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A Rendszerváltó Archívum 2017. évi 
különszámának szerzői

Domonkos László (Szeged, 1951)

Író, újságíró, televíziós szerkesztő. Rendszeresen publikál a Magyar Hírlapban, a Ma-
gyar Időkben, továbbá a Hitel és a délvidéki Aracs folyóiratokban. A Trianoni Szemle 
szerkesztőségének tagja. Kutatásai a magyar média történeti szempontú elemzésére, 
illetve a határon túli politikai szervezetek történetének feltárására irányulnak.

Hefty György Pál / Georg Paul Hefty (1947, Pfarrkirchen, Németország)

Újságíró, szerkesztő. 1968-ban érettségizett a Kastlban található magyar–német két-
tannyelvű gimnáziumban. Münchenben politikatudományt, történelmet, pedagógiát 
és politikai földrajzot hallgatott. A Konrad Adenauer Alapítvány ösztöndíjasaként az 
1945 utáni magyar külpolitikával foglalkozott. 1977-ben doktorált. 1977-től a CDU-
CSU parlamenti csoportjának személyi referenseként dolgozott. 1981-től a Frankfur-
ter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) munkatársa, 1986 és 1993 között a napilap magyaror-
szági tudósítója, ebben a minőségében tudósította a lapot a magyar rendszerváltás 
folyamatáról. Később a FAZ szerkesztőjeként tevékenykedett.

Jónás Róbert (Csenger, 1978)

Történelem szakon szerzett diplomát 2015-ben a Kodolányi János Főiskolán, ahol 
jelenleg Nemzetközi Tanulmányok mesterszakos hallgató. A főiskola és a RETÖRKI 
közös kutatói ösztöndíjpályázatának keretében 2016 júniusa és decembere között fél 
évet kutatói ösztöndíjasként töltött az Archívumban. 2017-től a RETÖRKI Archívum 
munkatársa.

Kávássy János Előd (Vác, 1973)

Történész. Vácon érettségizett 1991-ben. Pályafutását operatőrként kezdte, majd a 
Pázmány Péter Katolikus Egyetem Bölcsészettudományi Karán szerzett angol szakos 
bölcsész és történelem szakos tanári diplomát 2005-ben. Doktori disszertációjában 
Ronald Reagan két elnöki periódusának magyar–amerikai kapcsolatait dolgozta fel. 
2008 óta számos tanulmánya, illetve publikációja jelent meg tanulmánykötetekben 
és folyóiratokban, miközben több angol nyelvű kötetet jegyez, részben vagy egészben 
szakfordítóként. 2015-ben Nyugati szélben, 2017-ben pedig Mások szemével címmel 
önálló kötete jelent meg, emellett a Magyar Hírlapban is rendszeresen publikál. 2013 
őszétől a RETÖRKI kutatója.

Szerzők
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Kiss Gy. Csaba (Budapest, 1945)

Irodalomtörténész, művelődéstörténész. 1995-2010 között az ELTE Bölcsészettudo-
mányi Karán a Művelődéstörténeti Tanszék docense. Több külföldi egyetemen is ok-
tatott vendégtanárként, így a berlini Humboldt Egyetemen, a Zágrábi Egyetemen, 
a nyitrai Konstantin Filozófus Egyetemen, a prágai Károly Egyetemen és a Varsói 
Egyetem Hungarológiai Tanszékén is. A Magyar Tudományos Akadémia doktora. Fő 
kutatási területei a közép-európai nacionalizmusok, a nemzet reprezentációja, ma-
gyar-szomszédnépi kapcsolatok és az irodalom szerepe a demokratikus átalakulás-
ban. 1987-ben a Magyar Demokrata Fórum alapító tagja.

Prozumenscsikov, Mihail Jurjevics (1958)

Történész. 1984-ben végzett a Moszkvai Állami Egyetem történelem szakán, 1991-
ben lett a történelemtudomány kandidátusa. 1984 és 1991 között az SZKP KB mel-
lett működő Marxizmus-Leninizmus Intézet tudományos munkatársaként dolgozott. 
1992-től a orosz Állami Legújabbkori Történeti Levéltárának munkatársa, 1993 és 
2003 között a levéltári dokumentumok felhasználásával és publikációjával foglalkozó 
osztály vezetője, 2003-tól az archívum igazgatóhelyettese. Kutatási területe a nemzet-
közi kapcsolatok története a 20. század második felében, az SZKP története, a sport-
történet és a 20. századi orosz-kínai kapcsolatok. Több levéltári dokumentumgyűj-
temény szerkesztője és összeállítója. Foglalkozott az 1961-es bécsi szovjet–amerikai 
csúcstalálkozó, a prágai tavasz, illetve az 1989–91 közötti kelet-európai rendszervál-
tások történetével.

