintenance costs
have been covered exclusively by monetary donations — primarily micro-donations from
individuals — and by income generated through its own services and programmes. The
foundation itself was founded in 2004 with the aim of encouraging and supporting local
grassroots initiatives. Its operational tasks are managed by a team of 12 volunteers.

On the organization’s website, the following statement can be read:

“The Labor Café Donation Café Open Community Space relies on people and the
local community. It will endure as long as it enjoys social support, as long as
there are those who believe in independent, free initiatives and in the power
and importance of collaboration. By bringing the community closer together in
this space, people also become closer to a social cause and a community
initiative, of which they become part both as users and as supporters. Our goal
is to introduce as many young people as possible to the mind-set of community
thinking, the joy of shared success and the knowledge gained through
voluntary engagement. We know that the strength and resilience of a
community depends on the extent to which its members are able to cooperate.
Thus, maintaining and operating the space provides both volunteers and
donors with a practical field in which to reach out to one another and weave
new connections."

Since its establishment in 2015 by the Tabulaplaza Foundation, the Labor Café has continuously
expanded its networks through multiple channels: first, via the personal and professional ties of
its organizers and volunteers and, second, through the programmes and events it hosts, which
organically attract new participants both online and offline, generating secondary outreach. On
social media, the organization maintains an online community of around 5,000 people, with
whom it regularly shares updates about its operations and professional work.

The café is situated in the cultural quarter of Nyiregyhaza’s city centre and is rented from a
private individual. Every piece of furniture and equipment has been donated by local supporters,
including the infrastructure of the café itself, which operates on an “honesty box” basis. The
entire space functions through donations and volunteer work; the foundation has no other
income streams and no paid employees. Volunteers collectively organize the regular opening
hours, daily operations, recruitment of new volunteers and fundraising activities.

5 www.tabulaplaza.hu/laborcafe
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As one 65-year-old retired teacher explained when asked about the visitors and target group of
the café:

“If someone is not interested in community, in volunteering, in giving, or in
helping, they will not come here. Only those who are open to it come. This is
the one thing everyone who keeps coming back has in common.”

According to the interviewed volunteers, the café’s primary mission is to serve as a point of
connection for members of the local community in an increasingly isolated and individualized
world. They emphasized that many people long for belonging, while others have ideas that
remain unrealized because they lack a platform. Furthermore, many young people in the area
would otherwise be left idle in public spaces. The café simultaneously addresses these needs by
providing opportunities for community, self-organization and the experience of collective life.
Reaching young people, they noted, is crucial not only for the continuity of this initiative but also
for the survival of the wider civic sector. As one expert put it, involving young people is essential
“for nurturing socially responsible citizens.”

Volunteers also described the success of the café in building communities that continue beyond
the physical space, and in providing support for individuals who, with the help of the cooperative
community, were able to overcome difficult life situations.

Compared to its early days, the café has developed significantly in both organizational and
infrastructural terms. Nevertheless, its continued existence remains a recurring issue within the
community. While fundraising is partially resolved through programmes tailored to the
knowledge and interests of the volunteers and wider visitor base, as well as through renting out
the premises, respondents consistently reported recurring crises and reliance on ad-hoc
solutions due to the unpredictability of donation-based income.

The café also hosts a wide array of recurring programmes, many of which are organized not by
the core team but by external groups who contribute symbolic fees — well below market rates —
to support the space. These include a board game club, choir, folk music ensemble, meditation
group and an entrepreneurial knowledge-sharing circle. Alongside these, the café itself
organizes a variety of programmes, with particular emphasis on initiatives that foster solidarity
with marginalized groups (e.g. the homeless, low-income families and disadvantaged children).
Regular activities include preparing meals for the homeless, seasonal donation drives and
charitable events. Cultural programmes, lectures and awareness-raising initiatives are also
featured, while private events are hosted to generate additional income.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the community organized the donation of digital devices such
as laptops and tablets to families in need. Following the outbreak of the Russian—Ukrainian war,
the café played a central role in assisting Ukrainian families who remained in the city, offering
support ranging from housing assistance to Hungarian language education.

