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Lészl6 Végei

Balkan Testament

Part 2

Spring 1992

or years now the start of spring has been symbolized by the gradual filling up of
the Ujvidék café terraces. Here in the south, on the edge of the Balkans, and even
further south, inthe Balkans, or on the Mediterranean shores where I've been more
often than anywhere else, the terraces are used earlier than, for instance, in
Budapest. This spring, volunteers in their khaki uniforms bask in the sun around the
tables, revolvers hanging from their belts, and brag about their battle experiences.
It's alright for them: they go off for a few days' active service, then return to town
as if it was only here they could sniff out new duties. These "brave men" were
alarmed to discover in the battle-line that not only are they armed, but so too are
those defending themselves. They are trickling back slowly to where the weak have
no weapons. "Who do you think the fascists shoot at first," asks one of my Serbian
friends. "At us, who have apparently betrayed our nation, or atyou, the minorities?"
I don't give it much thought. "Atyou, at you first," I reply in an objective tone. His
relieved sigh makes me shudder. How many people wait for this form of penitence! The
outside world doesn't hear the sigh, only those do who live here in this town and spy
out the terraces from a distance to be sure of avoiding those where arms are vaunted.
N. tells me that the Moravica deserters keep about 10 litres of petrol in reserve

so that, ifthey happen to get caught, they can set light to their own houses. Making
sure that the fruit of their grandfathers', their fathers' and their own work doesn't
get into alien hands, that strangers don't move into their houses ifthey are dragged
off to the Bosnian hills to shed their blood for a new Serbian state. The war
establishment talks about the Jan Palachs of the Bacska with loathing. Woe to any

country that needs heroes like this!

Just about every day | find the doors

Laszl6 végei °fthe bus are closed in front of my nose.
is a Hungarian novelist and playwright who 1 doiVt understand the wanderings of
lives in Novi Sad (Ujvidék) in the Vojvodina.  my attention, after all there s no focus
Part 1ofaselectionfrom hisforthcoming  f°r it any more. I'm absolutely aware
journal was published in the previous issue  that the door is going to shut, lonly have
ofthis magazine to stretch my legs a little bit more, but
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I'm not capable of that either. Not capable, or don't want to? There's only a shade
of difference left between protest and resignation, and it’s more and more difficult
for me to differentiate between them. Fora moment, Iwaver, but 1don't wait for the
next bus, | set out on foot; | tramp down winding sidestreets, | choose the longer
way because I haven't the patience to wait. Sometimes my days are spent in rushing
about, sometimes in idle contemplation, there's no explanation for either, 1make
a guess that my sense of time has stopped functioning. My whole existence has
become abnormal. Inthe morning 1queue up for milk, in the afternoon for cooking
oil. Yesterday | bought 20 litres of oil; my son insists it’ll be enough for two years.
Haven't 1noticed we don't cook any more? How many years do 1think the war will
last?

The Belgrade TV news reporter proudly announces that the fourth Serbian state
has been formed on the territory of the former Yugoslavia, in other words, the killing
has started in Bosnia. They start to tear at the most sensitive nerve, at the end of the
first day there is news ofabout thirty dead. Early in the evening fighter planes fly low
over Ujvidék; they have been sweeping the skies for months, | live with them. I've
also experienced that most of the planes fly over the apartment blocks between six
and seven inthe evening. Ican't tell whether they are heading for Baranya or Bosnia.
The hated Yugoslav Titanic is sinking embarrassingly slowly in bloody waves.
Maybe the grandchildren will forgive her pitiable sins, maybe their memories will
gloss over them, and they will draw quite different lessons from her than we do.
Now, however, she is spoken of with the same loathing as the "prison of nations"
at the turn of the century, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, was. Everything that's
going on around me is like a primitive reprise. Maybe there are still some people like
me who think that their eyes are deceiving them out of sleeplessness, because they
consider it unbelievable that the generations following the fall of the Empire have
learnt nothing whatsoever. Behind the collapse of the supranational state structure
the dreadful picture is exposed: the ruins ofsocialism are bloody almost everywhere
in multi-national environments; in this region the multi-party system creeps
stealthily towards us, armed and in battle fatigues.

At night a well-known actress telephones from Sarajevo. She asks me to check
when trains leave from Belgrade to Budapest or Vienna. Anywhere! "Are the trains
safe?,” she asks. She wants to travel with her children. "Listen," she says, "the
grenades are bursting, the children are awake all night. The Serbs are swarming
down from the hills around Sarajevo and shooting at us, they're shooting up the old
town," she sobs. One of the children cries out. His mother tells him to be quiet so
that people in Ujvidék can hear how the city is being shelled. I've got a feeling that
an awful lot of people in Sarajevo are picking up receivers and phoning to all parts
of the world. I can hear sounds reminiscent of the ominous midnight rumbling of
the sea. In his short story "Letter from 1920", Ivo Andric writes about the Bosnian
disease: the endemic hatred which the Bosnians are unconscious of, yet which
filters into all their deeds, even the best ones. All this is recorded by a Jewish boy,
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Maks Levenfeld, who flees from the hatred in 1920. He dreams of Latin America, of
getting as far away as possible from Bosnia. He finally settles in Paris, and in 1938,
during the Spanish Civil War, he works for the Republican Army in a hospital in
Aragon. He fled from irrational hatred and became the victim of an air raid. The
writer admits that he listened in astonishment to Maks, who congratulated the
victors after the Great War and at the same time was deeply sorry for them, because
the losers at least know where they are and what they have to do, but the victors
can't even guess what's in store for them. Maks's prediction came true. That
becomes quite clear here at the very centre of this madness, which today everyone
interprets or fans to suit his own political aims, and the brutality ofwhich is so great
that, when faced with it, many people are prepared to gilt their own former
authoritarian rule, and cynically idealize the old days of the communist state. Many
try to convince us that the sins will be forgiven, just let us go on lying. Others draw
their arguments from everyday political skirmishes when describing the state of
affairs. | think the roots go deeper than that. "It's enough to say that some of the
victorious nations didn't learn from the fate ofthe Habsburg Empire, and a large part
ofthe old methods are still in force in the field ofeducation and publicadministration,"
warned Oszkar Jaszi in the thirties. Victory tormented and morally mutilated the
people living here who weren't capable ofhandling the moral burdens ofvictory, the
duties of the victors. Serbia now has to confront defeat, something which several
small nations in Central Europe were forced to do earlier this century.

The deserters aren't in hiding any more, they are demonstrating, grouping, and
arguing in public. Is it possible that in the fear infiltrating our whole life the first
seeds of a civil society are appearing? If they start proceedings now and again
against those who refuse military service, the accused usually get a fine or, more
rarely, one or two weeks in jail. All this means that the conscripts first and foremost
had to conquer their own fear and with that they accumulated a little civil self-
awareness. Abig price had to be paid for the first seeds! I hate to think what dangers
are in store for those who learnt the first lessons of freedom amid such fear.
Sometimes | even feel sorry for those who left, who do not submerge daily in fear
and don't feel that ghastly inner disintegration, the contradictory force of the
yearning for freedom, the traces ofwhich we carry within us like a birthmark. We'll
have need ofthis fear, however nauseating an experience it may be. The galley-slave
can speak enthusiastically about love for his country, not because fate has taken
him far away, but because he is sitting forever in one place, every minute he repeats
the same movements, and he doesn't think of that distant land which he sees from
the bowels of the ship as reality.

| travel to Belgrade after a long break; | walk up the steep Balkan Street in
trepidation. Atone stage the East Central European opposition used to meet in this
city. In the eighties the Belgrade platforms, magazines, literary papers were the
meeting place for the Polish, Hungarian and Czech alternative thinkers. Now it has
become the city of lonely intellectuals, suspected of being traitors and branded as
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cosmopolitans. The disinherited have a hard task ahead: they have to revive a
submerged tradition.

don't see asoul in the centre of Ujvidék. In the last few months lam more and more
Ioften surprised because | feel that the town is deserted, almost as ifon aword of
command, for some unknown reason. As the summer approaches, lam confronted
with this constantly. Or has it happened at other times too, just that I didn't attach
any great importance to it? In the office ofthe Reform Party they have created aradio
bridge with Sarajevo. The transmitter is rigged up in a cellar and the programme is
broadcast from there while the city is being shelled. Italk to Zdravko Grebo; our talk
is broadcast live, people hiding in cellars listen to the cellar-radio. The Chamber
Theatre has been hit by a bomb, says Grebo, that's where your play Medea's Mirror
was put on a couple of years ago. We'll be playing to an empty square soon, he
continues. Among the ruins, | mutter to myselfwith a sigh. It occurs to me that in
this unfortunate region every performance should be staged among ruins.

In Belgrade the university students are demonstrating! At long last! This is
something I've been waiting for for months, years. The whole day and night | sit
beside the radio and listen to the news. All my life I've lived under a news black-out;
I can't get the "free" Belgrade stations in Ujvidék. I never had enough money to buy
an adequate long-range receiver. Now I'm also more or less imagining the events,
and meanwhile various timeshifts get confused inside me. I remember the night of
March 9, 1991 when the phone rang after midnight. Then too Iwished I could have
bought a long-range receiver, and | worried about what would happen to the
students trapped on the Savabridge. The police had thrown tear-gas bombs among
them and had sealed offthe bridge. The cold kossavawas beating against mywindow
and | imagined how bitterly cold it must be on the bridge. Late in the evening the
tanks of the People's Army had entered Belgrade, | saw them sweep down the main
street of the city in some footage of silent film on the TV screen. Tito's generals
ordered the tanks into Marshall Tito Street. At about two o'clock | got a call from
the editorial office of one ofthe opposition papers. Ifeltas if Ihad woken with a start,
though I'm sure | was awake. They asked me to express, in a few sentences, my
opinion on the events of the previous day. The printing presses were ready. So long
as tanks are ordered into the towns there can be no question of democracy, Isaid,
and in the meantime I realized that my half-asleep state was due to the fact that the
sight of the 1968 demonstration of Belgrade university students was weighing on
my mind. Then too I had travelled to Belgrade and I saw the tanks advancing beside
the highway. And on the morning of March 10, 1991, I travelled to Belgrade and |
heard the newspaper vendors on the Terazia shouting out my name along with
others'. Ibought a copy of the paper front them and walked over to the parliament;
in a nearby sidestreet | caught sight of a tank. Ever since then I've always been
agitated when reminded of the difference between the possible and the impossible;
my meetings with tanks convinced me that we don't interpret these concepts in the
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same way. For decades those who were the advocates of the possible ordered the
tanks onto the streets, and took care that in reality the temptation of the impossible
shouldn't even arise by chance. In that case it was better for the tanks to come,
commanded politicians who had taken an oath to organization and objective
possibilities. The sense of reality was the whip in which many knots have been tied
since them.

I run into Milena M. in the street. She iswith her daughter of about 15; they are
taking home the washing powder they have just bought from smugglers. The grey
strands in her hair are glittering, but now, at the time of the student activity, | see
her once again as the sociology student who marched in June 1968 to the walls of
the university with her fellow students and proclaimed a strike. The authorities
called them ClAagents. The workers condemned the students, as it happens. So,
allegedly, did the peasants. Helmeted police surrounded the building of the Faculty
of Humanities, and troops were concentrated in the neighbourhood of Belgrade.
The party chiefs were contemplating the possibility of military intervention against
Milena and company. When they had managed to crush the movement, they planted
informers in the student hostels; the people's defence and home guard committees
went into action and took care that children never again turned against their fathers.
Milena's reward were eight years of unemployment. She had her child under the
burden of being considered morally and politically unfit. And the morally and
politically unfit could not expect to buy their children oranges. Maybe so that she
should feel some moral satisfaction in front of her daughter, | mentioned the
Belgrade demonstrations. Only then did her face show the sadness that she had had
to conceal foryears. Since lwas well aware of the reason for her fear, after all in the
interest of survival she had to forget her past, Iwas once again forced to conclude—
as I've done so many times—that when maximalism doesn't bring about change,
then the minimum too can make us happy. If one day this reluctantly accepted
lesson will be unnecessary, then the dread, humiliation, hang-ups, and traumas of
the past will come to the surface. Only then will it become clear how much this
society has suffered. The worse thing is that those who twenty years ago stifled the
student disturbances are now welcoming them; those who based their careers on
the condemnation of students like Milena, and branded for life anyone who went
as far as to say agood word about the hot summer of 1968, are crooning in a paternal
way. In other words, nothing has changed yet.

I read one ofthe graffiti ofthe Belgrade student demonstrators. "Hang on, we're
coming—The Sixth Fleet." Even on the streets people are talking about military
intervention. Manythink they'll bomb the airfields, the bridges, the railway junctions.
I never felt the breath of civil war at such close quarters as | did then. Who had
bought how many kilogrammes of flour and sugar, or the amount of oil someone
had got in store became an everyday subject of conversation. Butwhat is the good
ofoil and flour ifwe have to shelter in the cellars? Gangs of rowdies will loot the flats.
What happens to those who will find no place in the shelters? The district heating
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won't be working by the autumn. The hospitals, schools and theatres will be closed.
Government party politicians will speechify on constructive pessimism. So far
everyone experienced fear personally, now even that has become collectivized. One
group of intellectuals accuses the other of putting themselves at the service ofwar
mindedness. Anyone who does this out of deep conviction and with real arguments
is bound to come up against the following dilemma: if thoughts could really have
such force, did we do anything throughout those long years to express the kind of
universal and sound ideals which would have nullified the former? Or could it be
that only inhuman thoughts have any effect? Or in the stalls of the communist state
was it just the enlightened, liberal, democratic ethos that was neglected by many in
the name of comfortable aestheticism? What can we do with the irresponsibility of
innocent intellectuals? Ifwe confront these vital questions then itwon't simply be
amatter ofwrangling or accusations, but the humane yet systematic decontamination
of the totalitarian mind. It'll be as important as the denazification of Germany.

It is conspicuous that the failed politicians explain their time in power as
complete determinism, even in the spirit of fatalism, in order to deny responsibility.
But they look at the years after their fall only through the lens of personal
responsibility, they reckon that at that time those legendary "objective necessities"
weren’t in force. Isaiah Berlin rightly points out the danger of this. After all, ifwe
acknowledge the validity ofdeterminism, we have to make a radical re-examination
of the language of ethics. The freedom of the wolves always meant death to the lambs,
and no amount of false interpretation can alter this, just as wolf-eating lambs don't
exist, neither have lamb-loving wolves ever prowled among us. The prevailing wolves,
on the other hand, only re-examine the language of ethics when it suits them.

What joy does a blind man take in looking at the sun? Does the surmise that the
sun is shining soothe the bitterness of his blindness? It was easy for those who
knocked down the solid and visible Berlin Wall! But what should be done about the
walls built of gelatinous, slimy material, most of which have been made invisible?
In ex-Yugoslavia we lived between walls like these. Why shouldn't | think that life
here was like a boat which capsized on the open sea, with the members of a
distinguished company sitting on the terrace of a smart hotel snatching the
telescope out of each other’s hands in their rush to delight in the unbridled power
of nature.

Summer 1992

tlong last! Following their Belgrade counterparts, the students of the Faculty of
Humanities at Ujvidék have gone on strike. Every ten years or so this small town
in Central Europe wakes from its historical lethargy at least once—or not even
once—but only to the extent of recalling of its wounds, about which no one ever
dared speak openly. We carried our secret like a birthmark; only a suspended,
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traumatic attitude to life bears witness to it. What sort of force produced this
rootless suspension? What developed this inclination to escape into anonymity, to
lead a protean life? What nourishes this permanent readiness for ever more options?

Ujvidék was an important stage in the colonization plans of the Yugoslavia
created at Versailles. The Great Migration after 1945 once again deepened the old
wounds. Historical nostalgia was distorted into a flimsy decoration and, without
autonomous civil freedom, the plan for a harmonious coming together of disparate
elements ended in failure. It is impossible to build the Tower of Babel in a
dictatorship. The principle of divide etimpera, which logically derived from the one-
party system, was concealed behind the slogans of fraternity and unity. What better
proofofthis could there be than the fact that the numbers of those who were meant
to wane, certainly did so. Whole national groups disappeared from the VVojvodina,
300,000 Germans, for instance. The ethnic map of Ujvidék was altered.

This is how the vacuum grew around us—and within us. We grew more and more
depressed, meanwhile life turned false. Norwas the neurosis of feeling in a vacuum
desirable, itwas after all, a reminder of the permanent shortage which the new elite
had created. Provincialism and the idolizing of decorum purred in the hands of
authoritarian government—especially in the leaden years that followed 1968. This
was the happy time of countrified bowing and scraping.

The students on strike in the amphitheatre ofthe Faculty of Humanities are making
up for squandered time, which is something, even if right now it only stands for the
distant breeze of Timothy Garton Ash's "refolution™. The official press chastises the
students' lack of patriotism, the authorities survey the events, helplessly and in
ominous silence. laccept the students' invitation to speak at their strike forum, as if |
were to step out from under an invisible frosted glass shelter. The hall is packed, the
sinister outside quiet hangs heavily on the friendly silence inside. The militants would
loveto trigger offan incident. The students have most to fear from\oivode Seselj's men.
As far back as | remember, young people in Europe haven't ever had to look so closely
into the Medusa face ofevil. lend by reading a passage from my novel about the leaden
decades, Parainézis, which is about the news spreading in town that the students are
demonstrating. The heroes of the novel rush to the campus, only to find the buildings
deserted. Nothing would cause me greater pleasure than to learn that, after all these
years, the news proved to be true. Perhaps as a writer of fiction | may live to see the
reincarnation ofreality, that I managed to carve a shape from the fog of reality after all.
There was no other reality, just that whirling fog of obscurity.

Columns of light on Liberty Square. The Ujvidék clergy ofall denominations pray
for peace. | identify supplications in Hungarian, Serb, Slovene, Hebrew, Ukrainian,
Slovak, and Arab. The citizens, whose majority are native Serbian speakers, are
moved bywords in languages unknown to them which, at other times irritate them,
or give rise to suspicion. lam not just thinking of political intolerance but of more
powerful instincts which, on the rare occasions of trips abroad, overcome me too,
when, roused from dozing, Angst seizes me. At times like that 1freed myself of the
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anxiety which welled up from my subconscious—an anxiety that had been drilled
into me for years—hby telling myself consciously that I would spend the rest of my
life enveloped by foreign words. There had been no Hungarian speech on an Ujvidék
inner city square for decades now, if on occasion, in keeping with communist
political etiquette, there was a daft rhetorical phrase or two, the crowd immediately
showed its irritation. But now there are verses from the Bible, the liturgical form cast
the spell ofa mysterious metalanguage over those present, who listened in awe to
the clergy. Would the anxiously awaited civil society be capable of such a shock of
emancipation? But will freedom ever be able to do what the fear of death can, or
trembling in the face of hunger, or bombs dropping from the sky?

Aman of about sixty wearing carefully pressed cream-coloured trousers and a
white shirt is loitering at the corner of the Futak market talking to a cruedly made-
up tart. Azealous lottery ticket seller is doing his utmost to force the first prize on
them. Anold man sitting on the market fence is gobbling a greasy burek. Hard currency
dealers are pestering passersbhy; they are buying and selling marks. The policeman
surveys the scene indifferently. Cigarette smugglers and lavatory-paper vendors are
offering their wares. On the pavement is a cardboard box, on it Austrian coffee,
Hungarian butter spread, German chocolate. Gypsy kids are making a din, soot and
smoke everywhere. Our eyes happen to meet. He turns his face away in
embarrassment, | too get a shock. | see a man who a few years ago used to be
chauffeured to and fromwork in an official car, who never even thought ofsinking
this low, to a dirty, noisy market corner, among the currency dealers, the pimps and
the cheap whores. | don't find his situation humiliating, | wouldn't really call it
come-down or deterioration, rather a liberating existential erosion. Asa consequence
of unexpected political failure, the former big boss is brutally confronted with that
reality about which for decades he didn't have a clue. I'd love to know how he feels
now about civil liberties, about that noted "anarcholiberalism", all those western
ideals he fought all his life. Seeing that scene, | realize that the roads leading away
fromauthoritarianism are not heroic, but banal and trashy, sometimes even lethally
dangerous. People are killed in great numbers, but politics has lost its ceremony.
In the old days for an apparatchik to lose his office was an experience close to dying;
the periodic purification of ideals was followed by heart attacks. The citizens of
Ujvidék spoke with considerable irony about the heart promenade, where failed
politicians used to take a walk. In those days, authority showed its lethal side,
driving people to self-destruction, or suicide, encouraging collective hysteria. Now,
it has become tragicomic in the face of the scandalous world it itself created. |, too,
turn my head away quickly, pretending that my eyes had wandered by chance into
nothingness, after all itwould be a great indiscretion on my part for my intrusion
to disturb the one-time provincial dictator who, escaping his former role, is making
the acquaintance of life, when I can't know whether ten thousand or a hundred
thousand people will be sent to their deaths in the months to come.

Flour-moths are fluttering in the flat. It turns out that they have come from the
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flour we bought for a wartime iron reserve. I'm sieving the flour into a huge plastic
tub, the warning that one should store flour properly because who knows when one
will have need of it is ringing in my ears. They say that in Sarajevo many died just
because they lacked a supply of flour, and they set out to look for bread for sale. My
arms are getting tired and the sweat is pouring off me in the heatwave. | switch on
the radio and listen to the news about the uncheckable cancer of the Bosnian war
from Belgrade, Budapest, Zagreb, and Ujvidék. One suppresses this aspect, the
other another, so in the end | plump for the BBC, | recognize it as the voice of
objectivity, perhaps it's only there they know why | am sitting at the table sieving
flour, nailed to one place like a Sisyphuswhose sandhill was swept away by the wind
and whose rock was stolen. I am left alone with the flour and the canned food. |
snatch angrily at the flying moths. Is it worth the effort? My solitude has become
permanent, in other words I'm getting used to the war.

Life, nonetheless, isa dream. It's as though, based on Calderon's play, a modern
happening lasting weeks was taking place before my eyes. Exciting nights in
Belgrade succeed each other. The students organize a protest march in Tolstoy
streetwhere the President ofthe Republic has his villa, but a strong cordon ofpolice
blocks them off. The young people strip off most of their clothes and hold up their
attendance books. Adull noise on the road, deathly silence in the sky, in front of me
police in bullet-proofvests. They're like stuffed dummies. Anironic revolution, with
abackground black as night. This is Dedinje, the traditional Eden ofthe commissars.
Serb, Slovene, Croat, Muslim, and Macedonian apparatchiks used to live here,
enjoying themselves quarrelling, bargaining, telling each other political jokes,
drinking, intriguing, agitating; tomorrow they'll be part of the history books.
Dedinje meanwhile proves an unapproachable fortress; the students turn back.
Since they can't break into Tolstoy street, the whole town will be theirs. They
barricade the streets, stopping the traffic in Belgrade. Cars sound their horns
around London Corner. Awoman of about forty in a hat is shouting: she has to get
somewhere on time. One of the students smiles: the lady's menopausal, | bet her
lover's waiting for her, he says to his friend, but later he explains politely to the
woman that just this once she's not going to arrive and she'll be forgiven. The
woman glares, she doesn't understand what the boy is trying to say and that makes
her shout all the more angrily. Someone claims excitedly that young people are
sitting on the railway tracks under the Gazela overpass—in other words, rail traffic
is also at a standstill.

The next day, Tolstoy street is once again under police protection. The students
put soap and washing power in front of the Serbian parliament. Out steps Seselj,
the Voivode of Cetniks, he draws a revolver out of his beltand raises it high. "Queer,
queer,” the students chant. It is dusk by the time | get to Ujvidék after an
adventurous journey with several police checks (apparently they are looking for
arms). Opposite my block of flats, leaning against the iron post of the bus-stop,
some drunken reservists in their camouflage fatigues are puking. In the illuminated
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ground floor shopwindow, new books by Lyotard, Gianni Vattimo, Jean Baudrillard,
Gillez Delleuze, and Felix Guattari are on display.

any national leaders gave a sigh of relief at the news of Vaclav Havel's

departure. This too bears them out; another self-fulfilling prophecy has come
true. What is a statesman, who stints on big words and doesn't want to be a
prophet, doing in this part of the world? Within a few years the promising East
Central European transformation took a turn into the autumn fog, and it's as
though, from a distance, Rousseau's triumphant words were to warn us: the laws
of freedom may prove to be more cruel than the yoke of tyranny. The mythical bird
of the Hindus, Bherund, is flying in the fog—it was Havel who used this metaphor.
The bird has one body, two necks, two heads and two independent minds. As a
result ofbeing conjoined a long time, the two heads get to hate each other and, in
order to hurt one another, they eat stones and poison. The bird dies in painful
spasms and great suffering, but Krishna resurrects it to serve as awarning and to
remind people of the consequences of hatred. National hatred is similar, the life
of generations crumbles away because they put their trust in the coming of
Krishna. I belong to such a generation. | thought we had learnt from the example,
but only the bird's wings were tied down, and its two heads were separated by an
iron grating. When it took wing, it looked as though it was free, but that wasn't so:
the wide horizon and the blue sky were only there so that the bird should poison
itself in flight.