Shishelina, Ljubov (Tallinn)

Történész. 1987-ben szerzett PhD diplomát külpolitika és nemzetközi kapcsolatok 
története szakon. 1994–1995 között az Orosz Állami Duma elnökhelyettesének külpo-
litikai tanácsadója. 2006-tól a történelemtudományok doktora. Ettől az évtől az Orosz 
Tudományos Akadémia Európa Intézetének főmunkatársa, a Közép- és Kelet-Európa 
Kutató Osztály és a Visegrádi Központ vezetője. 2004 és 2014 között a Kodolányi Já-
nos Főiskola Társadalomtudományi Tanszékének főiskolai tanára, 2014-től címzetes 
egyetemi tanára. 2007 és 2016 között az Orosz Állami Humán Egyetem világpolitika 
és nemzetközi viszonyok tanszékén egyetemi tanár, a Moszkvai Állami Lomonoszov 
Egyetemen a visegrádi szakkurzus vezetője. 2015-től a Magyar Tudományos Aka-
démia köztestületének külső tagja. 2016-ban megalapította Budapest székhellyel a 
Közép-európai Nemzetközi Kapcsolatok Intézetét (CEIIR). Az orosz és a magyar állam 
is kitüntette munkásságáért.

Szalai Attila (Budapest, 1950)

Újságíró, politológus, diplomata, a Károli Gáspár Református Egyetem oktatója. 1976 
és 1990 között Varsóban élt, az Interpress külső munkatársaként tevékenykedett és 
különböző lengyel lapokban publikált. A rendszerváltás után a kilencvenes években 
az Új Magyarország és a Napi Magyarország munkatársa, előbbinek főszerkesztő-he-
lyettese, majd főszerkesztője, utóbbinak alapító főszerkesztője volt. 1993 és 1995 kö-
zött a Varsói magyar nagykövetség sajtótitkára, 2001 és 2005 között a Varsói Magyar 
Kulturális Intézet igazgatója. 2005-től 2009-ig a Külügyminisztérium vezető főtaná-
csosa. 2009 és 2013 között a Varsói magyar nagykövetség sajtó- és kulturális taná-
csosa, majd első beosztottja.
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Szerzők

Házi Balázs (Budapest, 1987)

Levéltáros. A budapesti Toldy Ferenc Gimnáziumban érettségizett 2006-ban, 
2013-ban a Pázmány Péter Katolikus Egyetem Bölcsészettudományi Karán 
szerzett történelem mesterszakos diplomát. A Magyar Országos Levéltár több 
projektjében is részt vett segédlevéltárosként. Az Országos Széchényi Könyvtár 
munkatársa volt 2013-2014-ben, majd 2014 októberétől a RETÖRKI alkalma-
zásában áll.

Nagymihály Zoltán (Budapest, 1988)

Történész. 2012-ben szerzett diplomát a Pázmány Péter Katolikus Egyetem tör-
ténelem szakán, ahol elsősorban a 20. századi magyar történelem és az emig-
ráció kérdéseit kutatta. Szakdolgozata a Látóhatár c. müncheni lap történetét, 
a benne lezajló vitákat, azok következményeit elemezte az 1956-os forradalom 
hatásának tükrében. 2013-ban és 2014-ben a nemzetpolitikai államtitkárság 
Körösi Csoma Sándor-programjának ösztöndíjasaként kétszer fél évet töltött a 
németországi magyar diaszpóra közösségeiben. 2014-től a RETÖRKI munka-
társa.

Riba András László (Böhönye, 1987)

Kutató, történész, a RETÖRKI Archívum vezetője. A Pázmány Péter Katolikus 
Egyetem Történelemtudományi Doktori Iskolájának doktorandusza. Fő kuta-
tási területe a Kádár-rendszer politikatörténete.

A szerkesztők életrajzai

Szekér Nóra (Budapest, 1976)

Történész. Tanulmányait a Pázmány Péter Katolikus Egyetem Bölcsészettudományi 
Karán történelem, német és esztétika szakon végezte. A Pázmány Péter Katolikus Egye-
tem Történelemtudományi Doktori Iskolájában szerzett PhD fokozatot, disszertációja a 
Magyar Testvéri Közösség történetét dolgozza fel. Az egyetemi diploma megszerzése óta 
folyamatosan végez felsőoktatásban oktatási tevékenységet. 2003-tól 2005 szeptem-
beréig a Kodolányi János Főiskolán tudományos munkatársként, 2014-ig az Óbudai 
Egyetemen, mint adjunktus állt alkalmazásban. 2014–2017 között a RETÖRKI, 2017 
novemberétől az Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti Levéltárának (ÁBTL) kutatója.
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Introduction to the Special Issue

We have come to the end of the second volume of the journal the Archives of the Re-
gime Change. Together with this year’s last issue of our quarterly we publish a special 
issue as well. This is a special edition concerning international relations and affairs 
which gives an account of the so far not so well-known part of the activities of our 
Institute and Archives to the researchers and readers interested in it.

Studying the international aspects do not constitute a major part of the scientific re-
search work or of the archival researches of the Institute. However, it is easy to see 
that if we want to reveal the history of the regime change, it is essential to study the 
international circumstances, to consider the changes that took place in the different 
countries of the region, and moreover, to become familiar with the documents which 
directly concern us but are preserved in foreign archives. From this point of view the 
archival documents bearing a relation to Hungary and kept in the archives of the 
successor states of the former Soviet Union – especially in Russia and Ukraine – are 
particularly important. 

It was for this reason and for the sake of forming a successful scientific cooperation in 
the hope of achieving mutual intellectual results that we made efforts to build these 
relationships. That is why we concluded an agreement of cooperation with the Insti-
tute of Europe in Moscow, we are trying to establish contacts with Russian research-
ers, and we are doing researches in Archives in Kiev.