When asked what the café has meant personally to them, volunteers unanimously emphasized
the relationships, new bonds and sense of belonging they gained, as well as the trust that now
connects them to the space and the community. Their responses indicate that civic
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engagement, participation and inclusion are not only programmatic goals but lived practices
within the café.

The ongoing fundraising efforts, combined with shared experiences of crises, have visibly
strengthened the network of committed volunteers, pushing them month by month to seek new
tools, opportunities and partners to sustain the space. Though challenges and crises weigh
heavily, they have also consolidated the community. What emerges is a picture of a strong,
flexible and interconnected network, enriching both its individual members and the broader
community. The café’s continued operation and growth as an autonomous, self-organized
community space rests not only on cooperation but also on trust and responsibility, which are
mobilized widely among its members for both resource generation and daily operations.

Survey Results

The central research question concerned the relationship between community spaces and
social capital. Since trust is one of the most important indicators of social capital, the study
included a questionnaire focusing on institutional, generalized and interpersonal trust. The
survey was conducted twice, in two different periods.

It is important to note that the data collection faced significant obstacles. Questions related to
income, generalized trust and institutional trust caused discomfort even though the
questionnaire was anonymous. Several forms were returned incomplete, abandoned precisely at
these points, and many respondents explicitly wrote notes on the questionnaires themselves,
explaining that their misgivings regarding such questions prevented them from completing the
survey. Although the results cannot be considered representative, they nevertheless help to
sketch a general picture of how levels of trust among visitors to the community space evolved
over the two survey periods.

The questionnaire consisted of several sections. Respondents were asked how they perceive
the town where they live — which also hosts the community space — whether they feel that they
are part of the local community and whether the town forms part of their identity. A subsequent
section examined respondents’ relationship to the Labor Café: their visiting habits, point of entry,
services used and, thereafter, their assessment of the community itself. The solidarity section
asked about their involvement in associations or movements, as well as their personal
satisfaction with various areas of life. This was followed by sections on trust, participation and
civic engagement.

Across both survey periods, the majority of respondents reported visiting the café weekly or
monthly, either spontaneously or to attend regular programmes. Most of them considered
themselves members of the community. At the same time, respondents generally described the
town as lacking cohesion, with poor interpersonal relations, and only slightly more than half
expressed trust in fellow residents. However, when asked to rate generalized trust on a ten-point
scale — where ten indicates “most people can be trusted” — more than two-thirds gave a score
of at least seven.
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Most visitors were not affiliated with religious or political groups, but more than half reported
connections to charitable, educational or environmental organizations. On average, respondents
stated they had formed four friendships in the café.

When asked about voting behaviour, 72% of respondents in the first survey period (September 1
- 15, 2023) declared that they would definitely vote if parliamentary elections were held the
following Sunday. By the second survey (September 1 - 15, 2025), this figure had risen to 89%.

The questionnaire also asked respondents how they perceived the influence of different societal
actors and groups on public affairs. Between the two periods, no significant change was
observed in the actors considered most influential. However, a noteworthy shift emerged: in the
second wave, more respondents evaluated the influence of ordinary citizens — people similar to
themselves — as negligible, even rating it zero more frequently than before.

In the first survey, nearly half of respondents (26 individuals) reported having contacted their
municipal representative and more than half (34 individuals) had contacted the mayor. Many
also reported having organized a demonstration (29 individuals), signed a petition (39),
participated in a public forum (25) or boycotted a product or service out of conviction (38). In the
second survey, civic engagement indicators showed further increases: the number of
respondents contacting their municipal representative rose to 32, while those contacting the
mayor rose to 38. Petition-signing grew significantly, from 39 to 51.

In the first wave, 42 respondents said they had financially supported a political or civil
organization in the previous year, whereas in the second wave this number fell to 30. However,
the proportion of those unwilling to answer this question also rose — from one respondent in the
first survey to ten in the second — suggesting heightened reluctance to disclose financial
support, even anonymously.