I got a letter from La&szl6 Dornstadter, who once owned the Dornstadter
Patisserie. He wrote from Budapest; he had come across my novel Attinések and
some of my essays, on the Freedom Square of Ujvidék, on the Catholic House, and
on the Dornstadter Patisserie. He asked mewhat documents I had in my possession.
What can 1tell him about the last footprints, when in fact | feel like a sand-dune
formed by the wind and which the wind will disperse? From the letter I learnt that
the grandson ofthe owner ofwhat had been a place of pilgrimage is also to become
a pastrycook, the fourth generation in that trade. His father was killed in 1945, part
of the reprisals against Hungarians. He fled to Budapest as a boy, and in his fear
he even changed his name. The ones who stayed behind—what choice did they
have?—Kkept theirs. It stuck to them like an octopus. Perhaps I should depart like
that, 1ought to change my name, to pre-empt that moment when my attention
finally gives out and | absentmindedly come to the conclusion that | don't
understand the world because, allegedly, itwas not my duty to understand it. But
I can't go to Budapest as a pastrycook, Ican only turn up from time to time as some
sort of idle writer, and Iwould have to trim my sails to quite different winds. For
a grain of sand, this is an onerous task—it hasn't the strength for it, the local
storms have tossed it around enough as it is. Often it has been wafted about
because it's lightand too small to drift far from the previous sand-dune. This is how
the grain of sands turns into a look-out helplessly floating.
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hey are still compiling lists ofthe dead, Iread in reference to our circumstances.

What can they be like? Are they on snow-white A/4 typing paper? Or torn out of
squared exercise books? Yellow wrapping paper, on which the names stand out in
pearl type?

In East-Central Europe, the pillars of shame bearing the names of traitors are
fervently carved. Onthe principle ofnational purity and loyalty, as aselect document
for the defence of the national spirit, Jovan Mandic, an electrical engineer in
Belgrade, was exposed and given agood thrashing. Ifhe continued to be unpatriotic,
new beatings would be forthcoming. Itwas made known that it would soon be the
turn ofthe student leader "Little Djilas", and the rest ofthe cosmopolitan intellectuals.
Voivode Seselj also keeps a blacklist of those devoid of national feeling. Various
"moral inspectorates" see to the purity of national consciousness. A group of
Krajina Serbs want to take Belgrade in hand because patriotism is endangered by
the cosmopolitans, the Jews, the liberals and, ofcourse, the diluted Serbs or, as they
are called here, the "inferior Serbs". The writer Momcilo Selicwarned some of the
opposition that they should go to Israel if they want to criticize, their ancestry
doesn't qualify them to identify with the sufferings of the Serbs. Mihalo Markovié,
the former Praxis philosopher, an influential ideclogue of the party in power,
supports him. He alludes to the fact that Ivan Stajnberger, Dean of the Faculty of
Humanities, is a Jew, suggesting that this has something to do with the students
going on strike. In this part of the world, anti-Semitism was not a developed
ideology. Though it seeped into the aura of the pro-Palestinian sentiment, this
however seemed a secondary consequence of state politics, not part ofthe national
strategy. | first heard of the Jewish question in Budapest, and as a member of a
national minority | found it hard to comprehend. I've never been able to get my
bearings in this labyrinth. Then Ibegan to hear that kind of talk more regularly, and
I only recognized its perils when it became part of everyday life in Serbia. The fact
of ethnic war put this way of thinking into sharper focus. It emerged bluntly and
crudely, there was no time for it to develop a complicated conceptual apparatus or
a system of references, those historical patterns which take aim at someone and
debase them. The Jewish question—I experience it from day to day—is the
crystallization point of the anti-minority movement. Selid promptly names a diluted
Serb, who was diluted because he married a Hungarian woman. The spirit of
national martyrdom is permeating the air; in the meanwhile members of minorities
flee from Torjanci, Szentlaszlo, llok, and Ruma, it wouldn't be a waste of time for
the true Serbian activists to look up General Tudjman’s famous book. The Cul-de-
sac ofHistorical Reality, in which, citing the Jews as an example, he explains that
ethnic groups living within the framework of state-creating nations produce
dangerous cosmopolitan utopias. "Only those ethnic minorities who are prepared
to assimilate to the majority nation without stubborn resistance will escape the fate
of anti-Semitic pogroms,” writes General Tudjman. Now | understand why the
minorities are so fiercely warned against liberal ideas, and why liberalism was
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public enemy number one. The anti-communists show a fine understanding of their
own former communist selves.

The fedaral government is preparing a bill for a general amnesty. It promises a
pardon to those who have fled abroad to escape conscription, those in hiding, or
those who have openly refused military service. If passed by parliament, the real
dilemmauwill arise overnight: to return or not to return? Who takes the responsibility
on himselfand how? No one who ran for his life, or didn't want to take part in a dirty
war can be blamed for leaving at the sign of the first storm, even ifnow and again
the suspicion arises that other people exploit the refugee rhetoric, people who were
under no directthreat, butwere lured by better living conditions, a desire to improve
their lot or other practical objectives, which are harldy a cause for reproach—these,
too, can be listed among basic human rights. But the misuse ofnational rhetoric can
awaken doubts at such times. Dirty trains leave from the station, expensive cars
head north on the highways—with well-to-do passengers. | witness the greatest
exodus from the Bacska. Discord, pathos, suffering, hypocrisy, careerism, starvation,
fear, humiliation, all mingle in a single concept. Forcibly or voluntarily, in wartime
conditions, or in times of peace, the number of displaced persons in Europe is
growing under the effect of poverty or ideas. In other words, Hannah Arendt's
prophecy is coming true: the nature of the century will be decided by the homeless,
those with no rights, the refugees: this will create vulnerable human situations.
Deep wounds will be cut by the reaction ofthe radical right to foreigners and to alien
influences. Who knows where and when the paradigm of Rostock will repeat itself?
Could it, for instance, arise within the Hungarian nation?

Those nights when fathers and sons huddled in fear behind bolted doors and
darkened windows —fear which was not groundless, since recently published
authentic documents show that general mobilization was a hair’s breadth away—
I was roaming around the station, meditating on my own fate. | felt that those
famous capillaries were like endlessly long thin steel threads and Iwrote, "I'll stay
here—as a motionless sentinel.” In the hardest times we have to stay, otherwise let
us be homeless wanderers.

Autumn 1992

desperate and, once again, humiliated East-Central Europe is full of fastidious,

foppish, affected, pretentious individuals adorned with European feathers. I've
had it up to my neck with this flirting with Europe. Nietzsche's good European has
no country; he bangs on the walls of his cell. On the other hand, those who kept
themselves warm for decades in the soft nest of the communist state, where they
didn't suffer as much as a scratch, are now chattering about freedom, meaning a
comfortable life. They chatter about new experiences in garish blue and tired pink
tones. They praise the European hotel chains. The architecture. The art galleries.
The drawing rooms. The drinks. The splendid cars. The standard ofliving. Fora long
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time, this unrefined Europeanism was a bearable form of complicity with the
authorities, but now it has turned into a comical local resentment.

here exists in my life a transitory point. 1get on the train and head for a different
Ttransitory point. I know in fact at times like this both points move further away
from me, but I haven't enough perseverance, and | imagine that | have arrived. | get
out at the Keleti Station in Budapest and | feel quite sickwhen I listen beside awarm
fireplace to the limp tales of eternal wandering. In poetiy, prose and essays.

The noise of children playing wakes me. I'm surprised to hear people making a
racket and yelling in Hungarian outside mywindow looking onto the street. lwould
be misleading myself if | were to resolve in a sentimental way the permanent
paradox around which my life revolves, the constraint of double alienation. Yes, the
din irritates me, the din in my native language warns me that I have woken up in a
foreign country. Onlyrelentlessly consistent thinking can expose the schizophrenia
which the nation's professional prophets can't soothe, because they slash open my
wounds to glorify themselves, whereas lwould like to cover them permanently. My
ears are only used to the din ofchildren in my native language when itis made within
the family circle or among close friends, | have never heard it in streets or squares.
In the meantime, my children have grown up, and | watch anxiously to see when
they, too, will begin to suffer the iliness from which I suffer. Can all this be avoided?
Atwhat price? All my life I've tried to make myselfaware of the equivocal situation,
| shuffle about in the wonderful precariousness and ambiguity of existence
(Nietzsche), as in a tiny circle, and | behave as if everything were all right. Should
I tell them how exciting it is to go round and round in circles as if | were walking a
tightrope? Only occasionally does a foot slip, as it did now when I ran into the
everyday life of my native language, those details of my life | haven't had a chance
to meet yet. | buy liver-sausage and cooked bacon. I ask the butcher for them in
words I normally only use at home. Atthe dry cleaners they count up the things I've
brought to be laundered: two sheets, four tablecloths, atea-cloth, four towels. Iread
on the bill: pillowcase and duvet-cover. It's not the words that surprise me, but the
fact that I see them written on a bill. Who am 1? In Hungary, a foreigner. In Serbia,
a Hungarian. A centaur for whom no cage could be found at the zoo.

Afoggy morning in Budapest. In Ujvidék | know which building is where in the
thickest fog. Here everything is washed into indistinctness in front of me. 1 buy the
morning papers and loiter in the street. I haven't got a room where I can open the
window to let in the fresh air and engross myselfin reading the papers. This is the only
way | can get a feel of Hungarian reality; I've nowhere to retreat to dream about it.

The confines of my loneliness are marked by the confines of my native language.
I meet some old friends in Budapest and we explain certain things to each other. Even
so I feel like Wittgenstein's weaver, who thinks he isweaving cloth despite the fact that
his loom is empty, just because he makes the sort of movements he would make ifhe
were weaving. The onlything we have in common are seemingly pointless movements.
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In Hungary I don't want to be a member of a minority, 1want to be a man who
meditates on things which others don't notice and for that reason is incapable of
keeping up with the dominant trends. Idon't fit into any literary category, however
close to my heart one or other such category may be. I don't think of any of this as
a noble spiritual virtue. My isolation is like an unexpected accident, in advance of
which | didn't make my will.

Sentiments and pure attractions. Only the grain of sand preserves the memory
of words recorded, and swiftly wiped out, in the desert. Unlucky grain of sand! Its
fate reminds me of how—as Simone Weil writes—Christ died miserably and
laughably. "Since misery is laughable too." Martyrs, on the other hand, are happy,
she adds. That's why they take no notice of the swiftly obliterated words preserved
by the grain of sand. It carries them stubbornly within itself even if the gentlest
breeze hustles it wretchedly from one place to the other.

pace up and down shivering in my cold empty Ujvidék flat. There is no fuel, every
Iday the effect of the UN embargo can be more keenly felt. | draw back the dusty
curtains. There's a good deal less traffic. Awar invalid is waiting at the bus-stop
outside our building. He keeps scrutinizing the street as ifhe were viewing the world
from a trench. The street is full of soldiers in uniform. The wallpaper in my wife’s
room is peeling off. In the spring | must strip it and whitewash the walls. I've got to
paint the doors, mend the tap in the bathroom, and remove the rusty mosquito
screens which | put up last summer. I'll do these things perhaps because | see in
them the proof of my sense of style. After all what else can style be other than
obstinacy in the face of the hopeless. The self-contained floating of a desire.
Impervious, inexplicable.

Although travelling on the less and less frequent town bus is something of an
adventure, even so now and then I leave my home and head for the bus-stop where
people ask me whether it's true that the buses are going to stop running. Incredulity
in the face of obvious facts has become a habit in every area of life. That's why people
are waiting patiently for the bus, although the newpapers said and the radio
announced that the city buses wouldn't be running in the later part of the morning
and in the afternoons. The situation is made more fantastic by the fact that a bus
always turns up eventually from somewhere and no one seems the least bit
surprised. Like the others, I get onto the bus, the route ofwhich I'm not sure about.
What | enjoy most is when | find myselfin a part of town | have not been to lately.
I catch myself pretending to imagine learning to find my way, map in hand, in a
strange world. Or else, the situation turns nightmareish: nothing in this town will
remind me of Ujvidék, and there will be no map to help me determine my bearings.

My wife phoned from Budapest; she complains about her stomach, so I’ll have
to comb the town in search of my doctor friend who, in these days when there is a
dearth of drugs, may be able to get hold of the medicine my wife used before. He
writes a prescription and gives me an address. We exchange a few words about our
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school days; we have nothing to say to each other about the past fewyears. With the
prescription in my pocket, | head for the outskirts and end up in a warehouse-type
shed, where a woman grumpily hands over the medicine. She probably begrudges
me this rare medicine which we nowadays begrudge even to those in great need of
it. I trudge slowly home; my leg hurts and I sit down on a large rock by the side of
the road. Afew minutes later ayoung man comes and sits down beside me. I put the
plastic bag on my lap. Without a glance at me, the young man gets a revolver out of
his pocket, and with the casual movements he has seen in westerns, he places
bullets in the chamber. The street is empty, the best thing would be for me to get up,
but a sudden departure is likely to irritate him, so 1go on sitting there quietly. | take
the medicine out ofthe bag and start reading the instructions on the box. Theyoung
man puts his gun in his pocket and gives the medicine a poke. "What bad luck," he
says. "Lknow everything aboutyou but 1didn't know you've got an ulcer. Take better
care ofyourself," he goes on in a grufftone. | put the medicine back in the bag and
stand up. "I'd advise you to move abroad. Your name won't protect you until the end
ofthe war. They've plenty of medicine over there," he adds with a grin and offers his
hand. loffer mine—and Ilaugh. |take leave of my new acquaintance in this cheerful
mood, and as | stroll along the street | find the answer to my question as to why
people laughed in Sarajevo when they felt that the earth quaked. An everyday story,
but without the war Iwouldn't have noticed it.

In the cemetery in Szenttamas | clear the frozen layer of snow on my father's
grave. There are many freshly dug graves, mainly elderly people stand in front of
them. One generation departs, another doesn't come in its place. This is a time for
defeatists. "The educated have gone," said an old man from my street at the
entrance to the cemetery. "What else can we do other than become Serbs?" The
trouble is nobody wants to hear those words. Least ofall those concerned. Damned
catharsis! The old man takes my hand as ifwe were saying a final goodbye, and as
if, like Socrates, he would know exactly which direction both of us will take. | stay
silent, I can bring up nothing in my defence. Who knows which of us is moving
towards a better fate. We have yet to face the real ordeals, but there are already
people who descirbe those Vojvodina intellectuals who have chosen to leave as
traitors. | feel like someone who has been sentenced to silence; | can't pass
judgment because Iwas only granted the fetters of a roving spirit. 1 can't put myself
either here or there. | stare at the old man's footprints in the snow. His walk is
unsteady, but judging by the tracks he seems to be heading in a definite direction.
Iwatch as the tracks get covered in new snow; this is a genuine track, the kind Iam
longing for.

nformation from the Ministry ofthe Interior's secret files filters out here and there.
What'll happen when the cellars of the Balkan Stasi are opened up? Ifthey are, a
spiritual war lasting for decades will begin after the civil war. Behind the art of living
camouflaged by ironic puns, a life strategy based on cynicism will come to light. The
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only art form which had rank and prespective. I'm musing over this with a shudder
when an old acquaintance of mine staggers up to my table in a restaurant and sits
down. He tells me falteringly that he was the lover of awoman who, in a a drunken
state, was often lured into the Ministry ofthe Interior's office in the town centre, and
who wrote a suicide note when the Titoist world collapsed. She sent it to her
husband and to him. She can't stand this life any longer, she wrote, but in fact she
didn't commit suicide, she escaped to Germany, from where she kept up a
correspondence with her acquaintances. She had left the country because she was
fed up with Balkan poverty, she wanted a decent life. "She drunkenly told me
everything about her husband, who can guarantee she didn't inform on me—
there?" my friend mutters to himself. Itry to console him. "Come on, what could she
have said about you?" My friend looks at me in mild disdain. "Don't be naive," he
says,"we're all in it up to our necks. The best thing would be to emigrate. Do you
really think that everyone was fleeing from the war? No. Most people are escaping
their rotten past, their own illness."

Atnight, I’d sayjust a fewhundred meters from my flat, a gun shot rings out, then
another, then an explosion. The rattle of gunfire is the best reason for me not to
dream. | stop writing and go from room to room opening doors. | reassure my
daughter, telling her not to be afraid. The other rooms are empty. I turn on the light,
let the windows glow. Iwant to go to sleep in the sharp light pouring down on me.
If Iwake up suddenly, at least I should see the rays of light. They're keeping a night
watch. The newspapers regularly report instances of people going away for a few
days to return and find that strangers have moved into their flat. So it's best to leave
the light on all the time and turn on the radio close to the front door. But what am
I defending in this flat? I wait daily for the dark night so that I can convice myself
I'm defending that light which sparkles in my memory as if | had seen it ina dream.

elgrade via Kelebia, Ujvidék... |am waiting for the Meridian Express at the Keleti

Station. My son keeps me company, my old, shabby overcoat is on him. | used
to wear it some twenty years ago. He is preparing for University entrance exams in
Budapest. My daughter will meet me at the station in Ujvidék. | listen to the public
address system and images of cities appear before my mind's eye. Arad, Szeged,
Zagreb, Belgrade: Krleza listed thus the towns that lived within the radius of
attraction of the Danube basin. He daydreamed of a confederation of Danube
riparian and Balkan states in that year of ill-omen, 1935. | didn't have the money
for the fare, that iswhy Idid not attend Krleza's funeral, only official writers went
from Ujvidék at the expense of the public purse. Who knows whether I shall ever
see Krleza's or Sinkd's grave in Zagreb. | embrace my boy before my train leaves;
it seems like leaving him abroad, but Iwould be taking him abroad too, ifhe came
with me. Perhaps we ought to go wandering together in the wide world, to find
ourselves a place we could call our country, now that our imaginary country has
ceased to exist.
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n the afternoon the man in the flat above gives a long piercing ring on my bell. 1

open the door. Embarrassed, he hands me my call-up papers. He had no choice,
he too was dragged from his bed, it's just a routine check, Ihave to report tomorrow
to getanew posting. Ihave to sign for it, everything will be right, he assures me. Then
he complains that itis hard for him, too. Isign the paper in resignation; quite frankly,
I've always lived in situations like this.

as | turn the corner, Isee military police outside the entrance to the tower block.
An elderly woman takes my arm. "You never know," she warns. "Though | know
you’d refuse to join up anyway, it's still better not to take risks ifyou don't have to.
I've also noticed that you live alone; they won't let anyone into the military prison
but family members. No one will visityou." I shuffle about awkwardly in front ofher;
Idon'twant her to think that I'm cowardly or over-emotional. We meet regularly in
the lift and say hello. I've often seen her in the avenue pushing her grandchild in a
snow-white pram. For awhile now she hasn'tbeen out with the pram. lenquire after
her grandchild. "My daughter's escaped to Germany," she replies. I'm watching the
entrance out of the corner of my eye. An elderly man appears escorted by military
police. They walk past me, we know each other. He replies to my good day with an
angry flash of his eyes. He's right. He's probably five or six years younger than me
and he's got two children. Why shouldn't he think it unfair that he is being forced
to the barracks and I'm not. In the afternoon the doorbell rings, | open the door
cautiously. The old woman has brought round a plate of cream cakes.
Unofficially I get to hear that I'm going to be dismissed in a few days time. At first
temporarily, then, when the legal conditions can be created, for good. But even if
I hadn't been told, I can sense something, the atmosphere around me has changed.
The phone calls, which in any case had been diminishing, have stopped altogether.
Those with whom I'm still on reasonably good terms give me pitying looks. Ican see
they are wondering why | had to wait for all this. "You'd do best to go and settle in
Hungary; after all this no one could really accuse you of anything. You're the only
writerwho lost hisjob without his consent. The list on which your name was written
is a real blacklist. It was published in the newspapers. You'll be a moving target.
What will you live on? The people who have gone away so far, with or without
reason, left their surroundings, their workplace of their own free will; you are being
forced to leave." Afew days later they do in fact hand me my notice, which is hardly
bigger than my palm. The next day Iwanted to go up to the office to get my books,
but before I got to the main entrance I heard that the doormen use a metal detector
on anyone on the blacklist who wants to come into the building. I slow down and
turn to face the Ujvidék view. The books can stay where they are. The time has come
when objects start to leave me in the lurch.
Christmas is drawing near, the New Year. I've lost my job and now I can spend
more time drifting about the streets. I'm being buffeted by the Kossava blowing off

Imanaged to buy ten kilos of flour and seven litres of oil. I carry the lot home, and,
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the Danube. Iwind my scarfaround my neck. Buttons are missing off my overcoat,
and off my shirt. | have to hide all this. The number of events that 1have to keep
hidden grows daily. | meet an old friend. His hair is snow white. | heard he'd been
taken to Vukovar as a gunner. "l haven't seen you anywhere. Where have you been?"
"Atthe front,"he replies. llook into his watery blue eyes. His look isempty. Butwhat
do my eyes conceal? I'm reminded of the hero of one of Ivo Andric's novels who, on
seeing the murderous destruction, hopes that it doesn't mean great, clever and
eager people will disappear completely and for ever... But can we recognize them
at the last, the very last moment, or at least an hour afterwards?

The snowflakes are falling softly and comfortingly. Aface from my dreams blurs
before me, a rough hand shoves me about, tearing away the burdens which |
thought were memories, and | feel as if it would be lacerating my skin. It's not
advisable to admit relief, since | have received a paltry reward due to ordinary
mortals: I've been let go. I'm sitting round a table with my children and we are
looking at each other. Then Iget up and look out into the street. Now and again |
listen to the war bulletins. Iflwantto see people Iwalk down to the little cafe nearby
and have a coffee. Iwatch the passersby. By now Ican tell apart the uniforms and
emblems of the various pseudo military units. 1 read a demand made by one of the
politicians: we must get rid of the Hungarian intellectuals. The plebs can stay. Atone
time Iwas proud of that word intellectuals. I don't know exactly what it means any
more. | regularly leave the light on at night in my room nowadays. I've still got a bit
oftime to see reason, the melancholy ofthe twilight salutes me, and itdoesn't make
the slightest difference whether my eyes are open or shut. Although I still raise my
head ifsomeone keeps on knocking on my door, each evening liron my shirts, Itie
my shoelaces and straighten up in front of the mirror. | lock myselfinto my flat and
prepare to write a long letter to my children, with whom I've lived through this year
or two. They ought to put itinan envelope and stuffitinto a drawer somewhere. But
| put off writing till tomorrow; others encroach on our common experiences.
Someone rings the bell, then knocks gently, but Idon't care who itis. Istand in front
of the window. Sometimes | feel like talking to someone, but more often than not
it’s a strain. I'm aware that I don't deserve the pardon, the war was a chance, an
accident in my life, it was like a foggy, damp evening in which a flock of birds
suddenly goes quiet. 1can't lay any blame on it. Yet, people expect this lie of me. |
stare at the faded call-up papers. Soon those people who make attractive bouquets
out of the Balkanfleurs du mal will come home for a visit—this sought-after article
will then adorn many pieces of IKEA furniture. The place is already ringing with
foolish talk about the future. Ibelong to that squandered generationwhich deserved
the war, and therefore wants to forget that there was more to it than that: the
blossoming ofall our lies so farand the coming into bud of future lies. We didn't dare
to lose our innerwar. | hang around listlessly in chance meeting places. I run into
acquaintances and friends and am surprised to find that they don't know how they
got there, or even that we've changed places at all and left ourselves behind once
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and for all. The Texts inform us that nothing is the same, but they only strike this
pose for the sake ofthe puns. No one acknowledges the fact that words are avenging
themselves on us, their revenge is staring at us like a torso. This is where we found
happiness, but | can't understand why. Do | have to live to see that? What
punishment was it that forced us into the good old world where the sky grew
cowardly and the earth ungrateful? Ifthe grains of sand and the snowflakes could
talk they would tell us what happened to the earth and the sky. But they are silent.
I realize that is why I have no one to talk to.

Itis impossible to return the swift stream to the spring, but the river doesn’tneed
to be returned. Yet that's what has happened, just that—and nothing else.

Translated by Elizabeth Sz4sz

Robert Combas: "'Guernica-foie poulet.” 1987. Acryl. 188x245 cm.
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lvan Mandy

One Evening

(Short story)

as standing in front of the armchair. In front ofthe empty armchair. Rubbing my
I\lg/ack. Preparing to do some exercises? Knee-bends? Hops? Head swivelling?

Someone had been sitting in that armchair just a short while ago. Mr Werner
from German television. He brought an interpreter with him. Ayoung man in a
plumed hat. He had thrown himself down on the couch. But had jumped up at once.
As though he knew they would not be staying for long. The German gentleman
smoked his cigar and smiled. Talked about a documentary film. The subject of the
film would be Budapest, and 1 would be writing the scenario. Who else?

The young man in the plumed hat nodded eagerly, and repeated, several times,
first in German, then in Hungarian:

"You are the man of our choice, no one-else will do. After all, you are the man
who knows Budapest best."

Mr Werner cocked his eye jovially. Stood up abruptly, as if he had suddenly
recalled something pressing to do. Said nothing, but the interpreter interpreted
nevertheless.

"The project is still in the planning stage, at the moment, but we shall notify you
in due time."

I seemed to remember hearing that before. The key sentence of a key man.

It sounded rather false to me.

Who knows, he may be involved himself. He could be someone else's candidate.
And if not he himself, then perhaps a friend of his. Forwhom, ifneeds be, he'll join
battle. Work upon the German gentleman.

Theywaved to me, as from the window ofa departing train. The interpreter even
waved his hat. His plumed hat.