Our research work certainly comprises the study of the neighboring countries and – 
among others – Poland and Germany. Moreover, we also consider the reception of the 
Hungarian regime change in the English-speaking countries – especially through the 
Western-European press. We have started the research not long ago, so we can give 
account of only modest results so far. However, in this special issue we hand over the 
outcome of our researches achieved until now to the readers. We hope that through 
our research work carried out in the field of the international affairs we will have the 
opportunity in the future as well to enrich our archives with important documents 
and to improve our knowledge comprehensively.

This work of ours is not at all self-contained. We are going to continue the research in 
a way which is relevant to our profession in order to entirely and deeply understand 
the processes of the regime change and to be able to introduce the results to the pub-
lic. 

Finally I would like to express my thanks to our colleagues and authors for their work 
both in this special international issue and also in this year’s last issue of the “regu-
lar” periodical about the actual situation and problems of Sub-Carpathia.

Budapest, 4 December 2017.

Introduction
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Attila Szalai
Distinctive Features of the Polish 
“Autumn of the People”

The “yeast” of the Central and Eastern Eu-
ropean regime changes were undeniably 
the chain of events that occurred in Poland. 
I can recommend two fundamental reviews 
by historians for those who are interested 
in this topic. One of them is the Regla-
mentowana rewolucja. Rozkład dyktatury 
komunistycznej w Polsce 1988−1990 (Rev-
olution in Details – The Collapse of the Com-
munist Dictatorship in Poland 1988-1990) 
by Antoni Dudek1, the other one is 1989 
– Jesień Narodów (1989 – The Autumn of 
the People)2 by authors Adam Burakowski 
− Aleksander Gubrynowicz − Pawel Ukiel-
ski, and the revised Hungarian version of 
this book, which was published under the 
title The Last Days of the Communist Dicta-
torship in Central and Eastern Europe.3

In the introduction of the above mentioned 
book 1989 – The Autumn of the People, 
written by three young Polish historians 
reviewing the characteristics of the Hun-
garian, the East-German, Czechoslovak, 
Romanian and Bulgarian regime chang-
es, we can find very useful and important 

1	 Kraków, Arcana, 2004.
2	 Warszawa, Collegium Civitas, Instytut Studiów Po-

litycznych PAN, Wydawnictwo Trio, 2009.
3	 Göd, Rézbong, Argumentum Books, 2014.

statements regarding the specific features 
of the Polish situation. We can generally 
agree with the authors that Poland in the 
1980s was fundamentally different from 
the other communist countries, because 
such phenomena occurred in the largest 
and most populous country in Central 
and Eastern Europe which didn’t happen 
anywhere else. Therefore those phenome-
na which were considered absolutely nor-
mal, common and everyday by the Polish 
people, were mostly unknown in the other 
countries of the Communist Bloc and even 
nowadays analysts in the latter countries 
do not take these facts properly into con-
sideration.

The most important factor which distin-
guished Poland from the other European 
countries of the Soviet bloc was that it had 
a strong and well organized opposition, 
which was supported by the majority of the 
population and which had the sympathy 
of the public opinion of the western coun-
tries. Among the many differences between 
the Polish opposition and the oppositions 
of the other Eastern European commu-
nist countries, the social acceptance and 
the mass movement aspects were very im-
portant. At its “peak” in 1981, the mem-
bership of the Solidarity Trade Union 
reached 10 million, out of the population 
of 36 million. This number, despite the 
martial law, the arrests, the internments, 
the murders, the mass-emigration and the 
general depressive state of the population 
by the mid-1980s, was still incomparably 
higher compared to the entire number of 
similar or other opposition organizations 
of all the communist countries. Further-
more, besides the Solidarity Trade Union, 
there were hundreds of smaller forma-
tions, which limited their activities to cer-
tain towns and regions. The opposition in 
Poland enjoyed the real support of the ma-
jority of the population. In other countries, 
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the members of the opposition, even the 
emigrants were seen as odd people. The 
majority of the people didn’t understand 
their slogans and were mostly uninterested 
in their activities. The decisive majority of 
the Polish opposition didn’t intend to limit 
their activities to labor and human rights 
issues, and set out on more or less realistic 
political goals. Theoretically the Solidarity 
didn’t have a clearly defined political plan, 
in spite of this it was regarded, up to a cer-
tain degree, as a political organization.

The social composition of the Polish op-
position groups was different as well. The 
opposition organizations of the other coun-
tries practically belonged to relatively nar-
row intellectual circles, while in Poland 
workers, peasants as well as the rural pop-
ulation took part in the anti-communist 
activity, which was the consequence of the 
property structure which allowed a great 
percentage of private farm ownerships (in 
Poland, about 80% of the agricultural land 
remained private property).

It was also a specifically Polish character-
istic that the great opposition movement, 
the Solidarity, came into existence as a 
trade union. Naturally the representatives 
of the intellectuals also took part in the op-
position movement, but the most signifi-
cant leading figures – led by Lech Walesa 
– were workers, a fact in itself that posed a 
challenge to the system which based its le-
gitimacy on the claim that it’s implement-
ing the will of the “working people”.

Another characteristic was that the fun-
damental tone of the anti-system activities 
was defined by people who didn’t belong 
to the communist party, while in other 
countries opposition figures or emigrants 
emerged from among the members of the 
ruling communist party or from the intel-
lectual elite supporting the political power.