Focus Group Discussions

Focus group discussions were held in the community space during 2025, at times adapted to
participants’ availability, across four sessions in total. The following summary synthesizes the
outcomes. The discussions were semi-structured, guided by a set of questions, though not
bound rigidly to them.

The first topic addressed participants’ perceptions of the town and their place within it. The
groups, heterogeneous in age but largely drawn from the active population (21 - 62 years),
generally described the town as safe, with kind and friendly people. At the same time, many
emphasized that residents had become more withdrawn and closed off in recent years.
Participants did not feel genuinely included in the town’s everyday life or programmes, instead
positioning themselves as “critics” of the town. A recurring theme was their disidentification
with the municipal leadership, which had been in power for four terms. This dissonance was not
framed primarily in political terms; rather, participants highlighted their alienation from the
leadership’s cultural orientation and long-term goals, which they did not perceive as aligned with
their own values. Several remarked that when they voiced discontent on specific issues, their
concerns were met with deaf ears.
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At this point, participants often referred to grassroots groups,® many linked to the Labor Café,
which had been formed around specific issues to enable collective action. These groups, they
said, were their main sources of information on matters affecting them, and their campaigns
and initiatives were supported personally, financially and with expertise by several participants.
All groups agreed that grassroots initiatives are the only viable path to change in local social
processes, and that reaching broader segments of society is crucial. Physical spaces such as
the café play a key role in enabling like-minded individuals to meet regularly.

At the same time, participants noted that collective action and mobilization are generally not
characteristic of Hungarians, a tendency especially visible in their town. As an example, one
cited the nationwide waves of protest following the dismissal of striking teachers and the
expansion of battery industry developments, which failed to mobilize their town’s population, in
contrast with sustained demonstrations in other cities. Nevertheless, some participants
perceived a shift since the emergence of a new grassroots political force in Hungarian public
life.” This subject dominated the discussions, evoking a complex mix of hope, uncertainty and
resignation. Several participants remarked that many had already tried to bring about change in
Hungarian public life, but that Hungarians were often too passive and fearful to stand up for
themselves — illustrated by the one million abstentions in the most recent national election.

The second part of the discussions focused on participants’ perceptions of the Labor Café and
their own role within it. This segment began with the calculation of a volunteer commitment
index, based on the following indicators:

A.  Number of volunteer-focused events they attended in a quarter (max. 6)

B.  Number of times in a quarter they independently initiated or helped to organize
programmes (max. 3)

C.  Number of new potential donors / volunteers they recruited per quarter (1 — 2 = 1 point,
3 - 5 =2 points, 6+ = 3 points)

D. Amount donated in a quarter in response to appeals (HUF 1,000 - 10,000 = 1 point, HUF
10,000 - 50,000 = 2 points, over 50,000 = 3 points)

The results of the voluntary commitment index of focus group members were as follows:

6 Informal groups mentioned include those advocating for urban green space protection, residents
opposing intensive real estate development in suburban areas and mothers campaigning against battery
industry expansion.

7 The new political actor referred to is the TISZA Part, which within a year built a supporter network of

several million. Shortly after its appearance, it gained multiple seats in the European Parliament, having
recruited its candidates from civil society to create a new political force.
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Participants acknowledged that they were less active than they wished to be — both in terms of
volunteering as well as regarding financial donations. The index revealed that those with more
time for volunteering typically contributed less financially, while those unable to help actively
tended to compensate with monetary support. One participant, who both volunteered
extensively and gave the largest financial contributions, explained that as a single, well-paid
professional, they could afford to devote both time and money to the initiative, which they
described as their “second home.”

Long-term members described how their participation had evolved over the past decade: from
interested visitors to observers and supporters, and eventually to active volunteers and
initiators. Their financial contributions had shifted correspondingly, becoming less regular and
more campaign-based. Many noted that their personal finances had grown precarious due to the
Hungarian economic and political climate, with longer working hours yielding diminished real
income, leaving less capacity for donations. Several also expressed a preference for donating in
person rather than via traceable bank transfers.