They left. Simply and plainly left.
I bent over the armchair. Wanting to

Ivan Mandy
is the author ofnovels and numerous squash someone into it? Throttle the
volumes ofshortfiction. Many ofhis stories ~ breath out of them?
have been translated into German and I mean, you can’t just up and leave
other languages. this way, it simply isn't done! With such
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a casual air of superiority. Of contempt. Yes, contempt! Why, they left practically
without a word of farewell.

I burst out laughing.

Why, of course! They took their leave down below. In the square.

I let myself fall into the armchair. Could almost hear the interpreter saying: "Mr
Werner never has so much as a second to spare."

This was after our walk. Our great voyage of discovery.

I showed Mr Werner everything. Thrust houses under his nose.Those bomb-
scarred houses on the outskirts, humbly self-effacing streets, the church, the pub,
the square. But of course he never has so much as a second...

Well then why the hell did he come back with me? To smoke another cigar? Or
is it this armchair that holds some special appeal for him ?

| opened the window.

Adismal, yellowish light coming from the opposite side of the square.

The house of illness.

Sickbeds behind the windows.

No one ever dies in this house. It is only the illnesses, the long drawn-out
illnesses. The constant, interminable illnesses.

Sometimes theywould sit on the edge ofthe bed. Perhapswalk a couple of steps.
But that counted as a reckless jaunt. Those emaciated legs, varicosed calves,
swollen ankles, cankerous bones.

Shadows around the beds. Oh, not from the hospital! From the neighbourhood
rather; tenants from upstairs, from the ground floor. Tenants who could still move
around, who had not yet taken to their beds. They fed pills and food. Their duties
began after dark. Moving around with various receptacles. Dishes, bowls, cups,
saucers. The sick did not trust anyone else. Would have none of the hospital staff.
Would not hear of the hospital.

I shall go over to that house some day. Coughing, groaning, hawking sounds all
around. Take hold of one of the iron bedsteads. Watch an emaciated face slowly
shrink into the pillow. But this is not death yet. Death recoils from the bedside.

Tomorrow in the Bogyai with VVandor.

The Bogyai has gone to the dogs. The waiters are indifferent, at times downright
rude. And the meals they serve! Terrible! Absolutely terrible! The manageress does
not return my greetings. But why?

| bawled into the room.

"Whence this celestial superiority?"

I looked around me, enraged. As ifwanting to call the whole world to account.
One by one.

Mr Werner will never show up again. Never in this life. Of course you never can
tell. What can't you tell, you idiot? Tell me, what can't you tell?

The telephone rang.

Mr. Werner! Ofcourse. MrWerner has come to a decision. Has taken stock ofthe

23

One Evening



situation. And found that I am his man.

I waited a moment. Then, in a somewhat supercilious, nonchalant voice said:

"Hello?"

Awoman's voice.

"Is that the Mandy residence?"

"It is."

"l hope | am not intruding upon you."

"As a matter of fact | happen to be in the middle of a story."

"I really am sorry." (Apause.) "lItwon't take more than halfan hour."

"I'm afraid I can't take on anything right now. No adaptations or dramatizatipns
or anything like that."

"It's not a job that | wanted to talk to you about.”

"Well, what then?"

"I'll tell you when I get there. | got your address from Erzsi Havas."

"Erzsi Havas..."

"I'm cycling over."

Aclick. Silence.

And | sat rigid beside the telephone. Then began inching my way inside. But
slowly, stiffly still. One foot may not be able to follow the other. And that feeling of
numbness in my arm!

It's not a job she wants to talk to me about. Well then what?

She's cycling over. What did she have to say that for? Why did she have to make
such a point oftelling me that? Sternly, a trifle hostilely even. Yes, yes’ Hostilely. She
can come over whichever way she likes. By trolley-bus, bus, tram, car... No. Never
by car. Cars are odious. She weaves her way among the cars with supreme
contempt.

This girl's bringing me bad news. From where? From whom? It makes no
difference. One thing is certain: it is not fervent enthusiasm that is flying towards
me. Not an old love rekindled flaring up again.

She's cycling over.

I touched the back of the armchair.

Did not sit down.There isn't time to sit down. Or is there? Ishan't let her in. |
shan't open the door. I'll take the key from the lock. She can think what she likes.
Let her ring the bell, ifthat’s what she wants to do! Let her ring! She'll have to stop,
sooner or later. She won't. She’s the kind who'll never give up. She won't take her
finger off the bell.

There! Already! Two short rings.

"Coming! Just a moment!"

Areddish-blond girl in a checked shirt standing in my doorway. Keen eyes. A
briefcase under her arm.

"I shan’t keep you long."

In the room.
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"Will you have something? Aglass of..."

She shook her head. Her face hardened. As ifshe suspected | was trying to get
round her with that little glass of something. Or as if | were who was keeping her
from doing her job. After all, she has a mission. She hasn't time to dawdle. I'm just
a stage in her journey. Anot too important stage.

"Doyou insist on a proper introduction?"

"Not especially."”

I retreated behind my desk. She stood before me, clutching her briefcase.
Suddenly, her eyes softened.

"Actually, I'm Zsuzsa Szilagyi."

The briefcase slipped a little from under her arm.

"How are your eyes?"

"My eyes?"

"Erzsi Havas told me that, just lately..."

"...they are often inflamed and keep watering. Nothing serious."

"You should be using eyedrops.

"Yes, | should. Regularly,"

"And are you?"

"Weeell..."

A sheet of paper on the desk. Slipped there unnoticed by me. | looked up
imploringly.

"Please read it! And, ifyou agree with..."

"If | agree..."

"Read it."
No sternness now in the voice. Something like trustfulness instead. Yes, the girl

trusts the man sitting behind the desk. Butwhat is this? What kind of document is it?

Slowly, carefully, | pulled it closer. How smooth, not a crease anywhere.

I picked it up with a flourish. Perhaps we'll just fly away tpgether.

Sentences, passages catch my eye.

Heavy sentences were passed in Prague....fills us with deep apprehension...

| repeated:

"Heavy sentences."

"Don't say you haven't heard about it."

"Oh, | have, of course."

It can't have sounded too convincing. She leaned closer and began to read over
my shoulder:

On October 24th 1979 heavy sentences were passed in Prague.

She fell silent. Disappeared from beside me. Left me alone with the sheet. |
stumbled miserably ahead in the text.

We protest against the sentences passed at the Charta 77 trial.

I surfaced for a moment. Searched for the girl with my eyes. She looked back at
me from the armchair. Her gaze was clear and calm.
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I dived back again. Back into the sheet.

We demand that the convicted be setfree.

So we do not only protest, but also demand. Do I, too, demand?

We havefollowed the news about the preparationsfor the Prague trialfor months
with increasing anxiety. Learning of the verdict, the cynical sentences passed
aroused our indignation and a rightful anger.

And then the names. The names of the convicted.

Peter Uhl

Vaclav Benda

Jifi Dienstbier

Vaclav Havel

Here | stopped.

"VAclav Havel...he's a writer.”

"It's been known to happen to writers too."

"Yes, of course." (A pause.) "There was aplay of his running here, wasn't there?"

"it's not running any more."

"Garden Party...that was the title. Orwas it Feast in the Garden? Gyodrgy Kalméan
played in it."

The girl nodded quickly. Quickly and a little anxiously. Perhaps she was afraid
I'd reel off the entire cast.

I stretched my legs out.

"Daisies."

"What did you say?" She got up out ofthe armchair. Started walking towards me,
quickly, like a repair service.

"Daisies. Awoman directed it...Vera Chytilova. What about her? Perhaps she,
too..."

"ldon'tknow. Idon't think I've heard her name mentioned inconnection with..."

"No, perhaps not. They couldn't have...not her."

"l don't know."

The sheet slipped offthe table. | caught it in the nick of time. And began reading
again.

We believe it is crucial at this point thatyou assertyour authority in defence of
democracy and human rights and useyour influence to intervene on behalfof the
convicted to achieve their exoneration and release...

Here 1 got stuck.

"Who is this addressed to?"

She leaned over me.

"Ifyou'd just read there, at the top of the page...."

I read there, at the top of the page:

Open letter to Janos Kadar

First Secretary of the Hungarian Socialist Workers' Party

Member of the Presidential Council
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| fell silent. Then, a short while later.
"Will it reach him? Will he accept it? Will he read it? Will he read it to the end?"
"Perhaps." Still leaning over me. Maybe getting ready to rap me on the head. 1
turned round abruptly.
"And how's he going to react?"
(React! I've never ever used the word! And now just listen to me!)
"We'll find out in time."
Silence.

"They say he plays chess well."

"l wouldn't know. I've never played chess with him."
Silence.

The words slipped out unexpectedly.

"Anywhere good films are made, a revolution breaks out."

She smiled faintly.

"I've never heard ofyour Chytilova."

"My Chytilova?"

"You're a great fan of hers, aren't you?"

"Maybe."

"There’s no need to take offence."

"Who said | was offended?"

"You are a bit tetchy."

"Really? Was it Erzsi Havas who told you so?"

"You're not really tetchy." (Agiggle.) You're just cantankerous. Yes, that's it!
Cantankerous!"

"l have piercing eyes and I'm cantankerous. What else did Erzsi Havas have to
say about me?"

She leaned closer to me. Our faces almost touched. Bright brown eyes. Asmall
blemish above her upper lip. Ahealed scar. The mark ofa knife? No, this girl would
never get herself in a predicament with a knife. Why not? She could get herself into
every sort of predicament. I could take her to the movies. I'm sure she's fond of the
movies. She spends her time running around with sheafs ofpaper, butwhenever she
has a moment to spare...

In the meanwhile, with some kind of delirious obduracy:

"The First Secretary will never get this letter."

She shook her head patiently. Slipped another sheet before me.

"He might get this one."

Names, names, yetmore names, one below the other. Spiky, angular handwriting,
proud signatures full of flourishes, letters that lurch as though they had lost their
bearings, the cramped writing of a convulsively jerking hand.

"The objectors?"

She nodded. Began pacing up and down the room. Turned towards me for a
moment.
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"I'll leave it to you then."

And |, in an almost hostile voice:

"I'll just run through the list of names, if | may."

"Certainly."

Shewent into the other room. Keeping an eye on me still. Watching every move
I make. |bet she was a member of the pioneers as a child. Akeen and active one
at that.

I half rose from my seat. And almost shouted:

I refuse! | refuse!

The girl spoke from the adjoining room

"Tell me... is this your mother? Here...in the picture.”

"Yes, it's my mother."

"The way she sits there in the garden in that straw hat with a shawl over her
shoulders...there's a feeling of infinite tranquility about her."

"Oh, you really hit the nail upon the head there! She never had a tranquil day in
her life."

An inquisitive little girl stared at me from the doorway.

"What did you say?"

"Never mind. Forget it."

"I'm sorry, | didn't mean to disturb you. But she loved you a lot, didn't she?"

."Yes, | think so."

"You think so?"

She made it sound disapproving somehow. As though she were disappointed.
She retreated, went back to Mother. Perhaps a conversation is about to begin? Why
not?

Before me, the list of names. The names of the objectors.

All of a sudden 1 felt a surge of heat. My neck burned. My head pounded,
threatening to burst. llost control over my hands. They began drawing circles in the
air, circles that intertwined.

I heard my father's voice from afar:

"Lost your nerve, old chap?"

Ineed time, got to play for time. That's the main thing right now. I'll run through
the list, to begin with.

Something's got to happen in the meanwhile. Afainting fit.

I could lose consciousness. The girl would come inand find me on the floor. She
wouldn't find me at all. I'd be lost between the lines. Never to be found again.

I glided up and down among the names. Glided, spun, swung giddily, in such a
daze!

Lajos Boross, professor. —Simple-minded fool! He'll have his chair taken away
from him. He'll be banished to the country. To a village school or worse. He'll never
teach in the capital again.

Géza Cziraky, editor. —He can say goodbye to his paper.
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I slid down to the middle of the column.
Rdzsa Mereényi, poet.
That was a name to linger over.
Isaid hello to her three times on the bus. She just stared into my face with astony,
empty glare. Slowly turned away.
To be sure
Smiles froze
Faces turned inwards
and turned away
In those years
In the years in question
During the era of the personality cult.

Bertalan Toth, writer. —Well, he did spot me in the Darling café. He didn't come
over, oh no! He watched me from the doorway. Smiled. Waved. Then, with boyish
facetiousness:

"Tell me, Ivan, you still waiting for the Americans?"

Silence in the café. Aspoon clinked against a glass. Someone groaned.

T swear the time will come when they'll carry off the chairs from here!"

And silence again.

We were sitting together at one of the tables in the Darling, professor Kalméan
Kétay and I. He looked at me with beaten eyes, both hands cupping his face.

"I've been made a scapegoat, Mandy, would you believe it? That Kasséak lecture!
You were present, no doubt. Then you must have witnessed the ignominious scene
that took place there. I had barely uttered Kassak's name and they were already
coughing and stamping and shuffling their feet, and when | mentioned the self-
consistence and tenacity that characterized Lajos Kassak all his life, the storm
broke. Hissing, booing, bawling, yelling. Stop it! Enough! Shut up ! Nobody wants
to listen to anything you've got to say! Old polar bear like you!

How dare they use that tone of voice to me?

Where are their manners?

Old Polar bear indeed!

He fell silent. Then mumbled again:

"I'm a scapegoat!"

His head seemed to shrink. He was rubbing itas though he wanted to pulverize it.

Awaitress scurried past.

The professor turned to stare after her. Sighed a deep sigh.

T used to be a savage, Mandy, in my time!”

And when they took the sheet to him? Did he sign without hesitation? Or...?

Béni Balogh, poet, translator.—There! So the sheet reached him too. He, too,
was visited by the girl in the shabby little room of the shabby house in Buda. They
welcomed her together, Béni and Szri, the large-headed, fat, grey tomcat. He's
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quite old but still a great lady-killer. Prowls the streets at night. Béni opens the
window for him always. And lets him in again when he comes back. Szri's favourite
place is the top shelf of the wardrobe, on top of the clean, folded shirts. He's the one
who does the rough translations.

Béni Balogh took the sheet. And signed it like a shot.

"Aren't you going to look into it at least?"

"No need."

And when they were alone again, the two of them, they talked things over, Sz(ri
and he.

Rubbish! They never spoke of it again.

I skipped to the next signature.

From one signature to the next. From one to the next.

Janos Sebdk, painter. —\We shan't be seeing any exhibitions of his work for a
couple of years. He'll spend his time restoring pictures, or perhaps illustrating
idiotic books. And he'll be getting off cheap, at that.

Balazs Czako, literary adviser.

Andrea Zs6tér, political scientist.

Gusztav Véarnai, writer.—Popular author of television plays. We shan't be seeing
him on the screen for a while.

Andor Viragh, poet.

Where did they happen on him? In which subway?

Béla Navai, pharmacist.

But he's dead.

Béla Navai, pharmacist. Hissoul has gone to God. That's what itsaid in the paper.
At the age of forty-nine, after long suffering. And that was at least a month ago.

When did he sign the sheet?

What difference does it make?

Henrik Ingusz, social worker.

Olivér Czovek, priest.

| stroked the sheet lying before me, smoothing it over and over while | kept
repeating:

Olivér Czovek! Olivér Czdvek!

And suddenly.

Eva T. Brenner!

Gusztav Vérnai!

Andor Viragh!

Henrik Ingusz!

And again

Olivér Czovek!

The names blurred, ran into one another before my eyes. Islid about, helplessly
lost, on the sheet.

Silence around me. And from the silence, a voice:
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"Well?"

The girl stood before me. Had been standing watching me since God knows
when.

Stood and waited.

The girl's face melted away, vanished. The sheets too had disappeared off the
table.
I was alone. Alone with my cowardice. &

Translated by Eszter Molnar

Pablo Picasso: Head ofa Young Woman. 1946.
Lithograph stone. 49 x 32,5 x 5cm.
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Janos M. Roiner

Istvan Bibo—A Great Political
Diagnostician

n the crisisyears ofthe Kadar regime and during the transition to democracy, Istvan

Bibd's name was one to conjure with for all those who sensed the crisis and desired
change. Ever since, his presence has been felt in the public arena, as the large number
of essays and conferences dedicated to the discussion of his work shows.

This first publication of Istvdn Bibd's works in Englishl a selection intended as
representative, is a happy occasion, since this volume provides an opportunity for
the most original, and the most sympathetic political thinker in postwar Hungary
to overcome the language barrier.

Bibd received a measure of international publicity only twice in his entire life. In
1956-57, and in the years thatimmediately followed, his namewas mentioned inthe
world press as Minister without Portfolio in Imre Nagy's revolutionary government.
The fact that he continued towork in his office inside the empty Parliament building
after the Soviet invasion had started is, however, far less known. The dramatic
proclamation he made on November 4 was published, either in part or in whole, in
several oftheworld's major newspapers.2Hisarrest in May 1957 was also reported,
an arrest that was later made all the more dramatic by the publication of his
extensive analysis of the revolution in the Viennese Die Presse in the autumn of
1957, a few months after his imprisonment.3The note appended to the article, in
which Bibo explicitly requested publication regardless of the probable personal
consequences, could not fail to touch readers. This gesture faithfully expressed
Bibd's calm and determined resolve always to hold the moral high ground, even in
times of adversity; in this decision he was driven by what he called his "passion for

objectivity". Anumberofeminent figures
inthe western democracies made several

publications include pioneering statistics appeals foﬂ h|rs],.release. K l
on the reprisalsfollowing the 1956 Naturally, his memorywas keptalive

Revolution (in samizdat 1986-89), and a bVdemocrats among Hungarian exiles,
book on the 1953-59 debates in the literary ~ who did what could not then be done in

press. He is currently at work on a Budapest: they published his collected
biography of Imre Nagy. works. In 1977, two years before his

Janos M. Rainers
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death, his name became known to another select circle, one thatwas unfortunately
just as small as the circle of Eastern European experts specializing in Hungary: the
scholars of international law. Bibo's last major work, published in English, was a
work on the strategies for a rational and just handling of international (ethnic and
political) conflicts, the legal, historical and socio-psychological aspects of which
had occupied him all through his adult life. Indeed, the phenomenon ofconflicts in
general, along with the largely inappropriate responses to it (usually motivated by
fear), had been Bibo's main pre-occupation ever since the early years ofthe Second
World War. It is perhaps characteristic of Bibo, and even more so of the time and
place in which he lived, that his great work was never to be completed with the
standard of thoroughness and systematic rigour that he had set for himself. This
English publication, which was his entiy to the world of international scholarship,
only represented a small portion ofhiswork, leaving the essence of Bibo's oeuvre—
familiarity through direct experience with the problems of Hungarian and East
Central European histoiy4—largely untouched.

To sketch a portrait of Bibd against the background of "the great but unjustly
overlooked thinker of a small nation™ would be an unfortunate error. In any case,
the editor of the English publication of Bibo's works. Professor Kéaroly Nagy
(Rutgers College, New Brunswick, USA), and the team assisting him (with such
prominentexiles as Gyula Borbandi, Lérant Czigany, PalJanos, Istvan Kemény, Béla
Kiraly, Bennett Kovrig, Sandor Piski, and Gyorgy Schopflin, Istvan Bibd jr. and
Miklos Vasarhelyi from Hungary) did all they could: the selection does reflect all the
important aspects of Bibo's work and interests, beginning with the problematic
nature of (Eastern) European histoiy (The "Distress of the East European Small
States"), right down to a brutally discerning analysis of Hungarian politics (“The
Crisis of Hungarian Democracy") and society (“The Jewish Question in Hungary
after 1944™). The politician (in the publications of 1956-1957), the international
jurist and social philosopher are all present in these writings. Thorough and
informative notes fromthe editor help a deeper understanding, as do the introduction
into Hungarian histoiy by Géza Jeszenszky as well as a warmly recommended
postscript. The latter, written by Sandor Szilagyi, gives a briefbiography ofthe man,
while also drawing a portrait of Bibo the thinker.

Istvan Bib6 came from a cultivated familyand grew up in an atmosphere inwhich
the values of a thorough education and the traditions of Hungarian national
independence and Protestantism came together. His father, who was the head ofa
library in Szeged, was interested in philosophy and psychology; there was every
reason to believe that his son, who first studied in the law faculty of Szeged
University and then continued his studies in Vienna and Geneva, would become a
lawyer, a university professor and an expert on public administration.

Istvan Bibo, who maintained an interest in the law and legal studies all through
his life, and whose style revealed a certain "diyness" or legal precision, did not in
fact become a professor of law, although he did lecture in law for some years.
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Although he fulfilled his teaching obligations with much enthusiasm and devotion,
he probably considered teaching only as part of his work.

Bib6 reached adulthood in the 1930s, at a time when one of the fundamental
issues in Hungary concerned social change, and discussion was centred on the
actual method ofchange, revolutionary or reformist, along with their direction and
depth. With his family background, Bib6 had no direct experience of the social
tensions and the appalling poverty of broad sections of the population in that
society which had to be changed; he was nevertheless well aware of the profound
anachronism of the entire system.

Quite a number of proposals and schemes were produced in the 1930s whose
purpose was to reform the Horthy regime. The political traditions of Lajos Kossuth
and Ferenc Dedk, the liberalism of the Reform Age and the 1867 Compromise, had
been expropriated by the governing parties ofthe regime, who had added conservative
and authoritarian features to them. Bourgeois radicalism, which had been so
powerful at the beginning ofthe century, had become marginalized, stigmatized by
a regime which blamed these radicals for the catastrophic peace treaties of Trianon
and the Communist dictatorship of 1919.

Thebasic experience that the young shared was the idea ofchange, and ofradical
change in particular. However, the promises, or threats, ofradical and revolutionary
practice by both the left and the right, (the Hungarian versions of Communism and
Nazism) proved unacceptable to Bibo, as they did to many others. Therefore, Bibd
attached himselfto a movementwhich, more or less deliberately, looked fora "third
way", a specifically Hungarian solution in this situation: the Hungarian populists.

The ideological foundations of this movement derived primarily, although not
exclusively, from a social critique fuelled by indignation over the pauperization of
the peasantry. In Hungary's agrarian economy, the peasantry formed the largest
social class. In one of his writings published after the Second World War, Bib6 gave
concise expression to this ideological foundation: "... and as to the freedom or
otherwise of the Hungarian people, there is a sure test: the human condition of
millions of Hungarian peasants.” Therefore those "who believe that Hungary will be
free when she is politically sovereign," as well as "those who believe that Hungary
will be free as soon as the preachers of freedom are in power, are deluded."5

In keeping with Hungarian traditions, it was writers (Gyula Illyés, Géza Féja,
Janos Kddolanyi, Zoltan Szabd, Imre Kovécs), rather than social scientists of Bibd's
mould, who produéed the ideology on which this social criticism was based. The
one thing that they had incommon was the moral outrage felt; thus, itwas a spiritual
brotherhood, rather than similarities of political views, that bonded the group. As
to the political conclusions drawn from the criticism, these greatly differed from the
outset, and with time changed considerably: the range ran from an authentic
third-way ideology, based on a society of small producers, conjoining elements of
direct democracy and an idealization of peasant life, all the way to Marxistsocialism
on the one hand and in the direction of German national socialism on the other.
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stvan Bibd was undoubtedly the most important, if also the most isolated,

representative of the populist school. Bib6, who shared the moral outrage felt by
the writers, some of whom were personal friends, attempted, to give rational
expression to this feeling. Asa scholar of law and political science, he worked all his
life to substantiate this spiritual bond with a political programme that was coherent,
practical and viable. Bibd saw the cure for all the social and political ills, typical of
the age and of Hungary, in the populist movement; he believed that, in a harmonic
cooperation between parliamentary democracy and local government, the populist
movement might provide a solution both to the social problems and the problems
of political participation and representation. Unlike several other figures in the
populist movement, Bibd had no inborn mistrust for either bourgeois democratic
or socialist ideals. For him the "third way" meant the rational, or even pragmatic,
amalgamation of the various "ways" and solutions, rather than some kind of a
specifically Hungarian "spiritual community". Bibo's rational survey ofthe problems
of the country and the broader region—including Central Europe and beyond—to
some extent separated him from the movement, although he always looked on
himself as part of it.

Instead of using various political and ideological labels (populist, democratic,
socialist), Sandor Szilagyi called Bib6 a "political therapist™ in his postscript to the
English edition of Bibo's selected writings. This expression accurately describes his
unique approach to the social and political problems. Istvan Bibd's entire life was
primarily dedicated to the search for a real cure for the ills of Hungarian and Central
European societies. In the final analysis, he identified the causes of these ills with
the unpropitious historical development of the Central European region (the
influence exerted by the empires, the asynchronous development of nations and
states, etc.), or, more precisely, with the rise of anxieties, both social and political,
caused by these historical traumas. "In Eastern Europe... a national framework was
something that had to be created, mended, fought for, and constantly protected, not
only against the dynastic state, but also against the indifference shown by a fair
proportion of the country's inhabitants, as well as against the wavering state of
national consciousness. This situation contributed to the development of a trait
most characteristic of the unbalanced Central and Eastern European political
attitude: an existential anxiety concerning one's own community. "6ltwas this anxiety
which placed the cause of democracy and democratic development in the Central
East European region constantly in jeopardy; it was this anxiety which permitted,
regularly and symptomatically, the damaging separation of the cause of social
emancipation and political and human rights from that of national independence,
finally distorting the political thinking—or "constitution"”, to use Bibd's terms—of
the nations in the region.