There was a significant difference as well 
as far as the ideology represented by the 
opposition is concerned. The Polish oppo-
sition organizations often clearly referred 
to the national tradition, the liberation 

wars and patriotic topics, while in the oth-
er countries they mostly concentrated their 
attention to human rights and universal 
values. These were obviously important 
issues in Poland as well, but they didn’t 
constitute the main element of the opposi-
tions’ rhetoric. Catholicism played a great 
role in this, as the Polish Church tradition-
ally supported the national affairs.

Besides it’s being a mass-movement, an-
other striking feature was the inner variety 
of the Polish opposition organizations. Al-
though they had a common enemy, there 
was a significant ideological, strategic and 
tactical difference between the various 
groups and movements, therefore there 
were sharp debates as well which often 
ended in open conflicts. Nevertheless, in 
the course of these conflicts the opposition 
members learned the rules of politics in 
practice, which became very useful among 
the democratic circumstances after inde-
pendence was achieved.

So if we compare the Polish circumstanc-
es with that of the other communist coun-
tries, Poland definitely comes out favorably 
from the comparison. The Polish opposi-
tion, even in its most difficult period in the 
mid-1980s, was such a force which had to 
be taken into consideration by the politi-
cal leadership. In other countries the op-
position activities meant debate clubs with 
limited amount of people or isolated initia-
tives of private citizens.

The relative power of the opposition based 
itself on the relative weakness of the com-
munist party. During the “Solidarity’s car-
nival” in 1980-81, members of the Polish 
United Workers’ Party (PUWP) entered the 
independent trade union in great num-
bers. After the martial law was declared 
and the Solidarity Trade Union was out-
lawed, many people left the PUWP as a 
sign of protest against the implemented 
policy of the government. Another problem 
emerged for the PUWP, because after De-
cember 1981, the military leadership put 
the party aside to a certain degree. This 
situation didn’t change even after the mar-
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tial law was terminated. The party was the 
hinterland made up by its members, but 
the more important decisions were made 
by an informal group, mostly comprising 
military officers rather than civilian mem-
bers. The weakness of the PUWP was in-
directly related to the complete failure of 
the communist ideology. Although General 
Jaruzelski declared 13th December 1981 
that “we will defend socialism just like our 
independence”, his words however were 
interpreted as he intended to defend par-
ticularly the government and the power ex-
ercised by a specific group, not the system 
as a whole, even less the ideological con-
struction itself. The socialist catchwords 
were soon forgotten.

In the 1980s, especially after the martial 
law was imposed, the political system sur-
vived above all due to its inertia. The im-
pulses to reform or change the system as 
a whole were not sufficient enough. After 
this came into existence in the form of the 
Perestroika, the Polish leadership immedi-
ately embraced the line of Gorbachev, be-
cause in this way they saw the possibility 
of retaining their power. The communist 
ideology – in contrast to Romania and Bul-
garia – wasn’t substituted with national-
ism (although some groups even attempt-
ed this solution). They didn’t introduce 
anything except for the “pure”, technocrat-
ic-kind of government – their goal was to 
keep order, legitimacy and the laws. The 
group leading the state dealt only with the 
administration, as it was incapable of set-
ting new guidelines. During the 1980s, a 
dangerous ideological vacuum evolved for 
the communists.

Even more dangerous for them was the 
fact that this vacuum didn’t mean an ab-
solutely empty space. Besides the opposi-
tion, which was forced into illegality, yet 
still had a considerable role, the Catholic 
Church played a very important part in 
the battle for the “hearts and minds”, as 
its position in Poland was absolutely dif-
ferent from the situation of the Church in 
the other communist countries. The Cath-
olic Church in Poland maintained most of 

its independence during the entire course 
of the communist rule, despite the fact 
that it was exposed to constant attacks 
from the government. The fight for the free 
practice of religion went on for decades 
(for holidays on religious feast days, the 
Corpus Christi processions, permission 
to construct new churches), while they 
tried to humiliate and deride the Church 
in the public media and the activities of 
the priests were rigorously controlled by 
the internal security service.

The power of the Polish Catholic Church 
derived from the faith of the society and 
from the historical tradition to main-
tain the feeling of national unity from the 
times of the partition. The majority of Pol-
ish people didn’t renounce their Catholic 
faith even during the period of the harsh-
est repressions, and took part in at least 
some religious services. When Karol Wo-
jtyla became the Pope, the government was 
obliged to give some extra concessions to 
the Church. One of these concessions was 
that the Pope was allowed to return to his 
native land: he visited Poland in 1979, 1983 
and 1987. These visits all had an enor-
mous mobilizing force among the people. It 
turned out that the Polish Pope could gen-
erate a previously unseen enthusiasm to-
wards religion, which was in contrast with 
the atheist and materialist communism. 
This phenomenon was completely unique 
among the countries of the Soviet bloc. In 
Central and Eastern Europe, Christianity 
was violently forced out of public life, later 
from private life as well. There were retal-
iations against local religious communi-
ties, priests were murdered, while others 
were forced to cooperate with the authori-
ties. In many places churches were closed, 
and the visible signs of religious cult were 
removed from public places. At the same 
time the atheist features of Marxism were 
more vigorously emphasized compared to 
the Polish situation.