The third part of the discussions explored trust-based relationships formed through the Labor
Café. Participants had joined the community at different times, resulting in varying degrees of
attachment, but all reported having built new personal and professional relationships tied to the
café. One participant, who had returned to Hungary after nearly two decades abroad, described
rebuilding both personal and professional life around the emerging café community. Another
attributed their romantic partnership to the café, while others had established leisure or civic
groups that now organize regular activities for the local community. Among the 24 participants,
18 identified new relationships that were specifically tied to the Labor Café; of these, 16
described them as close, trust-based friendships rather than loose acquaintances.

The final section of the discussions addressed participants’ perceptions of their involvement in
local and broader social processes, and the extent to which the Labor Café and its community
had influenced this. Of the 24 participants, 18 reported prior interest in local affairs and five were
already members of local civil organizations. After joining the café, 20 felt better informed on
local issues, while five had joined issue-based groups as a direct result of their engagement with
the café. 21 participants had already shared petitions or supported local campaigns via social
media and three reported joining the emerging political movement in the region.
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4. Conclusions

Isolation caused by distrust produces an atomized society of anxious, withdrawn individuals,
one that is vulnerable and easily manipulated — thus providing fertile ground for the rise of
authoritarian systems (Tibori, 2001). The disintegration of micro-social ties is one of the
consequences of urbanization: in large cities, the number of relationships based on familiarity
and trust declines, and genuine trust is increasingly confined to the nuclear family. The level of
trust within society is closely linked to inequality, solidarity and the quality of social
relationships. Where solidarity and trust are weak, community ties tend to be limited and civil
society engagement remains minimal. The scope of community life, in turn, exerts significant
influence on the development of public discourse and civic activity. Active civic dialogue is
unlikely to emerge without both formal and informal community gatherings, which create
opportunities for discussing a wide range of issues, including public affairs. As Széll (2012:28)
has argued:

“Community activity requires community spaces, formations and encounters,
where people can come together and connect with one another.”

Physical community spaces such as the Labor Café contribute significantly to the strengthening
of social capital in a given community. The weak ties formed within these spaces, the
exchanges of ideas on public issues, and the collective cooperation and self-organization
around common goals all enhance interpersonal trust, which in turn reinforces societal trust as a
whole.

At present, Hungary presents the image of a deeply politicized and divided society, a reality
clearly reflected in the conversations analyzed in this study. Processes of realignment are
simultaneously unfolding in politics, society and the public sphere. Open advocacy for specific
values or causes is often met with retaliation, which can endanger individuals not only
existentially but, increasingly, physically — whether through quiet dismissals or public
campaigns of character assassination.® Such demonstrations of political power reshape
traditional modes of expressing solidarity and further deepen societal distrust. This trend is
observable both globally and within small, local initiatives.

Yet the findings from the case of the Labor Café reveal a countervailing dynamic. While the
machinery of power intensifies its efforts to stigmatize and disable civil organizations that
critically monitor it — whether Hungarian or international — autonomous grassroots initiatives
such as the informal community around the Labor Café are quietly consolidating in the
background.

8 In the summer of 2025, theologian and political activist Rita Perinfalvy was targeted in a smear
campaign involving Al-generated pornographic videos, following her advocacy against child sexual abuse
cases allegedly linked to government officials. In September 2025, Zsolt Szabd, a rural police chief,
committed suicide after being targeted in a defamatory campaign for authorizing a demonstration in front
of the mansion of a ruling-party politician implicated in corruption.
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The responses collected in this research illustrate a fragile yet resilient web of connections,
deliberately kept under the radar. This network may unravel under even the slightest external

pressure, yet as long as it holds, it remains capable of rapid and effective mobilization in times
of crisis, providing support for the most vulnerable.
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