"Being a democrat means, primarily, not to be afraid; not to be afraid of those
who have differing opinions, speak different languages or belong to other races; not
to be afraid of revolutions, conspiracies, the unknown malicious intent of enemies,
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hostile propaganda, being demeaned, or of those imaginary dangers that become
truly dangerous because we are afraid of them. The countries of Central and Eastern
Europe were afraid because they were not fully developed mature democracies, and
they could not become fully developed mature democracies because they were
afraid."7

As to the therapy and the physic, Bibd, good physician that he was, probably
attached greatest importance to a sound diagnosis. His entire work appears to be
some kind of a hopeless struggle, both internal and external, to provide a full
diagnosis. Though he never aimed towrite extensive and scholarly treatises, he was
able to complete almost none of the books he did plan to write, let alone publish
them.

The title of the planned but unfinished major work itselfis highly revealing: On
the Balance ofPower and Peace in Europe. This is, indeed, indicative of the breadth
of Bibo's thinking. The time when he started to write it should also be noted:
1942-1943. Probably never before had there been a more deadly disease threatening
Europe and the immediate regions surrounding Hungary than that which attacked
at the time of the culmination of Nazism and the World War; probably never before
had there been a time when the chances of the European balance of power and
peace adumbrated by the title seemed more remote; probably never before had
there been a greater need for a cure at the hands of the "political therapist".

However, Bibowas also a "practicing physician"; having diagnosed the problem,
he tried to help in the way that he thought proper. He tried to find the root of the
acute problems: inwriting his work, he made a long detour into German history in
order to discover the causes of the "German hysteria". His reasoning was published
a year after his death.8 Foreseeing the social and political catalepsy of postwar
Hungary well ahead ofhis contemporaries, Bibg, an intellectual with a middle-class
background, drafted a "peace proposal" on behalf of the Hungarian working class,
addressed to his own class. No political grouping was prepared to his work. Then,
when he thought that the time had come for action rather than words, he forged
documents for the persecuted. Hewas arrested and, following a fortuitous release,
he went underground.

In 1945, in the wake of a democratic reconstruction, nothing would have been
easier for him than to continue his work among his students at the university. He
wanted, however, to take part in the intellectual and practical work ofreconstruction
and accepted a government post. Foreseeing the failure ofdemocratic development
as early as the end of 1945, he published writings on the crisis of Hungarian
democracy and on the self-feeding fear that was growing between the two opposing
forces ofthe communists and reactionaries. His calm analysis (included in the book
in English referred to earlier) was received with general dismay. He was able to
continue with his brilliant series of political essays and analyses right up to the time
Vélasz, the magazine publishing them, was forced to close down. During the
Stalinist era he found refuge in the library of the University of Budapest. He took up
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writing again, until the 1956 revolution came, when he was once again unable to
confine himselfsimply to the analysis of events. When Imre Nagy's government, in
which he accepted a ministerial post, was toppled by the Soviets and their
Hungarian puppets on November 4,1956, he could not force himselfto return to the
study ofhistory. He stayed at his post in the House of Parliament to the utter surprise
of the Soviet soldiers occupying the building: they simply did not know what to do
with the modestly dressed gentleman who politely but fearlessly informed them that
he was a minister of the government that they had just overthrown. In the couple
of months left for him until his arrest, Bibo felt that he had something to say about
the actual situation, and that he had to find a cure for the general disease of the
country, and also for its acute crisis. His political actions and his suggestions on
how to return to normality almost cost him his life: he was arrested in May 1957 and
ayear later received a life sentence for "counter-revolutionary conspiracy". After his
release in an amnesty, Bibd again found employment in a library, and it was here
that he made plans to complete his majorworks, but he never did. Hiswritings were
not published, as he refused to make concessions or formal gestures of loyalty.
Nevertheless, in long letters written in 1969 to Zoltdn Szab6 and Andras Reévali,
friends in the West, he outlined a ten-year schedule of work. In addition to
embarking on new projects, he would have liked to complete hiswritings abandoned
inthe 1940s: "I should like to write on the human condition ofman burdened by fear,
on the ideologies of hatred and life and death struggle which exacerbate this fear
to a degree where it becomes unbearable: furthermore, on the institutions of rank,
authority and wealth which tolerably hobble this fear, at the same time
institutionalizing it; and on the principle of the division of power as the first
successful and institutionalized attempt to ease this fear; and finally, on the
prospects of the transition from a society based on the prestige of power (rank,
dominion and wealth) to a society based on the mutual exchange ofservices, within
the framework of which a common denominator can be found for liberalism and
socialism and their separate inflation is punctured."9This, as so many of his old
plans, never came to be realized.

o infer from the above incomplete biographical sketch that Istvan Bibo failed to
T complete the works he wanted to write because he lacked patience, fortitude
or calmness, would be utterly unfair. He possessed plenty of all of these qualities,
as everyone who knew him would confirm. It was, more than anything, an age
riddled with fear and anxiety that prevented him from completing these works—the
age that had no better diagnostician in Hungary than him. The sick regimes ofa sick
age were afraid of Bibo and his like, and perhaps not without reason: as a historian
and political scientist, Bibé would have been better tolerated than he was as a
diagnostician who wanted to study the "thing itself* and who wished to call
maladies by their proper names, rather than resorting to the practice, so fashionable
in the region, ofspeaking in allegories. Such an attitude was extremely rare at that
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time in this part of the world, but there were many who were ready to make
compromises. Persons of Bibo's mould—people who are disinclined to accept a
modus vivendi in a regime that hopelessly shut out human liberties—are often called
naive. In Hungary, before as well as during 1944, and between 1948 and 1956 as well
as after 1956 (in Bibo's case right up to his death), awide range oftotalitarian, pre- and
post-totalitarian regimes alternated in Hungary, differing in the degree to which they
were intolerable. For Bibd and those like him, however, these regimes all had one thing
in common: the lack of freedom and, consequently, the want of a society based on
complementary interests and the exchange of services.

Istvan Bib6 was never blinded by hatred for any particular regime or ruling
doctrine. Just because he always looked at "the thing itself", being always aware of
the actual balance of power in politics, did he try to understand and analyse the
situation, not rejecting compromises. The majority ofhis political essays (especially
"The Crisis of Hungarian Democracy,"written in 1945, and "Hungary's Position and
World Politics", written in 1956), were concerned with carefully considered political
compromises between sensible, principled and equal parties. The regimes inwhich
he lived, however, either demanded his unquestioning loyalty (as was the case
before 1956, during the Rakosi era) or tried to dictate their own compromises from
a position of power (as the Kadar regime did after 1963, when he was released from
prison).Bibéwas unable to accept any of that, quite simply because he did not speak
the same language. "... I have nothing to say to those who believe that one has to
come to an agreement with the ruling power of the day at all times and under all
circumstances, and perhapswant to justify themselves by referring to the difficulties
Hungarians encountered in the past. I myselfgrew up in aworld where people were
making compromises with the powers that be of the day whatever the
circumstances—the Horthy-Bethlen era—and was able to extricate myself from its
effect... only little by little, but then I did that once and for all. [...] In the area of my
concern .., which is the discovery and expression of valid propositions in the
political and social sciences, these gestures of recognition and compromise are
precisely the ones that least fit into the picture."D

Being a realist and rational-minded, Bibd was quite aware of the limited effects
of his political philosophy on the course of events. Close to the end of his life he
expressed this :"... I know that my work, too, is extremely naive; just as my articles
written in 1945-1946 were naive, in which | explained to Ferenc Nagylland Matyas
Rékosi what theywould have to do ifthey had any sense, or justas my 1956 schemes
were naive, which I put forward knowing that nobody would take them up. But even
knowing full well that the truth inherent in such works becomes apparent only after
a certain amount of time has passed, these writings were prompted by a possibility,
however small, that perhaps they will exert an influence here and there, at the time
and place of the events that had inspired them. And since it is this passionate
obsession that urges me on to write this work, I must confess that all the wisdom
that tries to prove the futility of it bounces off me."2
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Bibd is said to have suggested once that the following words be written on his
tombstone: "Lived between 1945 and 1948”. Perhaps all the most important of his
political essays are from these fewyears, all those which aroused the interest of the
democratic and left-wing—non-communistand non-politician—intellectuals, giving
them so much to think over. Although these works exerted an influence not on the
people they were addressed to, they were at least published and they did reach a
public. Now that nearly fifteen years have passed since Istvan Bibd's death, it
appears that a more appropriate epigraph would read: "Lived between 1979 and
1989", even though he died in 1979, at the age of sixty-eight. In a rather tragic way,
or perhaps very much in line with Hungarian ways, his death coincided with the
rediscovery of his work in Hungary: he provided the greatest inspiration for the
emerging democratic opposition in Hungary. All that was best in the democratic
Hungarian intelligentsia paid tribute to his memory in 1981 by publishing an
extensive collection of essays (at that time insamizdat, naturally); the man and his
ideas were discussed from many angles. To the critics of a post-totalitarian regime
then going through a crisis but generally considered to be able to last for some time
to come, Bibd’s calm and reserved style of analysis and uncompromising respect for
the law offered a model. There was a feeling, perhaps never actually expressed, that
when Bibd rejected in his own unassuming style the regime's unilateral compromise
after 1963, he somehow had done so on behalfofeveryone else. (He himselfwould
have certainly dismissed such a suggestion as nonsense.) In 1988 and 1989, just like
Imre Nagy, Istvan Bibd, too, made his presence felt in a way that was almost
physical, showing the Hungarian public buried under the rubble of the collapsed
Kéadar regime a model of social modernization and political composure, social
sensivity and solidarity, and empathic management of the conflicts that inevitably
lay ahead.

Now it seems that this "renaissance" is over. It might be some consolation that
if Istvan Bibo were alive today, he would not chastise with prophetic fervour the ills
ofsociety in Hungary and in the region, fed by old, revived and new fears. He would
come up with a new diagnosis after some silent deliberation, but he would certainly
object to labels such as "the conscience of the nation" and similar nonsense. He
would welcome the first complete edition of his works in Hungary with a measure
of bitter-sweet irony, concluding that his critical comments have lost nothing of
their relevance.

They still help us to understand our troubles, though they are no longer
constantly and ritually referred to in festive and other rhetoric. Nevertheless, they
can (and let us hope will) help the world to a better understanding of Hungary.
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Istvan Bibo

The Alleged Opposition Between
Capitalist Liberalism
and Socialist Communism;

he most universalized theory on their irreconcilable differences states that
T capitalist liberalism is based on the interests of the bourgeoisie, on democratic
and liberal theories formulated to defend them, and on the French and other
revolutions which resulted in the rule of the bourgeoisie. Socialism on the other
hand, and communism, its most thoroughgoing manifestation, are based on the
interests of the industrial proletariat, on socialist-communist theories formulated
to defend them, and on the breakthrough effected by the Russian Revolution of
October 1917, which ensured working class rule.

This is not merely the official communist point of view and the generally
accepted Marxist interpretation; it is also the position of a number of so-called
bourgeois political theorists who, far from being communists, are indeed, often
enough, declared anti-communists. Theyacceptitas self-evident that the bourgeoisie
was conceived by ideological class-interest, all they do is to reverse the roles of
angels and devils. They argue that the class which will come to include the whole
of society, establishing a universally valid value system in its own interest, will not
be the proletariat but the bourgeoisie.

The root of such errors in interpretation is a fallacy already known to antiquity:
an attempt is made to explain what is obscure with the help of concepts of even
greater obscurity. Let me, first of all, gloss the notion of a "basic interest".

This is presented as ifthe interests ofa class were perfectly clear or, at the very
least, could be objectively defined. But that is far from being the case. No kind of
interest is clear, nor can it be objectively defined. Itis one of the most subjective of
concepts. The social interest of an individual may well be to exploit his fellow men
to the greatest possible degree; or else, it may be that he should be held in the
highest possible respect by them; or that he should close his life as a hero, as
someone of great moral authority, or even as a saint. The latter may be rarer than

1 m Taken from an essay of the same title "A kapitalista liberalizmus és a szocialista kommunizmus
allitélagos ellentéte”, in Istvan Bibo: Valogatott tanulmanyok W (Selected Studies IV) Budapest, Magvetd,
pp. 759-782.
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the former, but they are all possibilities; rarer they may be, but they are all the more
effective. Transposing to the level of class interests, we can equally well say it could
be the objective of a class to squeeze as large a profit as possible out of the classes
at its mercy, but it could also be in the class interest to pacify and satisfy the class
that confronts it, or, indeed, to ensure that its own future disappearance would be
as smooth and problem-free as possible. There are only differences in interpretation
between what the soundest proletarian and the soundest bourgeois class interest
are taken to mean. Ifwe want to find our way in the web of opposed, reconcilable
or irreconcilable, presumed or real interests, we must go back to the historical
situation to which this confrontation turns so as to illustrate the argument, namely
to the French Revolution.

1. The beginnings, principal blunder and loss of credit of the French Revolution

he French Revolution was propelled by two major motors. One was the troubled
T and less and less supportable state ofthe country at the end of the 18th century,
the other that ferment in intellectual life which created significant systems of
thought, chiefly in the field of political theory, which also served as an intellectual
background for a critique of the existing situation. The great modern change—
which is really behind the whole process—is that affairs of state are determined by
human reason in addition to (or instead of) custom and the divine order. Thisnotion
had been somewhat neglected since Plato and Aristotle, especially in the Middle
Ages. Its first major manifestation was Thomas More's Utopia, which gave rise to
numerous similar theories in the course of the 17th and 18th centuries. Amongst
these utopias in the 18th century, those which gave priority to the problems of the
state were outstanding or rather, they rose above the others. Iwish to stress two at
this stage: Montesquieu's principle of the separation of powers, and Rousseau's
positing of the sovereignty ofthe people. Both played a dominant role in the French
Revolution, on occasion in opposition to or alternating with each other. Neither
idea can be substituted by the other.

Ofsimilar importance were the English political system and the English Revolution
and, even more directly, the American Revolution that had taken place just before.
These all contributed to the idea of a well-functioning political system, presenting a
political order which, for that time, guaranteed much freedom; the events overseas
showed that it was possible to create a new constitution based on human reason.

Montesquieu turned to the English constitution for hisconcrete examples. There
the common law assured the freedom of citizens. The separation of powers was
nowhere near that prescribed by Montesquieu, but it could nevertheless serve as a
paradigm of a pluralistic state.

Rousseau's ideas found powerful support in the American constitution. They
were self-evidently associated with the notion that the sovereignty of the people
was the due ofall men, and ofall men equally. The theory, inspired by Montesquieu,

42
The Hungarian Quarterly



put the emphasis on equality. Itshould not be forgotten that liberty and equality are
just two cleverly stressed slogans of the revolution, and not the pattern of its
concrete objectives, nor the principles from which the demands ofthe revolution could
be, and had to be, derived. The Utopians ofthe time treated liberty and equality as such
basic principles, often deriving rather dogmatic and fantastic demands from them.

The real objectives of the revolution can be formulated concretely. These were:

- limitations on royal absolutism;

- an end to aristocratic privileges that had become altogether

dysfunctional, which were a burden on the economy, harassing

individuals, granting vain luxury to a non-productive section of society;

- some sort of formulation of the rights of man which could be derived

from English and American institutions;

- and finally, on the basis of all this, a constitution embodying the

separation of powers, which would in some way realize the principle of

popular sovereignty and, at the same time, create some kind of

equilibrium between royal power and the power of the people.

The end of the monarchy was not even mentioned amongst the initial demands
ofthe revolution. The 18th century Enlightenment attacked the church as the most
highly privileged institution, with determination, but it noticeably spared the
monarchy.

It must be said of the French Revolution that, in its first two years, it succeeded
in implementing these demands, which met with relatively little opposition. Noble
privileges—both real and courtesy—were so to speak completely wiped out to start
with. This was followed by the codification of the Rights of Man, serving as a
paradigm for future constitutional provisions of a similar nature, which were later
to add more modern rights, such as the right to strike and the right to work.

The third step, which crowned all that went before, was the new French
constitution which limited royal absolutism. The functioning of the state was
determined on the basis of some sort of power-sharing, creating numerous
problems that could be, and were, often misunderstood.

The first two years ofthe revolution ran their course in a state ofeuphoria, both
in France and in the rest of the world, which was keeping a watchful eye on her. The
superior in morals and intellect had great expectations linked with this advance of
the rational.

The revolution loses its credit and becomes a bogey

he problem which later derailed the revolution appeared at precisely this point,
Tand that was the position of the Church. Pace the approval of a number of
outstanding churchmen, the Church did not cheerfully accept the curbing of her
privileges. The leaders of the revolution therefore responded with irritation and a
desire to show the Church who was in control. This was manifest in the Civil
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Constitution ofthe Clergy. That certainly was not a child of freedom. Itwas said that
it could not really be considered a revolutionary step. It was rather a recycling by
the people of the sort of enlightened absolutist church policy associated with the
Emperor Joseph Il. There were, however, things which a Church in league with
conservative forces would take from an absolute monarch but not from the people.
The resultwas a break which, for much ofthe country, replaced general satisfaction
with conflicts of conscience. Itwas the beginning of revolutionary measures where
the issue was no longer what the people wanted from those in power, but what those
who had seized power in the name of the people wanted to force on the people. Asa
result of such measures, the resistance of a monarchy in retreat right along the line
became both one of conscience and one of despair. This was followed by a war which
both sides waged in a fit of absence of mind, into which the revolution drifted, and
which the recently acceeded young Emperor Francis and his allies started. No one
could have imagined at the time what suffering this was to let loose on both
participants, the absolute monarchies of Central Europe and the French government
and people.

The French monarchy, which had borne the curbing of its political powers with
surprising patience, now took the bit between its teeth and bolted. The new
legislation in church matters produced a crisis of conscience for the pious, and not
over-intelligent, king.

Adirect road led from the outbreak ofthe war to the Terror, the abolition of the
monarchy, the proclamation of the republic, and the convening of the Convention,
the new kind of representation of the people. Countless explanations have been
provided since: thus, that it was all made necessary by the war, that the war could
not have been waged without it. All fairy tales, with the aim of restoring the
credibility of the revolution. What we are truly faced with is one of the great bouts
of collective madness in history, perhaps the most notable, which essentially
derailed the French Revolution. It prompted accelerated mindless progress, a
cavalry charge in the direction ofever more radical institutions, with the result that
much, including a great deal that was very important of what the revolution had
achieved, perished. For the country it meant a twenty-five year war, including a
despotism and its wars, culminating in defeat. France became what it had been after
the first two years, in fact less, for the constitutional monarchy itbecame was based
on the greater weight of the royal prerogative, much greater than that of the 1791
revolutionary monarchy.

The 1791 constitutional state was really only achieved again by France after
eightyyears, in 1871, after many great detours. The restoration ofthe Bourbons and
. a constitutional monarchy, based on the preponderance of the royal prerogative,
was followed by the manipulated constitutionality of Louis Philippe, the citizen-
king, with its pseudo-elections, then, following the brief intermezzo of the Second
Republic, Napoleon IlI's police state. The 1871 constitution of the Third French
Republic only followed after that. Aswe all know, itwas going to be the constitution
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ofa monarchy, but the competing parties could not agree on the person of the king,
and so it became the first French constitution which rested on parliamentary power.
Inother words, ineffect, the derailment ofthe French Revolution inthe 1790s meant
a delay of eighty years in French, and with it European, progress.

Ishall return later to the psychological role played in European political thought
by postmortems on this blunder. Before that, however, Iwish to establish a number
of propositions which all follow from the self-evident recognition that it truly was
a blunder. Everyone knew it, everyone said so, everyone mentioned it, but it
nevertheless did not find a place in the collective European political memory.

In the context of what the revolution achieved, the fact that this is rarely
described as a blunder was decided in the decades that followed, when a vital issue
was whether the blunder was used to discredit or to justify the revolution. But it
neither discredited the revolution, nor did it justify it: it was a genuine blunder, and
this must be objectively established. It was a blunder because it put an end to the
élan of the French Revolution. Itproduced measures and institutions which did not
stand the test of time, nor did anyone mean them to be permanent. Itwas followed
by the completely cynical struggle for self-preservation by the revolutionary élite.
A situation soon came about where elections produced growing monarchist
majorities. To counteract this, the revolutionaries started to look for a dictator, and
finally found him: Napoleon. Napoleon was prompted, or rather forced, by his own
ambiguous position into engaging in an uninterrupted series of campaigns of
conquest. These conquests stood the whole of Europe on its head. Finally, after
huge losses in men, blood and good sense, they led to a peace which restored
monarchical rulein Europe. Itpushed France back, perhaps notinto the ancien régime,
but certainly to somewhere before the revolution.

Ifthis blunder is not placed somewhere between the extremes ofjustification or
condemnation, oscillating between them, but established as a fact, then we can
safely forget, and judge as meaningless, a childish model of the French Revolution
that was specially tailored to explain it.

Itis not true that the Terrorwas made necessary because France was drawn into
war. France was victorious, not thanks to the Terror but because, in the earlyyears,
the French people really fought for the republic, and because the levee en masse
which it introduced, gave the revolution a numerical superiority which the small,
professional armies of the monarchies could not match.

That the people risen in arms in itself implied military superiority for a country
is a fairytale. Thiswas splendidly proved in 1870, when the French people, risen in
arms, got nowhere against a Prussian army which, singularly in Europe for some
time, was based on the universal conscription introduced by the French Revolution.

It is not true that the revolution devours its own children. Itis only a mindlessly
accelerated revolution, that has gone into a spin and lies upturned on the side ofthe
road, that devours its children. Asuccessful revolution does no such thing, but
achieves what is to be achieved in a given situation.
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Itis not true that a revolution is a process where ever novel and ever more radical
positions come out victorious, must be victorious and should be victorious. Those
positions must be victorious in a revolution, and as many of them whose victory is
feasible in the given situation.

This stagnation for eighty years on the part of European political development
had extraordinarily serious and far-reaching consequences. Revolutions took place
meanwhile, primarily in France, but they were no more than attempts to make up
for running late.

The professional revolutionary and the dyed-in-the-wool reactionary

The first serious consequence was that two types of man, essentially unknown
earlier, were born and came to occupy a decisive role in politics: the dyed-in-the-
wool reactionary and the professional revolutionary, both completely sterile and
futile. The type had not occurred earlier, though it was prefigured, primarily in the
wars of religion. But those who really counted in the wars of religion were
Erasmians, sceptics, more or less, though not necessarily lacking faith, people who
did not allow the mindless madness of the wars ofreligion to affect them—for itwas
madness indeed, in its own time. The people | have in mind are William of Orange,
Henry IV of France, Elizabeth of England; particularly William of Orange, who
especially exemplifies of what small validity the reactionary and revolutionary
models are for that time. William of Orange was a feudal magnate, and he remained
that, indeed he succeeded in founding a dynasty. But he was also the most
important revolutionary of the 16th century. He managed to arm the mariners and
fishermen of the Netherlands coast, a deed any 20th century professional
revolutionary could be proud of. But it would make no sense to try and establish
conceptually whether he was a reactionary or a revolutionary.

Thus two sterile species of man were born. One has become the sworn enemy
in all situations of every revolution and every kind of radical progress, the other
always wants to produce a revolution, in any situation, and regardless of the cost.
He elaborates the technique, and the science, and acts accordingly. But the essence
ofa good revolution is, seize the day, being tailored to the historical moment. It is
that essential spontaneity which the professional revolutionary destroys.

Those two are the carriers ofthe virus ofthat schizophreniawhich first appeared
in Europe, spread to the world in the 19th century, and which has assumed
pandemic proportions by our own time.

Permanently potentiating revolution and revolutionary violence
Another consequence of this dislocation is the modern theory of revolution. The

central question of revolution should be the lessons that can be learnt from a good
and successful revolution, instead the issue was whether the Terror in the French
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Revolution was to be condemned or justified. This makes all the consequences
drawn and the theories based on them meaningless as well. What came about was
a fear of revolution, a political position that is anti-revolutionary at any price, an
attitude which spread like wildfire. This is the origin of the psychotic terror of
revolution felt by the middle classes, which has no earlier precedent. Ever since
then, awakening this terror of revolution has been a sure earnest of electoral
success.

Aphraseology justifying the Terror of the French Revolution took shape at the
same time. Itargues that the Terror was made necessary by the danger ofwar. But,
as lalready pointed out, France was victorious in war not because of the Terror, but
in spite of it. Itis not true that a revolution is continuously potentiated. Arevolution
can and should be potentiated until those objectives are reached which can be
achieved and stabilized. But those must not be transcended.

The theory of revolutionary violence has the purpose ofjustifying the Terror. It
was then that a consensus took shape amongst revolutionaries that anyone who
shrunk from the shedding of blood was not a revolutionary type from the start. It
was, itwas argued, one of the most important qualities of a revolutionary that he
could learn not to object to those blood sacrifices which the high and lofty aims of
the revolution demanded.

The most important revolutionary quality, and one rarely found amongst
professional revolutionaries, is the courage to face the new, not allowing any
fossilized idea, method or institution to stand in the way of seizing the novel,
conceptualizing it. Those who like to shed blood will not only not be better
revolutionaries for it but, looked at from the point of view of the revolution itself,
they will concentrate their attention on what is not of the essence.