In the 1980s, there was a permanent 
economic crisis in the Polish People’s Re-
public, with seemingly no solution. Lack 
of goods, endless queues for basic neces-



7

archivum
.retorki.hu/folyoirat

Workshop

sity items, the dramatically low quality 
of goods; this was everyday reality. The 
macroeconomic indicators were also un-
favorable: Poland was in a debt-spiral, 
the real-earnings didn’t grow at all, while 
there was no demand for the domes-
tic products in the foreign markets. As 
a result of this Poland was getting clos-
er to Romania and Bulgaria, where the 
economic conditions were similar or even 
worse. However, the situation in Poland 
differed definitely from the economic en-
vironment in East Germany, Czechoslo-
vakia and Hungary, where a decline in 
the living standards could be felt as well, 
but basic necessity goods were available 
without any problems.

At the beginning of the 1980s, the eco-
nomic crisis had a mobilizing effect on the 
population, but after the end of the mar-
tial law it rather had a demobilizing effect. 
The government managed to convince at 
least a part of the population that the 
opposition had no real concept to fix the 
economy (it was obvious that the govern-
ment did not have a concept either, and 
the Polish people could feel this in their 
everyday lives). In the People’s Republic of 
Poland a peculiar situation evolved: as a 
result of the catastrophic economic situa-
tion, with the “permission” of the Kremlin, 
the government decided to initiate negoti-
ations with the opposition. Communism 
in Poland fell after a lengthy negotiation 
process which involved the representa-
tives of the government, the opposition 
and the Church. It is an important fact 
that the Church acted as the representa-
tive of the majority of the population, and 
fulfilled a stabilizing role. The reforms 
which gave a new direction to the econ-
omy were already put into force by the 
entirely communist government of Miec-
zyslaw Rakowski. The opposition, at least 
its dominant part, formerly demanded the 
dialogue with the government for years 
and was open for compromises. Those op-
position groups which didn’t support this 
standpoint, ultimately didn’t play a deci-
sive role in 1989.

The start of the negotiations was trig-
gered by two series of strikes in 1988. The 
round-table talks began 6th February 1989, 
which later served as an example for oth-
er countries. In terms of the round-table 
agreement (it must be noted that a great 
percentage of the members of the opposi-
tion didn’t take part in the negotiations) 
elections were held 4th of June 1989: mem-
bers of the Sejm were elected partially free 
(65% for PUWP candidates while 35% for 
independent candidates) while members 
of the Senate were elected in entirely free 
elections. Despite the weak attendance, 
the overwhelming victory of the Solidarity 
astonished both sides. The Parliament was 
formed – in accordance with the round-ta-
ble agreement, in the Lower House initially 
the communists and their satellite parties, 
the Alliance of Democrats (SD) and the 
United People’s Party (ZSL) had the major-
ity, while in the Upper House the represen-
tatives of the Solidarity occupied 99 out of 
the available 100 seats.

The previously described Parliament exe-
cuted the fundamental reforms of the sys-
tem, so the People’s Republic of Poland be-
came the Third Polish Republic. Compared 
to the other countries, this process was 
not an exception, it rather proved the rule: 
in the other states it were also the parlia-
ments formed by the representatives of the 
ancien régime which introduced radical re-
forms that ended communism as a political 
system. However, what made the changes 
along the Vistula river special, was that in 
September 1989, it was in Poland that the 
first non-communist government of the 
Soviet bloc was formed.

Within a few months, the Central and 
Eastern European totalitarian systems 
collapsed like a house of cards. The events 
in Poland accelerated similar processes in 
the other countries without doubt, how-
ever, the only solution which was adopted 
elsewhere was the round-table system.
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János Előd Kávássy
Crossroads
Hungary’s Unique Place in the Regime Change of the 
Eastern Bloc, Summer 1989

By the middle of 1989 fundamental 
and obvious changes had taken place 
in the cold war conflict of the two su-
perpowers, yet it did not mean either 
automatic or instant changes in the 
internal life of the satellite states of 
Eastern Europe. The Eastern bloc 
reacted on a regional and not on an 
individual level to the changes in the 
cold war arena, namely that Ronald 
Reagan and his two administrations 
had de facto won the four decade long 
arms race. In the rush of events that 
changed pace with the collapse of the 
Berlin wall in November 1989, and 
shifted focus with Gulf War of 1990-
1991 even we Hungarians tend to for-
get the dedicated role Hungary – more 
precisely the Kadarian model of the 
Hungarian People’s Republic – played.

On the stormy summer day of 11 July 
1989 Air Force One landed at Ferihegy 
Airport in Budapest. George H. W. Bush 
the 41st president of the United States 
faced the huge crowd gathered at Kos-
suth Square in rain and strong winds. 

In one of the most memorable mo-
ments of this historic event the Ameri-
can president – losing his battle against 
the poor weather – tore his well-written 
speech into pieces with a spontaneous, 
also symbolic and theatrical gesture, 
and spoke with his own words to the 
Hungarian people gathered in the Bu-
dapest square and sitting back at home 
in front of their TV sets.1 Beyond the 
one-off nature of this moment that was 
fixed in the minds and in the souls of 
generations only few people truly un-
derstood or understand even now that 
in all this there was Hungary at its own 
crossroads punching well and truly 
above its own weight.

1	 As then US ambassador to Budapest Mark Palm-
er later recalled: „By the time President Straub 
[F. Brúnó – KJE] started his speech it was already 
raining, and rain was accompanied by thunder. The 
crowd that had been waiting there for one or two 
hours soon became soaking wet, and so President 
Bush told me how heart-warming it was for him to 
see that people who came to see him did not leave 
and they wanted to hear him. I myself was really 
proud of the President who behaved like a true 
American: he was spontaneous and sincere. Since 
he did not want the people to get more soaked, he 
tore his speech into pieces, signalling that we can 
forget about protocol, let’s just be humans. […] I felt 
deeply sorry that they could not hear it because it 
would have been a rousing, deeply emotional and 
thought-provoking speech. The president wrote it 
himself. It was full of references to Kossuth Lajos, to 
US-Hungarian relations during the previous century 
and there were repeated reference to the Hungari-
ans’ desire for freedom and to what it meant for us 
Americans. The president would have talked about 
respect toward Hungarians, Hungarian immigrants 
in the US and their contribution from Bartók’s mu-
sic to the nuclear science of Teller Ede.” Varsa Ist-
ván: Interview with Mark Palmer on the Voice of 
America, 17 July 1989. http://www.osaarchivum.
org/files/documents/press-room/2013/palmer/
mark-palmer.pdf
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George Bush, travelling to the G-7 
summit in Paris came to Budapest via 
Warsaw and Gdańsk. While Nixon, 
Ford, Carter and Reagan had visited 
Poland before him, he was – due to 
the fact that a possible Reagan-Kádár 
summit in the mid-1980s never took 
place2 – the first ever US president to 
visit Hungary.

Repetitive Polish and (until then) 
unique Hungarian presidential visits 
evidently served the same purpose: 
it was the start of the de facto dis-
mantling of the so-called „Yalta world 
order”. George Bush had openly de-
nounced Yalta in September 1983, 
while still as vice president (and all 
the more painful for the Kremlin also 
as the former head of the CIA) – ‚’We 
recognize no lawful division of Eu-
rope’’3 – and now as president he had 
his chance to prove his words. Bush’s 
visits to Poland and Hungary were 
directly linked to the „Hamtramck 
package”, the program he articulated 
on 17 April 1989 in front of the Pol-
ish American community of the Mich-
igan town, and also correlated to the 
conception of „ending cold war where 

2	 The issue/the chance for a US-Hungarian summit 
was first raised by Washington in late 1984, and was 
leaked there in early 1985. A Reagan-Kádár summit 
in Budapest was most likely proposed for May 1985 
and we know for sure that such a meeting failed 
because of Kádár’s reluctance and dismissal. Yet in 
December 1985 a bilateral summit – by then aim-
ing 1986 – was still an open question, but concern-
ing the issue Kádár made only very cautious state-
ments: „only organic developments are possible”, 
„there is no room for sudden and unsubstantiated 
ideas”. Then US ambassador to Budapest Nicholas 
Salgo later said that actually Kádár himself was will-
ing to visit the United States and meet Ronald Rea-
gan there, but unfortunately White House Deputy 
Chief of Staff Michael Deaver was persisting on the 
date of 8 May, ignoring the fact that on 9 May Kádár 
had to present himself in Moscow at the usual Vic-
tory Day Parade. MNLOL KÜM TÜK 4-13 002654/1 
és 4-14 005831

3	 http://www.nytimes.com/1983/09/22/world/
bush-promises-aid-for-east-bloc-states-with-inde-
pendence-vienna-sept-21-upi-vice.html

it started”. Robert L. Hutchings then 
director for European affairs in the 
National Security Council later wrote: 
„Otherwise, the character of the Bu-
dapest visit was quite different from 
Warsaw and Gdańsk. Internally, the 
situation was in rapid flux but not 
nearly as delicate as in Poland. The 
Hungarian leadership, after the eleva-
tion of Pozsgay and Nyers to the party 
presidium, was vying with opposition 
figures to see which could control the 
reform process; the question was not 
whether reform would proceed, but 
on whose terms. And internationally, 
Hungary’s room for manoeuvre was 
much greater than strategically pivot-
al Poland. Here, with echoes of 1956, 
was the interplay between Polish 
and Hungarian events: when Poland, 
with its geostrategic weight in Sovi-
et thinking, got away with some new 
steps toward political liberalization, 
the Hungarians saw this as a green 
light for themselves. And Hungary, 
precisely because it was strategical-
ly less critical, had more leeway than 
Poland to test the limits of the possi-
ble, in the process setting new stan-
dards to which the Poles could as-
pire. The president’s public remarks 
in Budapest were accordingly more 
aggressive, aimed at accelerating the 
process of change lest half-reforms 
by the party leadership overwhelm an 
opposition that was much less unified 
than Poland’s.”