The distortion of utopianism

Athird fatal consequence ofthe French Revolution's tripping over its obstacles was
that utopianism—uwhich in the 18th century not only engaged the attention of
influential political thinkers but served even more as a pastime for all sorts of
eccentrics (its various manifestations did influence particular participants in the
French Revolution but had no real role in the realization of the great objectives of
the revolution)}—became an element of European revolutionary thinking.
Aresult was that the socialist revolution, one of the great causes at the heart of
French revolutionary thought awaiting further solution, the idea of European
socialism, also found itself in a blind alley, with no apparent prospects, for eighty
years. Thus, utopian attitudes which were altogether absent fromthe original liberal
democratic programme of the French Revolution, found their way into socialism.
That Marx cleansed European socialism of its utopian elements and gave it a
scientific character is simply not true. The theory of socialism as a whole is full of
utopian elements and contains many utopian demands. They have not so far been
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eliminated and are present ina great many altogether unrealistic objectives, or else
they have been eliminated too well and replaced by a Machiavellian pragmatism.

This was the origin of that chasm which now divides liberal democracy of a
French revolutionary nature and communism, the most radical representative of
the socialist revolution. This chasm is also present in the fatal confrontation of the
two superpowers.

We have to accept that this eighty years' delay produced fatal distortions in the
current features of both liberal democracy and socialism. To form a proper
judgment of this situation, we must take into account what liberal democracy truly
demands, as well as the distortions it suffered for the reasons mentioned above; we
must also take into account the real import of socialism and the distortions that it
suffered for similar reasons.

2. The valid achievements of liberal democracy

e have to familiarize ourselves with the achievements and ruling ideas and
W institutions of the first two years of the French Revolution ifour purpose is to
present the ideas and institutions ofliberal democracy which have their roots in that
revolution. Those were two years which created a state ofenthusiasm and euphoria
in France and the whole of Europe, giving rise to great expectations. Following the
Terror, it took almost a century of struggle to recover these ideas and institutions.

These ideas had two basic elements: the separation of powers urged by
Montesquieu and Rousseau's sovereignty of the people. It should be stressed that
neither could be classified with any of the utopian brainwaves that pullulated in the
18th century, both had their starting point in concrete reality.

Montesquieu derived the idea of the separation of powers from English, and
Rousseau the principle of the direct sovereignty of the people from Swiss practice.
True, neither precisely understood the objective operation of the paradigms. More
precisely, both raised to a higher theoretical level those practices which, given the
circumstances, they judged to be better and thought worthy of imitation. It has
frequently been pointed out that parliamentary rule in England did not operate
according to Montesquieu's separation of powers, neither did Swiss relative
democracy follow Rousseau's principles. The thinkers themselves picked and chose
from the existing material what they wished to develop further, raising it to a
theoretical level. All the same, what they produced were not mere abstract notions.

In the French Revolution the two principles were frequently absolutized and
turned into dogmas, and were also opposed to each other. The principle of the
separation of powers led to the idea of liberty being turned into a dogma, and its
being treated in a dogmatic way was one of the results; the idea of equality was
raised to an absolute status when derived from the notion of the sovereignty of the
people, and it too was given dogmatic treatment. Their confrontation, however, was
only possible on a level of abstraction. Neither the separation of powers nor the
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sovereignty of the people, as concretely known, in English or Swiss practice
respectively, were proper subjects for confrontation. All that the sovereignty of the
people meant was that the road to power led through popular suffrage, and the
separation of powers meant that there could be, and should be, more than one
centre of power. The two are far from irreconcilable, and can only become so ifthey
are universalized as absolute ideas. It is therefore thoroughly mistaken to imagine that
the confrontation ofwealth and equality was in any way the central idea ofthe French
Revolution. The central idea of the French Revolution was the separation of powers
based on the sovereignty of the people. The abstracted dogmatic, extreme, absolute
ideas were not the leading ideas of the French Revolution, but merely the absolutized
ideas of its dogmatic principles. It would be wrong to imagine that it was these ideas
which motivated society from the start. Society was motivated by the prospect of the
sovereignty of the people and of the utility in practice of the separation of powers.

Absolutized consequences drawn from a dogmatic handling of the situation
were the resultboth of Cartesian intellectual attitudes and ofthe situation becoming
more acute. Liberty and equality were not abstract notions from the start, they
embodiedwhatwere very concrete practical problems, such aswhat should be done
if, as a consequence of the war, speculators corner the market for food and create
dearth. Dogmatic libertarians argued against the regulation of prices since that
would contradict the principle of liberty. This was the position of those who were
more or less wealthy. The poorer were egalitarian and argued that, given a food
shortage, there could be no other principle of distribution.

This was how the principles clashed on concrete issues. It is obvious that such
questions could not be decided on an abstract level. Food shortages and rationing
naturally entailed egalitarianism, and plentiful supplies libertarianism, and neither
is a principle that can be used as an absolute guiding post, whatever the situation.

The sovereignty of the people

Which institutions and ideas that can be derived from the French Revolution have
stood the test of time? | would give pride of place to Rousseau's notion of the
sovereignty of the people. Its importance is extraordinary. With it a new legitimacy
replaced the monarchies which lost their credibility, gradually at first, and then all
of a sudden. This principle allows, one to decide who exercizes political power
legally, in conformity with the established order, and not purely thanks to naked
violence. Abandoning the monarchic principle created a great gap and all sorts of
tyrants, dictators and oligarchies tried to fill it. Itis inwarding offsuch dangers that
the role of the sovereignty of the people, which suggested all sorts of practical
solutions, proved to be of such importance. The principle of the sovereignty of the
people has grown so strong over the past two hundred years that world public
opinion now looks to referenda as the method most suitable for deciding how a
constitution should be created, what institution or person should occupy this or
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that position of power, or where a certain territory should belong. This is true in
spite of an awareness that referenda can be manipulated. Nevertheless, for these
past two hundred years, it has not really been possible to question this principle. Of
all the ideas produced by the French Revolution the principle ofthe sovereignty of
the people must therefore be placed first.

Constitutional parliamentarianism

Ifthe people is sovereign then it follows—and this is the second achievement of the
revolution—that those exercizing power over society must take the sovereign
people as their starting point. There isa choice ofpossible methods: arepresentative
body, a parliament, to which the government is then responsible may be elected, or
else a president may be chosen by direct election. The primary requirement is that
the election should not be subjected to either the intervention of force or to
manipulation. Force may not play a part in a true election, nor is it a true election
if there is no choice.

The opposition

The next requirement ofa liberal democracy is accepting an opposition. This proved
difficult for the French Revolution, a penchant for the tyranny of the majority was
ever present. The principle that it is part and parcel of the liberal sovereignty of the
people to accept opposition within the new political institutions or vis a vis the
established leadership could only be victorious at the prompting of the relevant
English political practice.

The Rights ofMan

The wiping out of all sorts of special privileges that do not serve the interests of the
people follows from the sovereignty of the people and libertarian and egalitarian
principles. One of the most clamarous and most successful actions of the French
Revolution was the wiping out of privileges. The codification of the Rights of Man
metwith enthusiasm worldwide. These are those rightswithoutwhich the sovereignty
ofthe people would remain an empty phrase: free speech and the right ofassembly,
protection against every kind of arbitrary action, including arbitrary arrest. These
were already more or less present in English political practice, but they were first
codified in the French Revolution.

The independence of the courts
The independence of the courts was the most important aspect of the principle of

the separation of powers. After all, the Rights of Man were not worth much ifthere
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was no place where one could successfully take action against the administration,
a place, what is more, which did not depend on the administration.

Control of the administration by the courts

It was soon discovered, however, that the principle of the separation of powers
could be interpreted in a dogmatic way, making it the instrument not of freedom but
of limitations on freedom, indeed of arbitrary action. It was soon recognized that
the separation ofthe judicial and the executive power could exempt the administration
from judicial control. This is a typical case ofthe kind of dogmatism which is not due
to a certain rigidity of the human mind, but is motivated by a well-defined vested
interest. Itis important to the bureaucracy that its actions should not be subject to
scrutiny. Fortunately England, the paradigm, did not practise a separation of
powers of the Montesquieu sort. On the contrary, it was thought natural that
administrative or executive measures should also be subject to the scrutiny of the
courts. Under the influence of this practice, liberal democracies on the continent of
Europe, though making heavy weather of it, created administrative courts in a
manner that respected the principle of the separation of powers. Wherever the
Rights of Man were taken seriously, there the administrative courts were equipped
with all the institutional guarantees of judicial independence.

The system as a whole

The result is a chain the links of which, interlocked and mutually supporting each
other, create what has proved the most successful system of institutionalized
liberty. Many attempts have been made to drive wedges into these institutions,
splitting them, creating differences between them. They must, however, be interpreted
as a social and political system of cogwheels. Not a single fitting can be extruded
without collapsing the whole edifice. The liberty of parliament cannot exist where
freedom ofspeech isnot guaranteed; there can be no freedom ofspeech where there
are nowrits ofthe courts that offer protection against administrative measures; the
courts cannot offer protection against administrative measures if there is no
freedom of the press. All these presuppose each other. The system as a whole
constitutes what is the most perfect system so far for securing freedom, and freely
operating sovereignty. Every kind of theoretical argument or experiment which
aims to classify this as something peculiarly bourgeois, wishing to link it to this or
that social class or historical situation, maintaining that it lacks meaning or
justification in a significantly different situation, is really a transparent manoeuvre
aimed at bringing back tyranny of one sort or another. Nothing better has been
found so far. Aparticular social system may still have many faults which should be
mended, to do that, however, there is no need to set aside the good that has been
achieved.

51
Capitalist Liberalism and Socialist Communism



3. The malformations of liberal democracy

The time has come to discuss those malformations of liberal democratic theory
which occurred when liberal democracy—as a result of the worldwide reaction to
French Revolutionary Terror—found itselfon the defensive in certain respects. This
primarily happened in areas where—while the tide of the Terror was still running
high—extreme, excessively radical and hopelessly utopian aims were more or less
compromized. Socialism later embraced most of them.

a/ Fetishizing property

The general opinion that the French Revolutionwas the revolution ofthe bourgeoisie,
and that its chief objective was the codification and securing of its property
interests, is mistaken in that form. Rousseau, the most influential thinker of the
French Revolution, who set its course as regards ideas, wrote things about the
noxiousness of the man who first fenced in his garden, declaring it to be his own
property, which not even the most radical of socialists has trumped since.

Right from the beginning, there were forces in the French Revolution which
urged the systematic implementation of such notions, with not much hope in the
given situation, it ought to be added. In return for the abolishing of aristocratic
privileges, itwas precisely the securing of the property rights of commoners that did
much to motivate people. The end of aristocratic privileges had seriously affected
the financial interests of a large section of society; in the given situation, therefore,
putting property in jeopardy, relativizing it, and limiting property rights on a large
scale, would not have been too encouraging. For that reason, right from the start,
people appeared who looked on the sanctity of property as a dogma, to the extent
that as a result of threats offered by them, even the fairly large non-noble holdings
ofthe nobility came to be protected. This transitional, neither fish nor fowl situation
was reflected in the Declaration of the Rights of Man. The right to property, as a
human right, was listed amongst those Rights of Manwhich are necessary ifsecurity
and freedom were to be guaranteed. From that aspect the right to property meant
no more than an important requirement of personal legal security. Interestingly
enough the Declaration of the Rights of Man, at the very end, includes an almost
dithyrambic passage on property, first using a formula that has been oft repeated
since, that property is sacred and inviolable. The usual attributes ofhighly respected
royal power were here given to property. This was the beginning of the fetishizing
of property. It must be presumed that, had the French Revolution notfaltered soon
after, a solution demanded by logic would have had to be found. That much property
on a large scale was noxious and without function, was so self-evident already at
the time that it is difficult to imagine that a differentiated—in terms of size—
judgment of the nature of property would not have ensued. That this did not happen
and the fetishization of property assumed a permanent character was, in my
opinion, largely due to thefaltering of the French Revolution, and to the general
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antipathy which, as a reaction to the Terror, the middle classes showed vis & vis
excessively radical measures.

This antipathy and general recoil spread to sections ofsociety which had nothing
to fear from a limitation or regulation of, or attack on, property in terms of size. The
solidarity of small property owners, indeed of dwarf property owners, with giant
property owners continues to this day. They are all kept at bay by the bogey of the
confiscation of property. What has contributed to this bogey is that socialism, given
its abstractand utopian conceptual scheme, did not accord the necessary importance
to discrimination between property and property in terms of size.

The fetishization of property, and its close link, or rather association, with liberal
democracy continues to this day. Liberal democrats generally consider it their duty
to cry halt whenever anyone dares to touch the sanctity of property. As a result,
forms of property which, owing to their scale, are no longer of a genuine property
character but are simply turned into instruments of power, are also protected by
liberal democracy.

b/ The myth of the bourgeoisie

The myth of the bourgeoisie, which was later elaborated by doctrinaire Marxists,
was not present under the French Revolution. The rule ofthe tiers ét(itsimply included
everyone who was neither an aristocrat nor in holy orders. Itwas only natural that
the new opportunities were most fully exploited by that section of the tiers état
which, thanks to its wealth, education or intellect, was most capable of action.

In addition there soon took shape, within the tiers état, a section which, even
amidst the new advantages, went empty-handed. Itwas they who later turned into
the fourth estate, the working class. Later, within the fourth estate, a section arose
who, lacking skills, remained have-nots even after the working class came to power
and its political power became a reality. The next step was the coming into being of
that section of the working class which was excluded from the bureaucratic
leadership: the excluded have-nots. These phenomena are completely identical.
This, however, does not alter the fact that, at the time of the French Revolution,
discrimination in favour of the propertied bourgeoisie was not deliberate or part ofa
programme. No one argued that this vanguard—to use the current term—the people
who stood out within the tiers état, was destined for leadership, and not just anyone.

The taking shape of the bourgeois class in the course of history should also be
discussed. We know that it took shape in the Middle Ages. Of all the sections of
medieval society it was the bourgeoisie, the burghers, who subjected themselves to
education by the clergy, more so than the nobles or knights, or even the peasantry.

That is why the image of the bourgeois or burgher includes honesty and
reliability on the good side, and philistinism and pettiness on the bad, especially a
judgmental attitude in sexual matters, and a limited understanding, not to mention
hypocrisy, on occasion.

1979

53

Capitalist Liberalism and Socialist Communism



Péter Lengyel

The Year of the Ujlak Fair

Short story

STEED—TITTY—RED-LETTER YEARS—DROPPING LIKE FLIES—LIVING FOLK
ART—DOUBLE CREAM ICE CREAM—THE YOBS—DOODEEDOO DUDES—
CRINKLES IN THE CORNER OF THE EYES—A HAIKU—CATERPILLAR TRACKS—
SNOW WHITE, STONE HARD—GOOD

"Gimmedat-titty"—Little Kovacs, future photographer, mutters rhythmically in
pariando,- there is just the hint of a melody.

We are in the year of the Ujlak fair, the moment that Kovacs enters the story. His
pressing money problems are of the past. He is turning my kaleidoscope round and
round in his hands. The bus from the hills arrives in a cloud of dust. Itbegins turning
round cumbersomely on Fair Valley Street (Fair Valley Road to you, the place where
the war between the police and the Gypsies started one day, with Judge Dajka in
charge). The people waiting for the bus get on, the bus driver gets off and, palms
pressed to the small of his back, stretches. Itwill be some time before he'll start up
again. In the Cséaszars' tobacco-shop Cheta is listening to the Tabanyi Dance-Band
with herwindows thrown wide open. The interval signal flows across the square like
the spring-flood of the Danube, once, twice, three times. Snake-whistles uncurl
with shrill crimson cries. Paper trumpets summon to victory. The smell of spun
sugar candy, honey cakes, machine oil and dust mingles in the air. The kaleidoscope
is featherlight, smooth. Itis fairyland that Little Kovacs sees, diamond-studded
garments and man-eating giants, with
an emerald palace and a golden-haired
steed. The cardboard iscool to the touch,
Ogg masodik bolygéja (The Second Planet the glossy papfer sticks to his hands and

of Ogg), appeared infour languages. The rustles mySte“OUSij .
novella "'Rising Sun'* is included in The “Twenty for the titty!"—The kaleido-
Penguin World Omnibus of Science Fiction ~ SCOPe's magiccan onlycall forth thewords
(1986), Cobblestone: A Mystery for the ofthe song, the melody is indistinct—the
Milleneum was published in 1993 by voices of the boys who have already seen
Readers International Inc. the show are beginning to crack.

Péter Lengyel
is a novelist whose sciencefiction work
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Kovéacs and lare to hear it later, at the two o'clock screening (and for manyyears
from then Ishall be trying to discover the original words—in vain). This is the song
that the whole street will be humming, whistling, chanting during the whole of that
summer. "Letya-'avedattitty-Nevernolwon't."

Inthe cinema, Little Kovacs will be watching the woman in the short skirt dancing
on the bars of the giant xylophone, her breasts bobbing pertly underneath her blouse.
He will feel for the first time that confusing sweet tingling begin in his groin. Titty, he
will think. Hewill remember the kid called Béran slipping under the chair ina dead faint
at seeing a man being tortured in a Czech partisan film. And he will at once think that
it will be this girl's tits that will send him into a dead faint for the first time in his life.

The day of the fair. We spent what was left of it until night-time together with
my new-found friend. Ihad work at last, would earn enough to eat. He too had found
work, would have money to spend in the evening. We listened to loudspeaker music
and hummed street songs. We hitched ourselves to the shaft ofthe merry-go-round.
We bought double cream ice cream from two little old ladies at a tea-shop near the
market. We watched the gang play bull and football on the corner of Tow Street. We
saw the variety turn at the Ujlaki cinema. Gimmedat, said the xylophone. We went
to the races. We ate frankfurters. We rode the dodgems at the Funfair.

In the evening, Smokey Fred danced in the largest square in Europe, and we
watched him. Little Kovacs took the silver-green tube to pieces to see how itworked.
His constitution had undergone a baffling change.

aller Square was behind us by then . The circus people will tell you what Haller

Square is. It is their Waterloo, the place where the battle was lost for the Hun-
garian circus. Later Iwould flee ahead into the deep. At this moment twenty thousand
people are working at Pentele. Came the time when itwas easiest to pass unnoticed in
the bustle and flurry of gigantic construction projects or inboozers like the Barracks
1,000, the Leprosy and the Slasher, among all the mud, booze and floozies. Only you
had to take care not to overdo things and go one better than an unskilled worker.

All at once on a sunny Monday afternoon we found ourselves homeless and
unemployed, all three of us. All four of us rather; the Ironman too. We set about
finding our niche in the new world, each after his own fashion. The Friday before
the day ofthe fair lwas doing the rounds ofthe stationers'. Ibought sheets ofglossy
paper, bright green, and silver foil. I grubbed round for scraps of coloured glass by
the soda works near the Lukéacs baths. There were glaziers at work on Goat Hill; |
picked up the strips they cut off the edges out of the rubbish.

On Saturday | began assembling three-sided glass prisms, the way a grumbling,
itinerant Slovak glazier had taught me. I fitted the prisms into cardboard tubes and
wrapped them in green paper and silver foil.

In the evening I paid a visit to the meriy-go-round man. Showed him my fifty
kaleidoscopes. Who's going to sell them? asked Lakatos. You are, 1said. We'll go
halves. And to make things even, you'll take me on.

5
The Year of the Ujlak Fair



Kovécs was lonely that summer, hung round on the fringes of the gang; brand
new lover of the city, he had moved to Old Buda from the village of Kunadacs with
his mother in the spring. In school they called him a hick from the sticks.

Iwas out in Fair Valley Street bright and early in the morning, unloading goods,
rigging up the merry-go-round.

Little Kovacs woke with the feeling that today he was going to do something,
something mysterious, something exciting. He'd been on the door all night, opening
itto those coming home after closing time, but he wasn't at all sleepy, he had grown
accustomed to it. Got it! In the evening he'd met Smokey Fred from Barge Street. I'm
going to the street dance, he'd said. Iflcan skip out somehow. You coming? Fred's
nineteen years old and a conscript, but he'd asked him to go along. He wanted to
go, of course he did, but you need money for that kind of thing.

He whistled up for The Bread. "Tarara rAmpam pampam pam pa mushybashy
doodadoo" scat from Béaran (to the tune of Inthe Mood):the kids in the neighbourhood
had picked up the gang's earlier signature tune in no time at all and kept whistling
us out at all hours. By eight o'clock the guys from Tow Street were advancing
towards the merry-go-round with the nimble, catlike gait of the slums. Mister
Lakatos knew all the teenage big shots of every suburb personally. Here he spoke
to Big Kovécs. (I watched the merry-go-round man's tired eyes, his unshaven face,
the bulging pockets of his herring-bone suit, and was reminded of Ferke, former
brother showman, also known under the Gypsy name Kodel. He is dead now, driven
into the showers with half the tribe of VVoivode Sastaras, babes in arms, greybeards
and all, where it wasn't water that came in a fine spray from the rose. Kuli, his
offspring, his and the nubile Lilia's, is still alive—he sometimes comes and tells me
how he's doing.) He'll take on the gang to push the meriy-go-round, said Lakatos,
for the morning. The boys from Tanner Street might turn up today too.

Anyone who's pushed three rounds can have a free ride. Little Kovacs did not
want a ride. "I'd rather you paid me instead.” So the old man sent him over to me
to give me a hand with whatever lwanted. And this will turn out to be the episode
that will change his whole life . For Iwill take him to the Ujlaki cinema to see the
show in the afternoon.

At half past eight the boys from Tanner Street arrived, as scheduled. The two
gangs eyed each other like mercenaries on opposing sides. The Consultant didn't
know where to look. Lakatos was conferring with The King of the Dwarfs, who was
a regular in that rough-house, the Kajner in Learner Street. Mir, said Big Kovacs,
holding out his hand at last, big mir. Peace was made. The Bread grinned.

Well, to cut a long story short: we were touching the bottom of the short but
abysmal historical period that was later named after a big-moustached foreign
politician. There are years, red-letter years covered by the story that are more
important than others. In the one novel which we live in from the beginnings. The
red-letteryear is made up ofautumn, spring, summer and winter, seeminglyjust like
the ordinary year. In reality it stands out, surges up from the sometimes swift,
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sometimes sluggish course of time, scintillates—a prism that has not four sides but
four thousand and four, or thereabouts—absorbing the dough of neighbouring,
pedestrian years. Miraculous year—annus mirabilis—we called it in days long past.
Brooks overflow and flood the woods, uneasiness spreads. Small game use new
trails to reach their watering places, are suddenly setting out towards the south by
the thousand, and tumble into the great stream to find their death. The autumn
winds shift round, uprooting forests, a twin-tailed comet roves the western sky,
airplanes and battleships disappear by the dozen in the Bermuda Triangle. Years in
which the fabric of space-time thickens, and after a long silence and stillness three
things happen at once, that will determine the course of events fora long time .

Red rain comes drizzling down, frogs, crabs and other hideous beasts fall from the
firmament, and sixteen-bit computers go berserk. Miraculous years and miserable
years: anni miserabiles. Such is the year ofthe Turkish slave march, the same as when
the Ottoman Empire spread furthest in the East. The year of the Chatty Cat Club, the
deferred Hungarian Millennium, when they who belong together find each other. And
maybe, maybe, though such things cannot be seen clearly except in retrospect, this
year—the present, the time of writing. Such is the year of the Ujlak fair: the police
registration form becomes a totem, and it is bad juju to be without one.

The time I am working as a repair mechanic and barker, putting records on the
gramophone, taking in the money. Pushing the merry-go-round. Little Kovacs
hitched himselfright in front of me to the shaft ofthe wooden wheel. We are almost
next-door neighbours, as it turns out. Working together brings people close fast.
Electric motors were notyet in use. Nor microphones under desks, nor dark rooms
with no water in the telephone exchange. Ata given level ofeconomic development,
labour is cheaper, and this was such a year. Asignificant year.

We started the first round at halfpast nine. One ofthose days. Women's dreams
of dashing engineers float behind lace-curtained windows. It is still morning, but
slovenly-looking typeswith dyed moustaches are already scouring a Grand Boulevard
that has long lost its bloom forwomen. What remains of the country amalgamates
with the revolutionary new, like on the Lower Forest Row (in a minute).

"We are getting in the hay," a merry male voice brays from the top of the pole,
outblaring the creaking of the wooden structure. | listened and heard: ears of corn,
black earth, where Asia meets with Europe, chernoziem (every schoolboy learned the
word, accurately, and did not learn "Dropping like flies, The heathen fell" instead). The
dickey-seat of the cart, the scent of hay, fallen leaves beneath the trees, nightfall will
(lownote) bri-ii-ing (higher note) cold (higher still) wi-ii-inds (plural). Though the voice
of reason told one that the wheedling liltwas but the slimier side ofthe Asian tyranny
imposed on us, | liked the melodious, ridiculous rhymes that pulsed with a foreign
culture. Could what exists ever have such immense power over the yearning soul?