Hutchings emphasizes the fact that 
beyond official talks between the 
highest circles of US and Hungar-
ian government officials there was 
also a less formal meeting between 
Bush and Pozsgay, and also between 
the US president and representa-
tives of various Hungarian opposi-
tion groups.4 Concerning this latter 
meeting it is very important to note 
that „Despite the perception in Hun-
gary that the United States favoured 
4	 These meetings took place at the Zugliget residency of 
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the Budapest intellectuals associated 
with the Free Democrats, the presi-
dent was at pains to distance himself 
from a partisan position in the Hun-
garian political debate.” While the for-
mer advisor says that „Like Secretary 
Baker’s subsequent (February 1990) 
meetings in Sofia and Bucharest with 
representatives of all the major op-
position parties, the meeting was not 
very successful.”, in his summary he 
makes it clear that in both Poland 
and Hungary, „Bush’s visit almost 
certainly had the effect of advancing 
the political agenda well beyond what 
had been contemplated in the earlier 
negotiations between the regimes and 
opposition forces.”5

There can be little doubt that the 
communist leadership – which was 
consciously organizing, shaping and 

Mark Palmer – the US ambassador who on 14 March 
1989 met the head of the Workers’ Militia, while on 
the following day, 15 March he openly exposed him-
self with some key figures of the Hungarian oppo-
sition (creating a minor diplomatic incident). In the 
first meeting George Bush met Pozsgay and Deputy 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Kovács László, while in the 
second gathering he met opposition leaders preferred 
by Palmer – according to Kónya Imre there were some 
10 people invited. (As for Mark Palmer’s incident he 
met Major General Borbély Sándor on 14 March at the 
Workers’ Militia headquarters, where he inquired if 
there were going to be a Workers’ Militia in a multi-
party-system, and will militia men and mainly officers 
be allowed to join newly formed parties; also how 
the militia was prepared to „handle the crowds”, and 
last but not least if they had been/will be on alert on 
23 October 1988, and 15 March 1989. Then after he 
made himself visible marching with Hungarian oppo-
sition forces on 15 March the State Department made 
it clear that his action had no previous conformation 
from Washington, and so his public stance was his own 
private action. In response to Palmer’s moves Hungar-
ian Minister for Foreign Affairs Várkonyi Péter told his 
colleagues in private that if the US ambassador pro-
vokes another incident he must be expelled as a per-
sona non grata. MNLOL KÜM TÜK USA 4-1 1868/T és 
4-10 00625/6

5	 All quotation in this section are taken from Robert L. 
Hutchings: American Diplomacy and the End of the 
Cold War: An Insider’s Account of US Diplomacy in 
Europe, 1989-1992. Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 
1997. 64-67.

controlling or attempting to control 
full scale social transition on all lev-
els and in all segments – in dialogue 
with the opposition was very much 
influenced by all that that was under-
stood, derived and also accepted (as 
a fact) from George Bush’s Budapest 
visit. Hungary, more precisely the 
ruling elite and the democratic forces 
opposing them were already at their 
own crossroads when the Bush ad-
ministration decided to openly force 
and push global world order, and 
within that the Eastern bloc with its 
key role to their crossroads. Before 
the Berliner Mauer came down the 
possible opportunities and choices 
of Eastern Europe themselves in the 
cross-section of this two, with some-
times spontaneous sometimes vol-
untary speeding-ups, while this two 
processes – the global and the local 
– were in obvious interaction them-
selves, as if any of the two changed 
it induced changes in the other as 
well. For those who may have doubts 
about the fact that in this then newly 
transpiring and still forming situa-
tion all players involved had to ac-
commodate and get used to the new 
realities let me quote General Brent 
Scowcroft, Bush’s National Securi-
ty Advisor: „Probably not since the 
time of the Roman Empire has any 
state had the military and economic 
power of the United States- … Now 
it’s been that way really since 1945 
when the European powers exhaust-
ed or defeated as a result of World 
War I and World war II. But it didn’t 
become apparent during the Cold 
War because of the nuclear strength 
and capabilities of the Soviet Union. 
But it is new and the United States 
is really not used to it. You know for 
most of our history we have been an 
important power but we have not 
been a leading power in the sense 
of dealing with the world issues and 
framing the context of responding to 
crisis. Instead we sat secure behind 
our two oceans and let he Europeans 
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and others decide what the conflict 
was, what the rules were and so on, 
then we were to decide whether to 
join, but we did not have the job of 
framing the world debate. And now 
all of those who were sort of out and 
front of us the British the French so 
on and so forth they are gone, and 
we are out there all alone – and we 
are not really used to be in that posi-
tion. Secondly, neither is the rest of 
the world used to have it, a [one and 
only one – KJE] country in that po-
sition, and they are adjusting to it.”6 
So creating the framework of a Pax 
Americana was as much as a chal-
lenge to Washington itself, as it was 
for other countries and powers of the 
globe, among them with the mere 10 
million Hungarian People’s Republic.

In the middle of 1989 the Bush ad-
ministration, forging its own unchal-
lenged global lead, meant a partly 
pathfinding, and partly pace setting 
role for Hungary in the transforma-
tion and transforming of Eastern Eu-
rope. Although in the long run Poland

6	 Brent Scowcroft’s lecture on international affairs at 
the University of Michigan on 27 September https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=uTt03gy9iiQ

was obviously more important than 
Hungary for American policy makers 
and planners, in that dedicated se-
quence of time Hungary had the de-
fining role. Considering Hutchings 
statement that in mid-1989 Ameri-
can experts calculated four, while the 
leaders of Solidarity themselves calcu-
lated 6 (!) years for the completion of 
the democratic transition in Poland, 
and also the fact that all other coun-
tries within the Eastern bloc meant 
an open question, the transformation 
of the Hungarian People’s Republic, 
reaching its own crossroads as the 
captive of Kádár’s paradigm, had re-
gional importance and focus. Eastern 
European regime change, now known 
to and analysed by us as history, 
turned out in the end to be rather 
fast and sometimes rather bloody and 
we can only reconstruct the chain of 
events as a whole retrospectively. All 
this in its complexity was inconceiv-
able back in the day. From this re-
spect it is just worth keeping in mind 
the unique place and role Hungary 
had in the summer of 1989.
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Lyubov Shishelina
The Issue of Ethnicity as the New Topic of Negotiations