The bell rang. Our customers got off, new ones came. Rattles clattered, wooden
spoons rattled, girls squealed. 1took the fifty filléers. Rag balls thudded, cans
clanked. I'll be here until noon, and so will Dani Kovacs.
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I looked at the noisy fair. 1sang the Hay-cart Song. (Strange. The country is
obviously hurtling towards its ruin, as anyone in his right mind will tell you—yet 1
am having a good time. For that matter, |believe that a country does not simply put
up the shutters, like an old dump gone bust would, has not done so to this day, at
the pointwe have reached in the telling of the story. Isang the Julcsa Song. "Julcsa,
come see the transformer run. And I'll drive a thousand volts up your cunt.” (Tothe
tune of "When she goes to market.") Last year, when the country had still been
underdeveloped and agrarian, the song had gone: "The best buy yet's a pound of
geese necks, Julcsa, you'll find 'em up between your legs." Today, the people, ina
frenzy of industrialization,-have already created a new song, though the rhymes
tend to be a bit lame: "Turnyou into a dynamo, teach you rotary motion, Julcsa, Inota
can't hold a candle to your devotion™ (Inota: aluminium foundry, twenty thousand tons
of equalized raw aluminium, unalloyed laminating and forging stock).

That kind of summer. Songs, songs, and yet more songs. The stars ofthe Balkans
twinkled down on us in the songs. But the Volga awaited your return. Roses
bloomed, broo-hoo-hooks babbled and boomed. The metals in the fa—ha—
houndries boomed as theywere poured. The victorious flag flapped, booming in the
wind. (Ofall the words that make up the rich vocabulary of our language, the verb
boom has acquired a distinguished role—a statistically substantiated fact. Only the
followers of the great Sigismund could tell what this is supposed to compensate
for.) The rank foliage of purple lilac bushes. America, oh you wonderful world! In
the alien genre of the chastushka. And the other: the variations of street poetry, set
to international popular tunes. Songs and poems in living folk art. "Black and white,
left and right, doodeedoo dudes.” "Tarara rampam pampam pampa mushypashy
doodadoo". "Auntie Terry lives out in the back of beyond." "Look out, Johnny, the
bogeys are coming, Grab hold of the loot and scoot."” Songs from East and West, the
has been and the shall be fused into a gross reality in our streets; the overlords did
have their flaws and blind spots.

"Tell me, tell me, tell me, fickle breeze as you pass by me, About the big wide
world." We listened, entering fully into the spirit of this foreign operetta song on
weekdays and holidays, at meetings and at school; friends and acquaintances could
no longer tell you about the big wide world; for a long time only the ficklest of
breezes could cross the borders (and of course the soccer players, anyone who can
kick a ball immediately falls under a hitherto unknown class of special citizen.)

"On a prairie like you've never seen", | hum (to the tune of "l just came from
Alabama", as | learned here, in the Bible Belt now. I made it to America. The songs
that could be sung by such an international company were determined by the
smallest common denominator. "Somewhere, over the rainbow; Oh, my darling
Clementine". And then, suddenly: "On a prairie like you've never seen a tram comes
trotting by." What has the Ujlaki fair to do with all this, you may ask; well, this was
the time when Europe was learning these songs, after the Second Great Organized
Massacre. The country was not relocated, we stayed here, in the middle of Europe.
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(There may of course have existed such a decree. By the time you caught sight
ofyour homeland, it only needed a higher level decision for an application for its
admission into the Third World.)

"You're getting old, Joey boy," the loudspeaker grated in a male voice. ltwas not
an auspicious year for the advance of feminity.

We have our songs: they fly through our lives. Maroussia's mate, the fisherman.
I could go on forever.

I was making good money and so was Little Kovacs. The pagan festival of the
late summer, the Feast of the New Bread, the holy day of Saint Stephen, our first
king, Constitution Day, and Sunday—and all falling on the same day." Oh, Josef,
Josef! You are such a nuisance!"

Asnub-nosed Renault taxi pulls into the kerb and Smokey Fred gets out, still
inuniform. He comes straight over to me. Starts talking without pausing for breath.
He'll be coming to the street dance tonight. He skipped off sentry-duty. Come to
think of it, overt disobedience of orders is what it amounts to, imperilment of the
watch—his composure is amazing. Ishow him what I've been told to do. It'll take
another hour or so. The two little old ladies' tea-shop by the market-place comes
to my mind, a cool, curtained place.

After the next round | had to go over to the shooting-gallery. | passed the job
of taking in the money onto Little Kovéacs.

Then, soon after, the bells of the Ujlak church rang in noon. The radio had
stopped broadcasting the noon bell ringing. The custom had been abolished, they
had done away with the centuries following the battle of Belgrade, since when all
the bells of Europe toll for us at noon (so they say—I for one thrust out my chest
accordingly when I hear the noonday bell.Other sources have it that the pope was
lacking in troops, cattle and crops, so provided chimes instead—and so, ultimately.
Sinonevero.eben trovato, strikes home. Every man is prepared to defend his home
and customs, is ready to make sacrifices for them. And if we look at the actual
borders of the Moslem world: those sacrifices were not made in vain.)

Iwanted to give something to my new friend, and I chose the silver-green tube.

There are still the air-guns to load, the fallen score-cards to be fixed. The rag
balls to be collected. Then I'm done. Free to go. I never like to be told what to do
and when, so Ichoose to stay. Isitonan old tyre beside Csaszar's tobacco-shop.
Fiddle with a crossword puzzle. You need love in the springlThe bus sets off for the
hills again. labsorb the wild tempestuous eddy and surge of sounds and smells.
Kovaécs is turning the cardboard tube round and round, seeing miracles, seeing
nightmares. And suddenly the kaleidoscope world falls apart.

He raises the tube at a new angle. And waits for it to light up again, like a mirror
through which you can see the world, see the moon, the sun, the morning-
star rise.

And then asks himself: how did | get here? Agood question from a ten year-old
child.
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e sits down beside me, my new friend. I hold the paper so he can see it too. Nine

down (twelve letters): the street leading to the Houses of Parliament, adorned with
a red star visible from afar. (Though it is not by the red star that the witless masses
recognize it, but by the fact that neither man nor beast may cross it since the
foreign politician's sturdy viceroy—only a courtier's ingenuity could devise such
an adjective to describe the bald-headed, neckless man—has chosen to set up his
headquarters there. The poetry of the streets sings of the new freedom of speech:
"There's no such thing as a bald head, just foreheads that reach to your arse.")
We later sent the sturdy all-forehead man back to the place he issued from, and so,
justthe other day, back home, we could once more walk down Constitution Street
and you saw the green shoot of an acacia growing from the crack in the concrete
of the cellar beneath the grating. Iwas telling you about the year of the Ujlak fair:
you see, we did live, after all. You will find the Institute of Party History over the
cellar.

High-brow stuff on the radio: Before the Comrades' Court of Justice. We
scramble to our feet. | chuck the paper into the first litter-bin.

Until the morning when Haller Square happened we lived in comparative peace,
the brother and sister, the Ironman and |, they let us be. Ifwe did not think of the
time they took Major Dajka away. We have had no news of his whereabouts for six
months now. (On a ledge of rock enclosed by barbed wire.There was no crime to
convict him of—and stone-breaking's the standard penalty for having done nothing
wrong. Itis an activity that calculatedly demands more energy than that provided
by the food allotted, and the screws can hardly wait for the laws of physics to assert
themselves.) On Monday they took away the wagon, the horse, everything, everything,
circus and all, from Haller Square. They did not take away the children this time, the
liberal element must have carried the day.

My two companions were permitted to begin work that evening, in accordance
with the ideas of the National Enterprise for the People’s Entertainment. As a last
resort. I keep atally. Justa few days ago, importuning foran immoral purpose was
abolished by decree. (I'll explain how all this comes into the story in a minute). The
decree was signed by Kédar, Minister of the Interior, M.P. In the brothels of
Cabman Street, Union Street, Conti Street, and Merry Street (Tolnai Lajos and
Pogéany Jozsef Street to you) and in the rooms rented by the hour in the Upper
Forest Row, the permits issued to licensed prostitutes (whores, to you) were
withdrawn. Their means of production were not nationalized. Families were
moved into the rooms. That is how the brother and sister found us a home in the
Upper Forest Row, on the first floor. The ground floorwas mouldering dank holes
without even awater-tap, and one toilet fora hundred people outin the yard. Some
girls stayed, of course, carrying on their by this time secret business, peaceably co-
existing with the democratic tenants. All men are equal. The brother and sister
would lend salt and firewood to a certain Kujtor, and kept asking: how can a decent
whore work under such conditions?
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I had to find lodgings too, at the double. I got twenty-five forints for my suit in
Anker Close on the Pest side of the river, and they were asking three hundred for a
furnished room behind the Western railway station, near the Kadar transformer (it
was not named after the Minister of the Interior, but Brother, who writes, got into
trouble over it. When permission had been granted for the four words, "Hungary
was still there" to appear, the suspicion of lese-majesty, of high treason even,
enveloped my friend's book like a bank of fog, just because the name of the
converter station had appeared in print. What he thought was, shame on them,
there's no arguing with the map, the name of the street at that intersection is there
for anyone to see. Then he realized that the reader would never look to check.)

Then it turned out that Kujtor knew of a furnished room, and that is how I got
to know the Tow Street gang. | had come home again. This neighbourhood: the
young willows of the small park by the Danube, the market, the openings of the
sewers all along the embankment as far as the building that later became the bar
called the Little Bear and even further, down to the empty plot of ground in Fair
Valley Street, had been home to Little Kovécs since the spring. Five streets in
between. (In place of the burnt-out Lujza steam mill. The finest houses in the city,
built in the Hungarian Bauhaus manner at a time when the original Bauhaus had
already been broken up by the tiny-moustached leader to the left of us. Over this
country the delusive appearance ofpeace had settled. Just oneyear later the asphalt
had not yet had time to cool on the new street when it was already being torn to
shreds during the siege of Budapest. That is why here in the Carpathian Basin we
feel that any time there is no shooting, we are living a drawn-out truce. Peace, ifwe
do not count what's happening to the Ironman. Ifwe do not count the pregnant
women who are kicked in the belly, beaten with truncheons, have their eyes sprayed
with tear-gas. Time after time the peace we lived in turned out to be phoney and
burst like a balloon.)

The Tanner Street gang are pushing the merry-go-round. | shall be coming
tomorrow, in the morning.

Let the fun begin with double cream ice cream. Double cream ice cream exists,
and the cleansing tempest of the new world will need time to sweep out everything
that is. We have no idea that the all-devouring Balkans are already reaching out for
us with their pseudopods. The Balkans, where the word given does not count.
Where it is the repairman who steals the parts out of the radio handed over for
repairs. Where money must be slipped into the pockets of policemen, lawyers and
doctors ifyou want to get things done. Where there is always a pile of shit in the
public lavatories. Where pedestrians hiss at each other in hatred on the streets. An
amoeba that, flowing around you, encloses you insidiously. Such is your picture
of our country, having known no other—in this they have succeeded in creating
something "more permanent than ore".

Two wizened, white-haired old ladies run the tea-shop by the market, their
strange names evoke yellowed photographs, distance, love. Acrobats were called
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thus, who had done the Great Round of Russia. Abead-curtain hangs from the door
of the long, single-Storey building. I do not know which of them is which. "Lilia!"
one of them calls back from over the cash book. "Acustomer's come." And now
I know her name too. | ask for a double cream ice cream, the flavour I like best. (I
almost said "liked best", as though they had the power to change one's tastes.) A
man comes in, gulps a glass of some liqueur, and leaves. Aregular customer with
a green shoulder patch. By the time you started eating ice cream, double cream
flavour had been wiped out, done away with too.

We turn into Oar Street with our cones. Snatches of song in faltering, cracked
teenage voices drift from beyond the corner. The yobs of Tow Street. Big Kovacs in
the lead, Prijot, Half-pint, Dumbo, and Béran following. In the rear, Cheeta, the only
girl in the gang, and her brother, The Bread (they were quit of the orphanage, live
in Barge Street with Olga, the charlady, whom their mother left them with). The
Consultant: a strange kid, lives in Tanner Street, turns up every now and then,
disappears for awhile, they'd grown used to it. Involuntarily I begin aping the yobs:
accompany them to the corner of Barge Street, shoulders drooping, hips swinging.

They squat down to play bull. Isit on the rough stone wall to watch.

"La lala lalla", Prijot hums. The Bread takes it up, sings the words "Titty's what
I want". "Letya have'a titty"—that's Baran. | know which one's Béaran now, Little
Kovécs pointed him out to me: the scared-looking small dark one whom anyone can
thump (which is just his rank, of course; the bottom of the pecking order. They do
not really beat him). "Nevernolwon't". | feel a surge of joy, a longing for distant
lands. This summer, the Old Man said: the original number is German. | shook my
head. How could a jazz hit be German? It's a key number. "Titty's snow white", |
watch the bull-players. | cannot yet couple the song into the current of world
culture. Aconsiderable slice of its import is beyond me still."Titty's stone hard."”

Dumbo has to fetch his lunch from the Sipos. This will come in handy, |have as
yet no idea how handy it will be. Little Kovécs, too, goes home to eat. I can just see
Mama Anna in my mind's eye, the way he described her to me this morning: small
and round—and nice. My friend props his book against the loaf of bread on the
kitchen table, reads. 1go home and prop a book against a loaf ofbread. By the time
I get back, Iknow I'll be going to the movies today, to the first afternoon screening.
By then Little Kovécs is richer by two horse-shoe nails that go under the name of
bull in the street.

The heat is stifling, thirty degrees. |Isit, moon around. The street takes the satirical
song literally: America, well, it's got to be out of this world. We dream Americas. They
are chasing the rubber ball across the potholes in the asphalt. Once Dumbo gets hold
of it, no one can take it away from him. During our memorable autumn I knew him as
a fighting male in the Square, in our cobblestone labyrinths; he became a refugee, a
soccer-player in California, a Doctor of Philosophy thanks to a sports scholarship, then
his life took a different turn, he had a spell in an insane asylum and came home. His
mother waited for him, saved the flat for him, then died of a broken heart.
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"Doodeedoo dudes, that's the way the cookie crumbles and no mistake,"—The
Bread chants. Let's drop into the Caretakers.

The Caretakers' Club is the other centre of social life for those living in Tow
Street: everybody's mother or father is a caretaker.

A festive lecture on dances. The waltz and the polka have become our
traditionally democratic dances. The tango, the foxtrot and the English waltz—
though they obviously are reflections of capitalist decadence—may now be
danced, in a tasteful manner. The caretakers' dance group demonstrates the new
progressive social dances: the Wolves' Playand the Round Dance, worked out from
the infinite force ofnature by experts guided by the tenets of leading modern Soviet
social dancing. Capitalism is destructive in its effect, every manifestation of
socialist culture must be rooted in the people. The new, lively collective dances at
once ousted the sultry, perverse dances involving much eroticwrithing such as the
samba, jive, boogie-woogie, the rumba, and the conga, which are a means of
aggression in the hands of American leaders. Dances preserved in small peasant
communities are well suited to the festivities ofthe joyous people who have shaken
offthe thousand-year-old yoke at last. The dancer waiting in the middle ofthe ring
chooses anew partner as the refrain is sung, while those forming the ring clap their
hands, swaying.

Let's go to the cinema, there's just time to catch the two o'clock show. They've
got a variety turn at the Ujlaki, everyone's seen it except Little Kovacs and me.
Everyone's got their own native cinema, the Tow Street gang's is the Ujlaki, out on
Vienna Road. And now it's mine too.

Asingle-storey, rambling building with a long courtyard among the old houses
of the Old Buda district. The interior is hung with black and wine-red, ancient,
peeling wallpaper. We sit sprawled in our seats, craning our necks, having bought
one forint tickets for the front row, two metres from the screen. There was an extra
thirty fillérs to pay for the variety show. Afillér is a hundredth part ofa forint. Little
Kovacs didn't let me pay for him, he's flush today. Abox-seat costs three forints,
and those who want to smooch always take the back seats. Our necks'll be stiffby
the time the show's over. If | could have taken a look inside that cinema now,
before taking the plane, 1would probably have found it small, dark and grubby.
That day, 1took such things for granted: that is what cinemas are like. (I did not
get to have a look inside, the cinema had been closed down, rain, wind and sun
shred the big paper letters of the last film title; the Old Buda district stands
empty, ready to be demolished. Homeless kids have moved into one of the
houses of Bush Street, former abode of the late ROkus Léancz, respectable
receiver of stolen goods, half a block away. The windows are smashed, the
walls crumbling; empty beer-bottles, condoms and tattered stockings lie
scattered on the floor, the hideous walls are spray-painted with the names
of pop groups. Sunflower-seed husks spat on the floor make an audible
patter.)
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In the interval, the courtyard of the cinema, the tarred walls of the urinals,
standing in line, the pungent smell of ammonia. Little Kovécs buys liquorice in the
lobby.

We return to our seats. | knew from the first that we would settle for the Ujlaki.
I had to see the variety show. And had no inkling that it would realize Kovacs's
stirring morning-time premonitions, and turn this none too easy day —which will
bring about a change in my life, in the life of my family, and in the lives of the Tow
Street yobs—into a red-letter day for him: and it will be the memory, the glimmer
and sway of the variety that will remind him of today's country, all for thirty fillérs.
(He knows nothing of this while he is watching the show; we do not notice when the
earth trembles beneath our lives. The realization may come in the evening, at the
kitchen table during supper. He told me about that evening many years later, when
Man had walked on the Moon, you had arrived, and Little Kovacs had become a
grown man, earning a living as a photographer of wrecked cars, and his ribs had
been broken in front of the Little Bear Bar.) In the meanwhile an enormous
xylophone is pushed before the screen, the oval of the spotlight falls upon it.

The thirty fillér show is organized for the performers by the National Enterprise
for the People's Entertainment, in the name of full employment, which has become
one of the fundamental articles of faith ever since the circuses have been
confiscated on the authority of other articles of faith. The audience is unaware of
this process. The audience has come to see the film and will wait patiently for the
variety turn to run its course and the real show to begin. Little Kovacs keeps his eyes
peeled nonetheless.

The man wearing tails and the woman in the short skirt sing their songs skipping
on the stairstep-size white bars of the instrument, two live xylophone hammers: a
realistic production in which art and life are closely intertwined. Their dancing feet
first play the tune known in old Buda as "Ten kilos of the finest talcum, Just been
fucked by Doctor Malcolm. He split and left me up the creek, And never looked back,
the slimey creep ". Sorry, that's the way it goes. Your great-grandmother Vargha,
such a refined lady, would never tolerate the like in her house.

Oneyear after our show, in her dirt-walled room, she stares up at Barna through
her sole remaining personal object, her steel-rimmed lorgnette with sad, wise eyes.
"Things can't be going as well as all that, son. Ifthey are deporting people again."
True to the secret police's own brand of humour the lorry stopped in front of the
house on Danube Row on her birthday (the holy day of St Stephen, our first king,
the Feast of the New Bread, Constitution Day, Sunday, Summer Festival day), and
deported them to a farm. Bythis time 1 know that the lorry means trouble (we could
have alook round, at the moment ofour show, to see where others have gone. Those
who would be there with us inthe cobblestone Labyrinth, when we had had enough,
one fine autumn day, and shook them off, as a dog shakes cold water off its back.
We can tell where they all are now, each and every one.)

And in the Ujlaki cinema we come to the highlight of the show: the Titty-song.
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The tall, heavily built man seems as light as a feather as he tap-dances. He wears
his hair long and pomaded above the winged collar of the ruffled lace dress shirt,
looking like a pre-war toothpaste-ad. But the male members of the audience have
eyes only for the girl. Little Kovacs too watches her with the precocious open-
mouthed wonder of not-yet-begun adolescence. Stares at the sensuous crimson
lips, the nimble thighs working under the short skirt. Hears jazz being played. And
here everyone is in on the conspiracy: we all know what the tune implies. And it
would remain so during the decades to come; when someone said give me a
number, right offwe'd say fifty-six, even ifwe'd been wakened from our deepest
sleep.We knew. For the chaos of life interposes. We, people formed ofordinary clay,
can have no idea what an awesome task it is—even in the case ofthe most ardent
en-deav-our—to interfere in everything, from dances to be danced to the width of
trouser legs, from ice creams to the names of cities and race-horses. From the
amount ofwater, electricity and towels allowed per bather down to the recycling of
boxes, the polishing of mirrors, the checking of measures and the branding of
barrels, the smell of paid sexual intercours. The sheer quantity of things! The city
bars were to come next in Little Kovécs' life: the Spring, the Poppy, the Yerevan, the
Dawn, and of course, in the year ofyour arrival, my place of work, the Little Bear.
We are living the decades of cast-iron government issue hypocrisy, yet not only the
yobbos, but night-club musicians—even our drummer, the Ironman—sang grinning,
at the top of their voices: "Lemme have'a titty". Anything that exists is official. And
the fact that this song is not banned creates the illusion that it is compulsory.
Whereas the truth ofthe matter is that They were occupied elsewhere. Detitty's what
Iwant. (Where could 1get hold of the original English words? 1wondered. I've got to
find the original words. But | never managed to get hold of them, and when | did, they
were not English words, and by then, | may say the question had been mitigated into
a theoretical one along the zigzag tracks of history.)

My trip to America began well—now, on the way here. As soon as | had made
myself comfortable in Amsterdam on the plane to Chicago, the first sound | heard
on the fourth channel of the headphone was that song. Not with the familiar words,
ofcourse. I had found the original text. Itwent something like this: By mir bist du—
and, casually— shayn. Which means " I'm hooked on you" in today's slang. This
was made to rhyme with explain: "Please let me explain.” What they really meant to
say was Schon. The Andrews Sisters, and the title of the album was Beat me Daddy
Eight to the Bar. German words. Brother knew what he was talking about, that's
obvious. And I'd been shooting mybig mouth off, as usual. Up until then I'd known
only the one set ofwords to that song.

But let's leave this time, the age of the Third Great Wave of Immigration to
America, the airplane flying ten thousand metres above the Atlantic. Let’s see what's
happening at the Ujlaki in the year of the fair.

Up on the stage a sprightly pair of boobs is playing ball beneath the cheap lace
blouse. One of her breasts seems slightly bigger than the other. Little Kovécs feels
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a stiffening ofa kind he has never experienced before. Like the dribble of saliva from
the mouth of Pavlov's much talked-of dog, this will happen to him again and again
for many years to come whenever he hears this tune. And beneath the tune glimmer
the clandestine words about the afternoon street. Twenty fillérs. Stone hard. My God,
thinks Little Kovacs, poetiy. Twenty fillérs, why, he's got that much on him right now.

Russian films are sub-titled for the benefit of the workers, the age ofdubbing has
notyetarrived. From behind the screen the subtitles can be read in mirror-writing.

fter the movies we go to the race-course, a horse-race is something you've got
Ato see once in your life. We take a tram across Margaret Bridge. From Louis
Street the booming of the loudspeakers gets wilder and wilder. "Fan the flame and
batter down the wa-aa-all." Boom, fan, batter. And in the hiatus of silence, the
delicate tinkling of the xylophone beneath the girl's sculpted feet. And from then on
other scraps and snippets of lyrics throb in my head. Dynamo, rotary motion. Inota,
Julcsa. Auntie Terry lives out in the back of be - yooond! Black and white, left and
right, doodeedoo dudes. Ya never say alright!

We walk down a narrow tunnel towards the race-course. Can anyone win here?
asks Kovéacs. Yes: the racecourse company can. Its all a question of mathematics.
And the rest is the science of victimology. Astudy of those who believe they can get
something for nothing.

On the course, a festive gala race is about to begin; for this special race the
stables entered only the very best thoroughbreds.

That summer. Bebop, bebop, katch, katch, katch, Big Kovacs shouted in Tow
Street. Three mattresses cost twenty-four forints at the mattress-makers. Apiano
costs two thousand six hundred. Bologna sausage costs seventy-five fillérs at the
horse-butchers. A kilo of bread is two forty, a hair-cut two forints and no tips
expected: the forint was in its infancy as a currency.

Those who had no children were fined four per cent of their salary: a practical
measure to induce an increase in the armed forces. Those who passed the decree
("They" according to the populace) could not have known that by the time these men
would be called up for military service, they would not be soldiering for them. They
never know.

Artcriticism found new means of expression: jazz did not meetwith approval, lda
Boros, the singer, and Chappy's band were sent to prison. The revolutionary
reorganization of society continued. The un-relocated part of the population could
sell typewriters for a good price even if they were in bad repair, provided the keys
were in Cyrillic script.

"When | said white," chants Little Kovécs rhythmically, "you said black".

Events are progressing rapidly on the racecourse. Naiade from the army stables
takes the lead, with Merry Maidé following close behind. Itisn't going to stay a race-
horse for long, not here. Not with an imperialist name like that.

In the offices, a gong signalled the end of the working day.
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So-called plebeian Christian names such as Zsuzsanna, Jozsef, Péter, Erzsébet,
and Matyas became popular.

The Presidential Council relieved the Minister of Justice of his job. The cinemas
were playing the Jolly Fair.

"You prou-hou-houd cossack!" warbled the populace on their way home
from the Ujlaki." Give meba-hackmy wa -hatch!" Life was gay ifyou sang. In the
quarter of the city fondly named the Hellhole, a foundry foreman killed his mother
with eleven strokes of an axe. (Soughing metal, fa-ha-houndry, casting mould,
loop).

The Forum review ceased publication.The editor of the Star was dismissed. The
Minister of Justice passed away in prison awaiting trial.

The tales of Elek Benedek disappeared from the book-shops.

Streaks of oil ran down the middle of the cobblestone boulevards. Acouple of
hundred street nameswere changed, then changed again. Owingto the carelessness
ofsome goverment official, maturity exams in secondary schools and the blue-and-
silver colour of buses were not abolished.

Isaid fuck, you said forbidden, Ilearn. White, black, forbidden to fuck, Yanever
say it right!

The horses are turning into the straight. The Derby winner Giuliana goes on the
offensive, overtakes and passes Naiade in the lead.

The Porta Limited Liability Company bought up large amounts of glazed and
unglazed tiles. The Minister of the Interior was arrested.

Aconsignment ofpotatoes and apples arrived in the city. Mama Anna queued for
them. The consumers (the country) were declared responsible for the queues. There
were no eggs, no meat no butter. Two employees of the National Meat Distribution
Company were sentenced to death, and the sentence executed that same day. The
rhythm of life quickened.

Silence reigned in the capital in the field of fashion; it was too late for the
novelties of the summer to put in an appearance, and too early for those of the
autumn. | look at my own trousers. Everybody on the course is wearing trousers
like mine: the seat hangs loosely, the bottoms flap, the turn-ups are narrow.
Factory-pressed knife-edge creases. Itbeats me why, butitis the way that we dress
that They interfere with the most. Atthat moment of history they impose aten-year
lag between the customs of the world and our own. Mostly trousers, dresses,
dances that were in fashion before the Second Great Massacre. My trousers were
made of dull grey cloth. Everybodywears grey here, Baran would say, and the more
daring wear beige. For some reason they persist in thinking that fashion exists.

I said bull, you said bullocks.

Sirene VIl begins to move at full speed and takes the lead in a matter ofseconds.
It looks a winner—but then Alexandrine, a pretty biscuit-coloured horse from the
State Stud Farm ridden by L&szl6 Rézsa, leaves the field and pulls ahead with a
devastating surge of energy and, after a furious struggle over the last hundred
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metres, wins by a head. After the race, Our Pole, the horse-mad Wojtek appears,
he practically lives at the race-course, we exchange a couple of words, at this
moment the uninitiated bystander would think 1was one of those in the know on
the Tote. 1 am not, and thank God there are no bystanders.

The country lived, despite what is called history, through—so to say—an
oversight. The construction of the Underground Express Line was decided, using
deep-boring, shield, bridge cylinders, and tubing. The Ministry of Defense demanded
a special train-service of its own under the Danube bed.

Aresolution was passed on the building ofa National Theatre. They do pass this
one from time to time.

Asmall circle ofpersons elected themselves leaders of the country. These leaders
expelled, imprisoned, deported, hanged, and shot the led (the population of
Hungary).And then, though our numberswere notyet depleted, began doing the same
to each other. Then just waited to be expelled, imprisoned, and so on and so forth at
last, or did not wait but killed off their families, then shot themselves in the head.

I said balls, you said bollocks.

Also ran: White as Snow, Annie, Snow-Storm, To-do, Button Loop, Straggler,
Fickle Virtue, and Generalissimo.

Bulls, Bullocks, Balls, Bollocks, Ya never say it right!

We scrambled to our feet. Kovécs is teaching me the gang's signal. Baréan, the
Radish, is in love, he says as we walk along. With Cheta, that is Marie Edelman, as
she is rightly called. She's a looker, he says.

"And?" lask. "Is she?" But Little Kovacs shakes his head. "I'm not really into that
sort of thing."

We stroll along in a leisurely way. Ashoelace vendor sits on the pavement. Even
on a holiday he is working. His stumps, encased in black leather, end above the
knee. He moves about on a plank with four roller bearings screwed to the bottom.
The kids in Tow Street use these contraptions for rolling down slopes. The muscles
of his forearms bulge as he grapples his way ahead on the sea of asphalt, using
knobbed stumps ofwood. (Weare not living in the land ofwheel-chairs; Indian and
Persian beggars use the same technique in their bazaars. We are peculiar, exotic
creatures here in the centre of Europe, on account of history. Ofgeography.) | ask
for a pair of leather shoelaces. Legless is a fixture in the middle of the city. You can
count on him, rain or shine, he's always there.

We are tra—husty soldiers, ofabetter order. Pre-war walls shake with marching
songs. He stood be-sa-hide us, at the fra-hant li-hine.

What you say is really crass, What you do's lick the public's ass.

y evening the ball's begun in the Biggest Square in Europe. Adance band and a
Gypsy band are playing. Hungarian girls with the first batch of Korean students
come to study in our country. (The only other foreigners that we get to see wear
uniforms and use armoured cars for transport. Otherwise, we are among ourselves,
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the Hungarian people, guarded from the contamination of alien lands, peoples,
languages by fire, barbed wire and mines.) We can send gift parcels (value five
forints) to Korea, to the soldiers of the militant North, since the South is barring the
way of our new world in order that it may not reach them (aided by one million
Chinese soldiers) and, indeed, return their fire aggressively. Agift parcel contains
one hundred grammes of sugar, one hundred grammes of biscuits, fifty Five Year
Plan cigarettes, needles, thread, safety-pins. Later, when we had concluded the
period distinguishable by the name ofthe Ujlak Fair, some ofthese students, belying
their features, considered themselves Hungarian. What they have is one extra
crinkle at the outer corner of their eyes— or we can say, just as precisely, that one
crinkle is missing at the corner of ours. They picked our side, were there before the
creaking caterpillar-tracks, under fire; they fought together with the more traditionally
Hungarian inhabitants of Tow Street, in the Labyrinth, and fled together with
Dumbo after the defeat. And now, here, in the American Biblical Belt, | paid a visit
to the president of a Hungarian society: the chiefengineer of the municipal power
station, whose speech still smacked of Budapest. He used to live in the students'
hostel of the University of Technology in Bercsényi Street. I have forgotten his name
—again. Inthe Labyrinth, with thorough-going obtuseness, we called all of them
Kim; they bore itwell. This president of Mid-West Hungarians is a slant-eyed man,
North-Korean by birth. This is what a haiku must sound like.

Ha—aa—aands off Koo—reea! We hunt for Smokey Fred in the great square. So
far, he has managed to avoid the military police patrol. He has come to the dance.
There are some people in Ujlak who think Fred's a certified nut. He is in civvies. A
tall, lanky boy in a dark blue shirt and silver tie: the slums’answer to fashion. We
join the ring on the Arena Street side. Fred knows nothing about the Wolves' Play
and the Round Dance. He continues to jive and to rumba, even ifthe band is playing
a csardas; the retrograde forces know no respite. (Kovécs, as an adult, remembering
Fred's brown skin and the customs ofthe local vernacular—why else should anyone
be called Smokey—realized that the boy was a Gypsy. There, no one knows or cares.
The street is like a trio in a night-club or, like novel-writing, itis a republic. Only one
thing counts, whetheryou're good or notand no bullshitting.) There's none to beat Fred
at the rumba. They formaringaround himand clap, corrupted like the workers ofWest
European countries still stumbling in the dark. We stare at him dumbly.

At half past ten there’s a firework display on Gellért Hill: we watch from what
used to be the riverside promenade. Bengal lights pour down the hillside in all the
shades of red. It was from here that we would watch the fireworks the summer
before your arrival, with Imola showing you the sights so to speak, for you were
there, inherbelly—and had no idea that, inthatvery hour, Hungarian soldierswere
marching towards Prague to the creaking sound of caterpillar tracks. Itwas a matter
of chance that Iwas not there marching with them, Iwas of draft age, Little Kovacs
too, all of us who, barely twelve years before, had been there in the Labyrinth,
listening to the sound of caterpillar tracks approaching.
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Going home on the night tram, the 66. "At night, you know, cold winds will
blow." Little Kovacs has enough money left for the tram fare. "Twenty for the titty",
we sing. "The titty's snow white. The titty's stone hard."

On the way home, as we get off the 66, Little Kovacs gives the Ujlaki cinema a
long wistful look. The artistes have gone home, the building is dark.

That night, he does not go to bed right away. He makes himselfa couple ofslices
ofbread and dripping. Takes a tray and sits down at the kitchen table on the bench
with the kaleidoscope. Curiosity spurs him, the great treasure of every man; here's
a contraption, one's got to find out how it works. How does the man-eating giant,
the diamond-studded garments, the golden-haired steed get into the green-and-
silver tube? Where do the lopsided trenches, the stench of brimstone, the malefic
charms, the oceans of blood, and the sloppy triangles come from?

He peels off the silver foil and takes the glass ring out of the end of the tube.
Remembers the cinema. The step-dance, the giant xylophone. Thewoman's thighs.
Her mouth. Her breasts. Twenty fillérs.

Once again, he hasn't got so much as twenty fillérs. He feels terrific.

He spills the bits and pieces he finds between the glass disks onto the tray.
Remembers Fred's flings, his long slim fingers, the military police patrol. MPP, said
Fred. Sang. "There's the MPP! There's the MPP!" (To the tune of Oh, When the
Saints.) There are bits of wire, scraps of paper, pebbles, plate clippings, slivers of
mirror-glass, pottery shards on the tray. He bends to the left, to the right, twisting
his neck, changing his angle of vision. The twenty-five watt light-bulb shines
through the blue, red, brown, green morsels ofglass. Mybooty from the sodaworks.
"Lemme have'at titty." Thinks with a thrill of the cinema at night, the interior of the
silent building after the last performance, the small room behind the stage, one wall
ofwhich is the off-white screen, empty of even mirror-writing. Thisis a day of great
changes in his life. He met me, saw the variety show—he thinks these things bear
no relation to each other—and in some respects, as far as his sharp ten-year-old
mind can judge, he is right, but in other respects he is mistaken. For his memory
will instinctively combine the cardboard tube that he took to pieces to understand
its soul with the incomprehensible tingling of his loins that he experienced for the
first time in his life at the sight of the dancer’s boobies and gams. He cannot know
what his erection means, the advance signal sent by his approaching manhood that
afternoon of the fair of long smooth glissades, of eruptive ejaculations, of warm
moist completeness, of a life and death worthy of a human being. The very first
occasion, and the second will not come for a long time. He remembers Cheta and
Baran, who is in love. And thinks he knows, for the first time in his life, who's a real
looker. In one case at least.

Hesits in front of the tray, baffled, shaken, loudspeaker songs reeling in his head:
vanguard, fan the flame, at the front, cold winds to come. And always, over and over
again, that song. And he knows, with the burning, prescient certainty of holy sibyls
and prophets: titties are good. »*
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Szabolcs Varady

Poems

Translated by George Szirtes

An Objective Outsider,
Should One Exist

Egy kivilall6, ha volna ilyen

An objective outsider, should one exist,

a baby born with an adult brain,

or, let us say, the proverbial Martian,

an objective outsider, should one exist,

would hardly understand,

why it should be in his own interest,

in his own and the world's interest,

in the interests ofworld history, nay, of the universe
that such and such should,

that such and such ought,

that such and such should certainly be advisable

An objective outsider, should one exist,

should there be one such, so as not to understand,
or to understand in this way, this objective outsider
would not after all be wholly objective.

A still more objective outsider might believe instead that,

onefrom another solar system orfreshfrom the womb,

limitedfurthermore by the power ofhuman language—albeit
in its most primitiveform—this most

objective ofoutsiders might believe,

Szabolcs Véarady
is apoet, translator and editor at Eurépapublishers and on the staffof Holmi, a Budapest
literary monthly. He has published two volumes ofpoems to date. "An Objective Outsider™
and “Chairs Above the Danube"first appeared in English in William Jay Smith's translation
in The New Hungarian Quarterly, No. 63, and subsequently in the anthology
Modern Hungarian Poetry, Corvina— Columbia University Press, 1977.
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employing words in their most traditional,

most outmoded sense, might well believe:

nothing more desirable than that the

nothing more advisable than that the

and nothing could be more conformable than that the

The outermost o f objective outsiders
from the utmost periphery might think something like this.

But we, who, in amanner ofspeaking,

do, so to speak, bear the brunt of the matter,

we, the insiders, through necessarily paying attention to
andfollowing closely the pronouncements ofour utmost superiors,
have so thoroughly modified our instinctsfor language

we prioritise the words' secondary meaning,

we who, for lack ofan alternative, occupy the territory

cut outfor us, and would happily make do with

the not leastfortunate ofnecessary consequences—

who soon will certainly cease to comprehend

the stages ofexternal objectivity,

nor why our noses no longer wrinkle as though we'd like to show
aproper disgustfor it, the scent ofa metaphor.

Quatrain

Négysoros

I stand in a hole between Will Be and Was
waitingfor things to change but nothing does.
The dust will mountfor ever. Rain? Unlikely.
Thunder perhaps. But not here, not precisely.
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Chairs Above the Danube

Székek a Dunafolott

The two chairs were not at all ugly

in their way. Shame about the springs
protruding and about the covers

being so hopelesslyfilthy. But chairs

are chairs are chairs, and these would do the Job.
And so we carried them, mostly on our heads,
from Orlay Street, across what used to be known
as Franz Joseph, now Liberty Bridge, right down
to Raday Street 2, where P then lived

(as his poems of the time will testify).

A chair, or even two, can prove quite useful

in all kinds ofways. Two poets on the bridge

bearing chairs on their heads—one could imagine
apicture with that title. 1'd like it to be

an objective picture not one of those

visionary things. The two chairs,

it should be clearly understood, are not to be construed
as haloes round our heads. About the middle ofthe bridge—
without wanting to make a point ofit—

we sat down on them. The springs ofone chair

stuck out particularly. | can't remember

which ofus had it. No matter, what happened later
can't be explained by that. It was a pleasant

summer evening. We lit a cigarette,

enjoying the comfort of our circumstances,

which were a little unusual.

The chairs survived
for a while doing respectable service: they were
the chairs at P's place. But naturally one wants
to improve one's lot: so they gave the chairs
to an upholsterer. Then they changed addresses,
thefirst time because they had to, the next
because they couldn't stand theflat. We tend
to meet less often nowadays. Much has happened since.
G left A (P's wife) and M (the wife ofB)
broke up with me, then the second M
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(G's wife) abandoned G and came to live

at my place (the Bs too separated

in the meantime). P tried suicide

and spends most of the time in institutions,
not to speak ofchanges in world politics,
and in any case there's nowhere to sit down.

Villanelle

Villanella

| wake at halfpast three or near enough.
The chain unpulled, in one continuous wave,
the toilet bowl is draining itselfoff.

Does anyone out there gofor this stuff?
You've worked all day, you need a wash, a shave,
you sleep till halfpast three or near enough

then spooks, who, not content to mope or sough,
sit and perform! And whatyou'd not believe:
The toilet bowl is draining itself off.

Better without the spooks perhaps? It's tough,
like waking in an untenanted grave
at halfpast three orfour or near enough.

To sleep? Impossible. Mere blind-man's buff.
The world isfull of dangers, won't behave.
The toilet bowl is draining itselfoff.

You fetch your market price though it seems rough
never to know the pimpfor whomyou slave.

I wake at halfpast three or near enough:

the toilet bowl is draining itselfoff.
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The Moonlight Gets into our
Heads

Fejunkbe szall a holdvilag

The moonlight gets into our heads, no need toforce it:
its potent-spirits dribble like afaucet.

Our longfaces light up, unwrinkle, mist.

But could we bear it otherwise, unpissed?

It5 notjust the madness ofsome horrid unction
composed ofbursting ulcers (since pleasure too might
be on tap), nor ofsimple malfunction,

this anarchy, this chaos ofthe moonlight.

It's there in me!But what! A thing that can't quite
burst nor spread, some seething inner brew

whose name or substance | may never write.

Time wasted, time we leak away, run through.

A good thing the moon isfrozen in its station!

May the attainable bubble down itsflue

and offer the dusty soul itsflighty salvation.

To an Unreal Phenomenon

Egy nem val6hoz

You should have stopped existingyears ago.
Though one couldn't say:you are. Not quite.

You only seem, you servile ghost. Now go,
getonyour bike!

Those hungryforyou only received a part.
You can't give—since there isn't—a whole.
Who tastesyou throwsyou up, is sick at heart,
from hole to hole.

Hereyou appear, then sneak offsomewhere else.
Ironfilings, wightless stuff.

Cheese in the trap to tempt a greedy mouse?
No more, enough.

75
Poems



Well go then. There's the door. Why hang about?
He gawks, afish stuck in the silt.

Good intentions, words notfound, spat out,
the good drink spilt.

What the Poem Wants

Amit a vers akar

Not theme, norfact, nor even thought,
just words, the shape ofwords, the wrought
andformed, the songline's arcs and bends,
such lines as gather to their ends;
self-justified, self-justifying,

not the messenger's loud crying

but ever being ready to

serve that which will become the new,
which takes a space but won't exceed
nor underfill, ifspace it need.

But needfor what? What does it want?
What tugs at me:” What makes me grunt,
what strips me ofmy clothes, my shame,
myflesh and blood? What is its game?
Oh blood} the thing, theflow and clot,
it twists my viscera in a knot,

it drags me where | would not go;

the band strikes up, the dancers bow,
and however loud | may protest

myfeet start gliding with the rest,

it drives me on, it won't consult,

and | am left with the result,
involuntary steps and starts,

asum of (my own?) unwieldy parts.

Nor will it care orgive a damn

ifmy poor gristle's packed like spam

as long as the shape that it presents
fulfils its own constituents,

so much itis, so clear a stigma,

S0 precise, the cursed enigma.
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Andras Nagy

Plus ga change

Changes in Establishment Attitudes under Socialism

n the rapidly growing literature on the

political transition in Hungary, far too much
attention is being focused on the process of
transition itself, and on the post-transition
"how" and "where to". What is not being
discussed is the "where from".

Fortunately, the sudden and fundamental
changes did not arrive amid the bloodshed
of civil war or violent revolution, the usual
catalysts of such changes. Although, the
Soviet Union had lost the cold war, this
cannot, however, be merely ascribed to the
existence, or the lack of, some internal or
external pressure, (such as the loosening of
the Soviet grip or the strengthening of the
internal opposition).Aninnertransformation,
taking place almost unnoticed, seems to
have had a much more important role. To
many people, the collapse seemed like the
sudden fall of a huge oak, believed to be
robust yet rotten at the core which did not
require a gale to bring it down. Others com-
pared the process to the fermenting of an
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organic material, which exploded when the
poisonous gases had accumulated. Still
others used the analogy ofa highly developed
organism, whose death was brought about
by extreme deficiency in its immunity system,
coupled with the gradual proliferation of
foreign implants. The essential feature ofall
three analogies is their ascribing a major
role to internal transformation with its
subversive effects, and not to external factors.

Asalient feature of all these changes is
that those who supported the old regime put
up surprisingly little resistance. .Nobody in
Poland and Hungary was willing to defend
the socialist system in arms; even in
Czechoslovakia and Romania, where there
were casualties, the resistance put up by the
old regime was incomparably weaker than
what had generally been anticipated, givena
"counter-revolutionary rebellion". Nobody
expected the collapse ofthe socialist system,
and the transfer of power, to take place so
swiftly and so peacefully. It would be too
horrible even to imagine what might have
happened if those in power had tried to
deploy the available forces and weaponry in
defence of the regime.

One ofthe many questions to be asked is
how itwas possible that notasingle individual
ofthe several thousand in the well-equipped
workers' militia was willing to fire a shot in
the defence of the system? In fact, this army
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of the party faithful was specifically
established and trained after 1956 to protect
the hegemony of the Communist Party.
Equally surprising was the fact that not one
of the commissioned officers of the Army
and the Police, party members to a man, nor
ofthe many "reliable™ members ofthe secret
services, was prepared to take to arms to
defend the old regime, even though they had
voluntarily sworn to do so. Fortunately, they
all broke their oath.

But it was not just that there was no
attempt to defend the regime: just as
surprising was the active participation of
several members of the political, economic,
military and cultural higher leadershiplofthe
regime in the political transition. Without
actually quitting the Communist Party, or
without openly rejecting its ideology, many
of these participated, voluntarily and readily,
in establishing a parliamentary democracy
and a market economy based on private
property. Itwas both pitiful and delightful to
see some communist leaders trying to outbid
each other in their bragging over their own
part in the abolition of the regime.

For things to turn out in this way, the
structure of the system itself must have
changed, as must have the institutions
running and protecting it, coupled with the
motivations and values associated with it.

In what follows, | shall cover certain
characteristics only of the Hungarian de-
velopment which, primarily because of the
revolution of 1956, differed somewhat from
the developments that occurred in the other
Eastern European countries. Nevertheless,
the Hungarian example can illustrate several
processesand causeswhich led to the general
collapse of the system.

The vanguard

Since the old and overused dogma, that the
Communist Party and its leadership were the
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leading force of the Soviet-type systems,
actually turned out to be true, itis pertinent
to examine the changes that took place within
the party and, more importantly, within its
leadership. Quite obviously the communist
movement and its leadership, (which at the
end ofthe eighties either impotently, or else,
in the hope of some reward, so to speak
voluntarily—on occasion even lending a
helping hand in the process—handed over
power bore little resemblance to the
communists who had seized power forty
years earlier.

After the Second World War, the
Communist Party, earlier a rather marginal
force, gained considerable influence not only
because it had opposed national socialism,
which had led the country into a lostwar and
devastation, but also because they promised
a better world, economic and cultural
improvements, redistribution of land,
modernization, elimination of social
inequalities and a social welfare net for
everyone. Soviet military occupation and
non-existing or frail democratic traditions
and institutions were instrumental for the
communists to acquire an influence far
beyond their actual political weight.

After the communist takeover, and
concomitant with the Stalinist dictatorship
and terror, an atmosphere of hatred and
intimidation came to dominate the Com-
munist Party itself; words such as bourgeois
became an insult. To be revolutionary and to
promise a new world meant the rejection
and elimination of everything that was
bourgeois. Ironically, the majority of the
revolutionarieswere themselves middle-class
intellectuals or of lower middle-class
background, whose social decline could be
traced back to the Great Depression or the
anti-Jewish laws; there alsowere trade union
leaders ambitious to become middle class.
Deep down, they cherished the same
bourgeois values and dreams which they
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were rebelling against.2The 1956 revolution
confronted the communist leadership with
an entirely new situation. Ever since the
1921 uprising in Kronstadt, protests,
rebellions, and insurrections had indicated
that the majority was not prepared to put up
with communist rule in the various socialist
countries. But it was in Budapest in 1956
that an uprising succeeded, at least tempo-
rarily, since it had the support of almost the
entire population. Nor were the army and
police willing to protect communist rule; on
seeing the scale of the insurrection, the
leaders were forced to discard their disguise
by resorting to the Soviet Army to suppress
their own people. Naturally, a programme
calling for freedom, democracy, neutrality,
and an end to Soviet oppression was an
umbrella for very different political forces,
indeed it was the key to the revolution's
success, enabling it to throw offcommunists
and Soviet rule. The administration, firms
and various institutions were placed under
the direction of revolutionary committees
and workers' councils. Miraculously, these
bodies were able to function under directly
elected leaders; the complete centralization
and monopolization of the economy—the
planned economy—simply ceased to exist.
Although the revolutionary government was
in power for only a few days, the events
proved that a substantial majority were
united in rejecting communist rule and that,
in spite of all appearances, the system was
internally weak and could be overthrown far
more easily than had been thought.

There was something to be learned even
from the supression of the 1956 revolution.
Thirty years of brain-washing in the Kadar
era was unable to erase from the collective
memory the fact that the new leaders had to
be smuggled out of the country in Soviet
armoured vehicles and that, on November 4,
it was the Soviet military command, rather
than the Kadar government, that had taken
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over. Those who lived through the revolution,
including the communist leaders, never
forgot that a popular uprising had been put
down by misguided Soviet soldiers with no
help from Hungarians whatsoever; the party
functionaries and the security forces, later
known as pufajkasok ("quilted jackets")
remained in hiding during the fighting, scared
out of their wits. This unique historical
experience was the great trauma throughout
the Kadar era, something that neither party
members nor the opposition were able to
forget or to admit openly. The lesson learned
by one side was that it owed power to Soviet
tanks, the other side could never forget that
the "Party" were thosewho had been installed
in office by foreign invaders, their legitimacy
supplied by the Soviets and nobody else.
This gap was substantially widened by
the terror unleashed during the first phase of
the K&dér era. As soon as the workers' re-
sistance was overcome, arrests, torture and
executions began, despite earlier promises
of a general amnesty. (The high number of
executions, only revealed recently, shocked
eveiyone.) The peasants, who had supported
the revolution peacefully and without
atrocities, were ruthlessly recollectivized in
1963. The gap between the handful of
communists and the "rest", between them
and us, became almost unbridgeable.
However, it was not the revolution,
crushed by Soviet soldiers, but an attempt to
restore the old system by Rakosi and the
security forces that literally engaged Kadar
in a life or death struggle. He correctly
assumed that if Rakosi's followers emerged
victorious, he would be executed alongside
Imre Nagy for disbanding the Communist
Party and supporting the demands of the
revolution.2This explains why, concurrently
withthe terror and intimidation, Kédarbegan
to replace the old guard from the under-
ground days of the Communist Party with a
somewhat more liberal leadership (including
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people debarred earlier from higher posts
because of a bourgeois background) and
with the generation that had joined the party
after the war.

Kédar discovered that he could exploit
both the victory and the defeat of the re-
volution in order to maintain his delicately
balanced power. The terror was paralysing
enough to cow the populace, whereas the
Soviet leaders could fear a new Hungarian
rebellion. This twin, mutual, fear shaped the
compromise which enabled the Hungarian
leadership to adopt a more liberal policy and
to use the threat of Soviet intervention to
silence "extreme" demands. Thiswas how a
new generation of communists with no or
very little underground experience came to
power; they realized that, in order to dim the
memories of 1956-1957, Kadar had to relax
controls, because he would only be able to
stabilize his power by a more conciliatory
politics. This was helped by the fact that
many people came to accept defeat, gave up
the hope of future resistance and chose to
cooperate. But the majority could not be
deluded by flattery: they were not seduced by
promises of a succesful career, they never
rejected the memory of 1956, never joined
the party and never accepted any kind of
political post. Theenormous advantages that
went with party membership carried a
correspondingly high price: party members
had to condemn the “counter-revolution” of
1956, had to approve both the Soviet
intervention and the execution of Imre Nagy
and his associates. To agree to all this
involved such a moral stigma that frank
dialogue between party members and
non-communists became impossible for a
long time to come.

Breaking with dogma

The Kadar leadership had to break through
isolation and moral contempt in the early
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1960s. Had they been able to get off to a
better start, it is possible that they would not
have been forced, norwould have been able,
to produce a turn as sharp as the one thatwe
eventually witnessed. Not only did they
declare an amnesty and end to Hungary's
isolation,, allowing people to travel to the
West, but they also embarked on a
programme of economic reforms. All this
effort was aimed at pacifying the populace3
by relaxing the most irritating restrictions
and achieving some acceptance. They tried
to draw a veil over the memory of 1956,
which was hardly mentioned at all in the
years to come—even the retaliatory sen-
tences were never to be brought up. Gra-
dually, these memories became too shameful
even for party members. All this coincided
with the beginnings of a change in the thin-
king of party members, a break with the
fundamentalist and sectarian views of the
periods between 1949and 1952, and between
1957 and 1960. The persecution of bourgeois
valuesand behaviourebbed, coercion to "build
socialism" in your free time abated and the
right to privacy was better tolerated.

The economic reforms were crucial in
changing the thinking and behaviour of the
communist leadership. The heavily centra-
lized Soviet-type system introduced in the
early 1950s soon produced its own antidote—
the need for decentralization. The huge and
centrally supervized monopolies took on a
life of their own and early on started
protecting their own particular interests. As
the rigour of central supervision declined,
the power of enterprises, especially those in
monopoly position, increased. "Planning"
also went through changes: instead of
detailed and specific instructions, the central
offices now produced plan directives; firms
then had to transform these into the final
plans, nowhere near as rigid as hitherto.
Managers became capable of representing
their own interests in their dealings with the
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centre as well as with each other. The main
element in drafting a plan became a search
for compromises, as the large firms fiercely
fought for more investment, higher wages,
more imports, and larger workforce—in
other words, for as many resources as
possible. Conversely, they tried to undertake
as little in the way of production, exporting
and services as possible.

Itwas mostly in this institutional change
and changes in the structure of interests that
the economic reforms, their successes and
failures in the 1960s, were rooted.

Popular discontent undoubtedly played
a major part in the political leadership's
contemplating substantial economic reforms
when trying to escape the isolation of the
early 1960s. Since doctrinaire Marxist
economists, who had the upper hand after
the suppression ofthe 1956 Revolution, and
who had declared war on revisionism—any
deviations from the Stalinist model and the
Soviet example—were unable to come up
with a practical solution to the economic
problems, economic experts earlier cas-
tigated as right-wing revisionists, came to
play a greater role.

In fact, neither public discontent nor the
proposals put forward by economists had
much influence on political decisions.
Although claims to this effectwere frequently
made, decisionswere shaped only by people
who had power: managers of large firms and
leading officials in the ministries concerned.
It was their discontent, their desire for (or
aversion to) changes that influenced the
introduction (and later, the withdrawal) of
economic reforms. The duality ofthe reforms
derived from this, as did the cycle of hopes
and failures.

Basically, the attempted reforms had two
purposes, interconnected but also substan-
tially different. It was obvious that a more
efficienteconomy would require a reduction
ofcentralized control and regulation, and an
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augmentation of market relations. The main
goals thus became increasing enterprise
independence, and reducing the powers of
the Central Planning Office and government
interference. These goals accorded well with
the interests of enterprise managers; it was
probably for this reason that the higher party
bodieswerewilling to accept at least some of
the proposed reforms, albeit with difficulty.

Anefficienteconomy required far greater
changes, however, than simply reducing the
powers of the Central Planning Office and
the Ministries and increasing enterprise
independence. The economists working on
reform proposals wanted to create market
conditions; this would have meant compe-
tition, liberalization of prices, wages and
imports, and a more efficient investment
policy based on profitability. However, the
large enterprises wanted to increase their
independence without sacrificing their
protection against domestic and imported
products, without having to improve
efficiency, without having to achieve greater
productivity, and without having to worry
about improving quality. The conditionsina
shortage economy are extremely favourable
formonopolies, especially when price control
iseased, allowing firmsto raise prices openly
or covertly, without having to worry about
competitors.

There seemed to be complete agreement
between the reform economists and ma-
nagers in wanting to improve efficiency by
linking bonuses to profits. The difference
was, however, that the formerwere thinking
in terms of profits made in competition and
the latter of profits made in a monopoly
position, with less government inter-
ference.4 In the struggle by managers and
reformers to decentralize the economy, the
first signs of a change in outlook were
appearing; these later led to a wider
acceptance ofbourgeois values. The autho-
ritarian interactions of the command
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economy were replaced by a demand for
interdependence, a growth in enterprise
independence and an extension of market
conditions. The possibility of linking
earnings to economic performance, as
opposed to egalitarianism regulated from
above, began to appeal more and more to a
large section of the working population as
well as to managers.

The rise of a new bourgeoisieb

By the end of the 1960s an influential group
of managers had come into being, openly
seeking greater independence and personal
affluence. Although they saw themselves as
communists, theirvalues and behaviourwere
no longer those of the men who had fought
for socialist ideas before and during the
war, fiercely opposing bourgeois values.
The majority ofthem cynically preached but
did not practice socialism, while making
sure of generous salaries, large bonuses
and a widening range of perks for them-
selves. Many travelled the world on go-
vernment money, depositing their savings
in foreign banks. They introduced regu-
lations enabling themselves to sell, at high
profit, goods purchased abroad and brought
into the country without paying duty. They
tried to procure, for themselves, or for their
children, lengthy foreign assignments as
diplomats, military attachés or trade offi-
cials, ifpossible in one ofthe more developed
countries. Volunteering to fight for the world
revolution somewhere in Angola or Afgha-
nistan was far from their minds.

Naturally, this was a gradual change,
initially embarrassing to some of those
concerned. The process had started with
the privileges party and government leaders
had procured for themselves6 under the
Stalinist regime; at that time, however, the
circle of the privileged living in grand style
was relatively tight, while the difference in
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incomes between managers and staff was
not all that great. After the suppression of
the 1956 Revolution, the K&dar government
considerably raised salaries for party
apparatchiks and officials in the Ministry of
the Interior, securing loyalty for money and
power. During the 1960s a growing number
of managers had incomes significantly in
excess of the average and the trend
continued.

Admittedly, there were some who rejected
"fridge socialism” and "goulash commu-
nism", and who would have liked to send the
apparatchiks and management with "bour-
geois airs" to the labour camps of the Red
Guards. However, criticism by populists and
left-wing Maoists had little influence on
actual economic processes. There were
sporadic attempts to limit bonuses, travel
and expense accounts and the use of official
cars, but such directives were usually soon
withdrawn.Once the values system had been
transformed, the ruling elite quite openly
rejected all forms of "hypocritical asceticism".

The demand that expertise should be
better rewarded was made more loudly.
Those who had acquired important senior
management jobs as a reward for loyalty to
the party and flattery to superiors—people
quite often wholly unqualified for their
positions—began to believe that they owed
their positions to special skills, that their
privileges were deserved and that their
achievements ought to be even better re-
warded. Undoubtedly, managers did a better
job; one cause was the growing independence
of firms since market forces had begun to
operate. However, the skills managers
needed could only be acquired in managerial
positions. This contributed to the slowing
down of upward mobility and widespread
lateral reassignment, which led to the
formation of an exclusive society. Ex-party
or Young Communist League apparatchiks
were more frequently appointed to direct
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large firms or to high official posts; they then
swapped positions, so that an ex-secretary
ofthe party's county section or the head ofa
local council could head a huge agricultural
cooperative and vice versa. In this way a
ruling caste emerged, the nomenklatura,
which became increasingly difficult to break
into, but entry guaranteed a place there for
life. The principal conditions for membership
of this exclusive club were loyalty to the
party and opportunism. To fall from grace
was almost impossible, except in cases of
political "perfidy", criticism amounting to
treachery and the disclosure of crimes; none
of these were likely to happen, since those
capable of such acts would not have been
allowed to join the club for a start. A new
ruling caste eventually emerged, enjoying
the same privileges; they knew (and mutually
overlooked) each other's illegal, or barely
legal, dealings; they knew, and kept silent,
about the skeletons in each other's cup-
boards.7All thiswas part ofaprocesswhereby
dependence on central power was replaced
by a more decentralized and oligarchical
mutual interdependence; the cohesive force
was no longer a shared ideology but shared
interests—their reciprocal recognition and
protection.

Even quite legally, those who spent
decades in important positions were able to
accumulate significant personal wealth. In
terms of average wages, incomes at the top
increased substantially, not to mention
bonuses, which, in some cases reached
six-figure sums. As growth in the economy
declined and problems proliferated,
incentives for top management to show
results in certain areas (increasing exports
for hard currency, saving imports, energy
saving, etc.) became more frequent. Added
to these extra bonuses, the well-placed
helped one another, sometimes by favours
to each other's firms, or sometimes by
arranging for cheap loans, or simply by
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informing one another about goods at
bargain prices. This was how the lavish
residences and palatial summer houses were
built, often using state labour and state
money; the market vallie of these houses
usually exceeded not just the savings capacity
of their owners, but quite often their entire
income. Some were able to multiply wealth
thus acquired, profiting from the fact that
the absence of commercial banks, together
with the clumsy bureaucracy of those
existing, greatly restricted the borrowing
opportunities ofprivate enterprises. ltseems
quite plausible thataconsiderable proportion
ofthe credit needs ofthe rapidly multiplying
small enterprises were supplied by moneyed
cadres, presumably at usurious rates. Such
financial dealings naturally involved further
advantages for entrepreneurs: well-placed
cadres intervening for permit applications
further increased their own prestige, while
lending protection for irregular or illegal
activities.

I have still not mentioned downright
illegal dealings, embezzling and corruption,
committed ever more and more openly and
frequently. The typical forms of corruption8
widely known but not prosecuted, involved
accepting backhanders for subdivided plots
of land being allocated by the government,
both central and local, for the purchase of
commodities impossible to buy otherwise,
for the issue of permits required to purchase
orexchange homes, and foravoiding custom
tariffs and stamp-duties. Almost everyone
knew about these, even ifnot everyone dared
to take advantage of them. Much more
mysterious were the cases involving
important construction tenders (hotels, for
example), or the appointment to highly paid
posts (professors of medicine or agricultural
cooperative presidents). It can be safely
assumed that in these cases, too, it was
possible—or even necessary—to offer
substantial bribes to get results.
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Nevertheless, it does not follow from the
above that every single member of the
nomenklatura was corrupt, nor that they all
accumulated great wealth. It is generally
accepted that several top officials led a
modest9life, or even condemned, in private
conversation, those who speculated for
private gain or abused their positions.
Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the
inclination to clean up the economy almost
completely disappeared from the top
leadership: no great corruption scandalswere
disclosed. The thinking behind the decision
to hush up crimes was given: itwould be bad
publicity for the party and its cadres for these
infamies to be known, it was claimed, and
quite rightly so. Solidarity among party
members proved stronger than morality or
respect for the law, and so the "ascetic"
came to resemble the blind who have chosen
not to see. We know that they are blindest of
all.

Paradoxically, this easing off of controls
humanized the system. Changes in thinking
at the top justified the pursuance of personal
interests at the bottom, giving the go-ahead
to the accumulation of wealth. Starting at
the end of the 1970s, the petit-bourgeois
class was reborn in the second and third
economy; household farming and other
forms of private enterprise (boutiques,
restaurants, etc.) earned small fortunes for
"entrepreneurs" (i.e., smart operators
without scruples). Less documented is the
emergence of a haute-bourgeoisie among
the nomenklatura. Without any reliable
source of information, we can only assume
that there was sizeable wealth in private
hands.

An important part was played by a new
generation around 1980. This is similar to
the situation after 1956, when there was a
specific age-cohort of cadres—born in the
1920s, reaching adulthood after the war,
power-hungry first-generation communists
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who were happy to replace Rékosi's fol-
lowers. In the last decade of the Kadar era,
too, a new generation was making its bid for
power: the generation ofYoung Communist
League-apparatchiks, born in the 1940s and
with no recollection of either the war or of
the 1956 Revolution. For them, the anti-Nazi
resistance and the dictatorship of the
proletariat, decolonization, revolution and
counter-revolution were simply boring stuff
for the class-room. They smiled condes-
cendingly on the naive enthusiasm of the
reformers of 1968, who still believed that it
was possible to make the socialist system
efficient and competitive. This new gene-
ration knew that the gap between the socialist
countries and the western democracies was
widening; that the Soviets were only
competitive in the military field; that the
economic stagnation of the socialist
countries was bound to be followed by
decline. Although doing good service to their
superiors for the sake of personal ad-
vancement and although ready to churn out
the slogans of the propaganda of the day,
these ambitious young men no longer
believed in the rhetoric and said what they
had to orily in order to further their own
careers. They ascribed their own success to
expertise, since they were no longer the
self-taught working-class cadres; they went
to university, spoke foreign languages, and
began to look around with an open mind—
some even studying at Harvard on scho-
larship.

Naturally, the changing attitude and
behaviour of the ruling elite does not lend
itselfeasily to accurate measurement, and to
study the topic ex post facto would be
extremely difficult. 0 Yet it was faithfully
reflected in the new dress code that appeared
at the time among the top cadres. The
respectable Sunday best worn by the
working-class had long been gone, and the
casual jeans and pullover of the left-wing
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intelligentsia was also out, as were "folksy"
pleated skirts and neckerchiefs. The East
European version of executive dress was in:
blazer with gilt buttons with a matching tie
and handkerchief. Apart from foreigners and
the wives of obstetricians, the clientele ofthe
expensive Budapest boutiques now came
to include the wives of ministers and
managers. The first privately owned Mer-
cedeses, each worth several million forints,
appeared, and the competition to hang more
jewelry on the wifewas on. Their adoption of
western fashions in clothing suggested that
they had already caught up with the civilized
West and wanted to be seen there as equals.
Having learned from 1956, the party leaders,
former self-confessed revolutionaries, had
become true conservatives, dreading sudden
change and disruptions. They began to feel
anxious, not just for their hold on power, but
for their property.LLThis was the time when
the country was loud with talk of law and
order and the security of property.

A sense of insecurity

Of the spread of bourgeois values and
behaviour among the leaders of the Com-
munist Party itcan be said that itwas a strange
sort of embourgeoisement. First, it was not
simply based on private property, but was
accompanied by the dominance of state
ownership; it occured not in market com-
petition, butamid hierarchical and oligarchical
conditions and a monopolized market. The
success of managers depended little ornoton
company profitability or competitiveness,
since they operated as monopolies in a
shortage economy at home, or in the com-
pletely distorted Comecon market.

As the independence of firms and
agricultural cooperatives increased, mana-
gers began to identify with their organiza-
tion. Although they might have justifiably
claimed that they were working round the
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clock for their firms, this was not enough to
make them act like the managers of a
capitalist company. Over-employment, poor
quality, a narrow product range, high prices
and the elimination of competition were
some areas where the interests of workers
and management coincided under socialism.
Since their interests did not depend on the
efficient management of capital, they did
their best for their firms by procuring as
many resources, and accepting as few
obligations as possible, when bargaining
with the central authorities. Paradoxically,
greater efficiency was often against the
interests of the whole workforce. This ex-
plains why conflicts between management
and workforce were less acute and trade
unions and enterprise councils were easily
manipulated.2

There were further distortions due to the
way inwhich money could be made and put
towork. The methods, both legal and illegal,
of converting privileges into wealth, were
mostly directed at making occasional quick
profits, rather than a steady return on
accumulated capital. Thisbrings to mind the
pirates and robber barons ofearly capitalism,
or the mafiosi of today. Moreover, since
accumulated wealth could be invested only
in a limited way and insecurely, it often
flowed into illegal channels or into con-
spicuous consumption.

Sociologists have long been aware of
conspicuous consumption as a form of
misdirected accumulation among small
entrepreneurs and peasants growingrichon
household farming, but it could be observed
amongst the top cadres too. They bought
expensive cars, built luxury homes, and went
on overseas trips, all apparently well beyond
their means. Such consumption patterns
were connected with the fact that top cadres
had never felt secure and therefore they
exploited their advantages while they lasted.
In spite of their privileged status, they lived
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in an atmosphere of suspicion, not trusting
each other, concealing the true scale oftheir
wealth, together with the methods whereby
it was acquired.3

Advantages in promoting change

The sudden collapse of communism had
several causes, but the distorted em-
bourgeoisement at the top level was clearly
important in Hungary, where demand for a
move towards capitalism was conceived
also among the top cadres holding political
power.4

Their sense of securitywas shaken by the
recognition that socialist economic back-
wardness would inevitably lead to defeat in
the arms race. The Kadar regime no longer
looked like lasting forever. It became obvious
that hostility to reforms, or "prudent
progress”, which had been taken to be
stability, was mere immobility, which in turn
caused backwardness and endangered
stability.

The communists of the late 1980s were
not revolutionaries; they were the party of
law and order, longing for security and
bourgeois prosperity.’5 A number of top
cadres reached the conclusion that peaceful
change was unavoidable, that their chances
of a secure future would not be improved by
a stubborn clinging to doomed socialism. Of
course, they diji not imagine—no one did—
that the Soviet Union would collapse so
rapidly, nor that the change in the political
system would be so radical and that they
would be ousted from power so completely.
They were hoping for some kind of
perestroika, in the course of which the
reform-communistswould share powerwith
the opposition moderates willing to
cooperate with them; maintaining the
domination of state ownership, moderate
economic liberalization would be introduced.

The consideration that it might be better
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to prepare and initiate a gradual transfor-
mation in a constitutional way, and in
cooperation with the opposition and western
powers, than to confront either mass dis-
content ora united stand by the Westand the
opposition, must have helped in making the
transition peaceful.

It is not yet known to what extent
negotiations with international monetary
institutions and with the western powers
affected the political leadership. The huge
foreign debt, (which doubled in the 1980s)
and the frequent references to it meant that
the opinion and advice ofthe West could not
be ignored. Itwas around then that the role
of financial experts in economic de-
cision-making grew; presumably, they
mediated in negotiations between the
international monetary institutions and the
West and the Hungarian government which
preceded the changes. At the moment we
can merely guess at the bargains struck, at
whatwas promised, forinstance, inexchange
for opening the border to let East Germans
out, or for multiparty elections.’6We do
know, however, that the insistence on
stability, the threat of financial collapse and
the possible absence of an agreement with
the IMFwere all seriously taken into account
in economic policy. It can also be surmised
that it was the position of dependence as a
consequence ofindebtedness, thatinhibited
a firmer handling of the ever bolder
democratic opposition—eventually forcing
the leadership to bargain with them.

They no longer listened to those who
urged either debt repudiation or repayment
involving hardships, following the Romanian
example. By that time, the leadership was
afraid of shocks, and tried to avoid them at
all costs, even—it can be said ex postfacto—
at the cost of sacrificing what they thought
of as the socialist system.

The most important change, in theory
and in practice, in the period before the
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political changes was that the question of
privatization could be raised: the debates on
the reform of ownership and its legislative
preparation could commence. Generations
ofeconomists and social scientists had been
brought up to believe that social (state)
ownership of the means of production was
the principal criterion of socialism. Some of
the reform economists had known since
the early 1980s that low efficiency in the
economy was mainly caused by the form of
ownership, but none would openly proclaim
that the remedy lay in privatization. Probably
they did not even admit it to themselves.
Instead, they recommended other remedies,
such as specific forms of "social ownership,"
in which there was a greater interest in the
amortization and profitability of capital
(holdings, ownership by cooperatives, local
governments, associations, insurance firms,
etc.).

Quite remarkably, at the same time as
(although usually unrelated to) the debates
concerning reforms ofownership took place,
top management made a move towards
acquiring as many ofthe ownership rights as
possible. The first step in this direction was
the extension of the rights of enterprise
management in the early 1980s; this was
followed by the struggle of managements
against the central bureaucracy for a greater
scope of authority. Many were surprised to
find that, instead of developing the market,
one ofthe most important changes concerned
the introduction ofenterprise councils, which
in itself pointed neither towards a com-
petitive market, nor towards greater effi-
ciency. It only became clear later that this
was anothervictory forthe managers in their
struggle for decentralization, as these
enterprise councils, instead of becoming
instruments of local democracy protecting
theworkers' interests, turned out to be easily
manipulate by management.

An even more important step came with
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legislation preparing the transformation of
state-owned firms into limited and joint stock
companies. The first draft would have still
left state-owned firms in public ownership,
and aimed only at further broadening of
managerial authority and at more efficient
management of capital. Behind these claims,
however, can be detected the concept of
privatization—the transformation of state
ownership into private ownership, whose
social basis was to be the wealthy managers
and aspiring capitalists, rather than the eco-
nomists and administrators working out the
proposals for the reform of ownership.

The Act of Association (1988) was the
legal framework within which the process of
"privatization", later termed "spontaneous",
could commence. In addition to serving
long-standing managerial aspirations for
independence, these acts secured the sta-
bility and survival of enterprises. This was
when it was decided that the core of large
companies should remain in state owner-
ship but their valuable, and potentially
profitable, sections should be turned into
limited companies, usually at substantially
discounted prices; with the injection ofsome
private capital, a considerable amount of
public property thus turned private—
sometimes legally and sometimes illegally.

The Act of Transformation (1989) openly
defied socialism, including its cornerstone,
social ownership. It was a sudden move
which took almost everyone by surprise,
even though the process leading to it, em-
bourgeoisement in values and in attitudes,
had taken place over a long time. Managers,
heads of agricultural cooperatives, Young
Communist League and party apparatchiks,
top ministry officials, heads oflocal councils,
people selected so carefully for their loyalty
to the party and to socialism, began founding
limited companies and joint stock compa-
nies, unscrupulously undervaluing the assets
of their firm in the process of privatization.
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The fact that so many of those who owed
high positions, privileges and wealth to the
party and the socialist system suddenly broke
with it all and willingly became the
protagonists ofcapitalism, could be explained
by two factors: first, the top cadres' depen-
dence on the party was becoming burden-
some, since it no longer provided protection
and, second, stood in the way of their
prospering further.

No matter how "soft" and decentralized
the late-Kadar dictatorship was, itwas still a
dictatorship in the sense that all in high
positions had to watch how the wind blew,
they had to be careful not to deviate from the
"line", not to fall from grace, knowing that
even without making mistakes, they might
lose their positions without notice, should
the leadership want to make room for a new
cadre who was better-connected or simply
younger. Admittedly, this constant anxiety
was not the fear that people suffered from
during the Rékosi era, since now neither
imprisonmentnorunemployment threatened.
On the contrary, once the nomenklatura was
entered, the person concerned almost
invariably remained there for the rest of his
life. Nevertheless, once power, a comfortable
life and foreign travel were tasted, even the
slightest decline in life-style was intolerable,
especially when how to increase and secure
these privileges was one's main concern.

And not only that; the upper caste were
increasingly finding obstacles in their way
to fortune. There were a host of regulations
limiting further increases in their incomes,
expenses on foreign assignments and
bonuses. They were offended by the fact that
their income was nowhere near that of chief
executives of Western European companies.
The expectations to be met in order to obtain
recognition and privileges from the top were
numerous—as well as frequently changing.
They were not allowed to manage freely the
wealth that they had accumulated; numerous
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regulations prevented them from investing
sensibly. Having to conceal their actual
wealth was also hurtful. But it was probably
the two factors of wishing to secure stability
and the right to freely manage personal
wealth, that urged most of the leadership
first to bring into joint ventures even the
newspapers, buildings and companies
formerly owned by the party, the Young
Communist League and the trade unions.

Preserving advantages and continuity

The future course of the transformation will
have to be discussed insofar as it follows
from the above described situation. Given
that the top management of the communist
economy, in their own perceived interests,
rather than offer resistance to the trans-
formation, gave it a helping hand, several
conclusions follow.

First, it is only natural that most of them
retained their positions inthe economy. This
was not because they are irreplacable or
because they had long considered themselves
as highly qualified professionals rather than
communistsZ but basically because it was
they who possessed most of the economic
power. Therefore, the frequent charge against
them of converting political into economic
power does not hold; instead, they preserved,
and increased when possible, the power and
the capital in their hands. Their opportunities
were substantially increased by the disap-
pearance of the hierarchy and control of the
party by the weakening government bodies
and the arrival of semi-anarchy. Since they
maintained their connections and continued