During the time of the regime changes in 
Eastern Europe a lot of people felt uneasy 
about the Hungarian and Czechoslovaki-
an reforms. Mostly about the former, as 
everyone was afraid of the repetition of the 
bloody events of 1956, when the two sides 
of society brutally collided. So everything 
seemed interesting: the mechanism of the 
transition, the principle of the convoca-
tion of the authority and its opposition, the 
weapon question that was owned by a part 
of the civil service’s workers, the stand-
points in connection with the withdrawal of 
the Soviet troops, the fate of the Comecon, 
the maintenance of the interstate claims, 
and last but not least the issue of ethnicity, 
the political parties’ Pan-European cooper-
ation, the relations to the EU, NATO and 
the Western-European Union. This not only 
helped to analyse the situation and to work 
out propositions in the field of foreign poli-
cy, but also served as a model for conduct-
ing our own inner reforms.

The fear of the conflict between Romania 
and Hungary, which was provoked by the 
cessation of the Warsaw Pact’s supervision 
of the region, caused serious worry among 
the Soviet experts. More and more order 
was placed for researches about the exam-
ination of potential ethnicity-based conflict 
situations in Central Europe. However, as 

the Soviet Union was not able to influence 
the evolving situation anymore, and espe-
cially as it made a huge mistake in its own 
ethnicity policy – it had no choice but to ac-
knowledge the new trends, or to study them 
in order to expand its own experiences. One 
of these “research fields” was the current 
situation of the Soviet – later Ukrainian – 
Carpathian Ruthenia in the late 1980s.

By the end of the ‘80s Gorbachev start-
ed to lose control more and more over 
the leadership of the multiethnic state, 
the Soviet republics’ movements stood up 
and became more and more powerful for 
their sovereignty, and they fought for the 
supervision of the relationship so far with 
the headquarter (Moscow). The secretary 
general and his fellows wanted to solve 
the growing problems between the capital 
cities of the republics and the headquar-
ter by reworking the federal contract and 
by working out a new relations system 
between the member states of the Union. 
By 1991 they worked out the plan for the 
Union of Sovereign States, which they had 
sent for all 15 member states for exam-
ination. Leonid Kravchuk, President of the 
Ukrainian Supreme Council signed the 
document titled “Decree About the Draft of 
the the Union of Sovereign States’ “ Treaty 
on 27 June 1991. With a background like 
this, centrifugal processes unfolded in the 
republics which had complex compositions 
on their own as well. One of them was in 
connection with the Ukraine’s Transcar-
pathian areas. Carpathian Ruthenia used 
to be one of the most densely populated 
regions of the Soviet Union at the time. It 
became a part of the Ukraine after WWII, 
by the law of the UkrSSR titled “The Tran-
scarpathian Ukraine’s Re-attachment to the 
Soviet Ukraine” on 30 June 1945. The de-
cree was made on 26 November 1944 by 
the congress of the folk delegates that sat 
together after the area was claimed by the 
4th Ukrainian Front. On 22 January 1946, 



13

archivum
.retorki.hu/folyoirat

Workshop

the Transcarpathian Ukraine became the 
UkrSSR’s Transcarpathian region. Here 
the question of ethnicity was always in 
close connection with the international re-
lations;1 it served as a practicing field for 
the programs about the Socialist countries’ 
cross-border cooperation, whereupon the 
events of the area –wherever it happened to 
belong during the course of history– were 
always followed closely by all the states 
that had their borders meet here and had 
a similarly multiethnic population.

If we take the last “Soviet” census in 1989, 
the biggest “ethnic minority” in the area 
was the Hungarian. According to non-offi-
cial data that takes the so-called inner eth-
nic migration — which can be explained 
by the claimed nationality of the children 
born from mixed marriages and other fac-
tors – the number of Hungarians were be-
tween 160 000 and 180 000, while the to-
tal population of the Transcarpathian area 
was 1258 000. The Hungarians have lived 
more or less in one block in Carpathian 
Ruthenia, which is Hungary’s immediate 
neighbour. This is why it is understand-
able how this country has always been 
interested in the fate and the living con-
ditions of the people of Carpathian Ruthe-
nia. The government of Budapest made all 
these especially obvious at that time. The 
significant growth of publications reflect-
ing on the lives of our compatriots living on 
Ukranian soil, published in newspapers in 
the Republic of Hungary, was in connec-
tion with this.

The dynamically improving Hungarian de-
mocratization processes in the Soviet pere-
stroika made it possible to openly discuss 
the issue of the Hungarian minorities, to 
make it a nationwide affair and to make 
it negotiable. So during the visit of the 

1	 The population of Carpathian Ruthenia is made up 
mostly of Ukrainians – cc. 977 000 people. Besides 
them more or less solidly cc. 156 000 Hungarians, 
30 000 Romanians, 7500 Slovakians, 3500 Ger-
mans, 516 Czechoslovakians, 290 Bulgarians and 
690 Polish lived here. Accounted for all the other 
“non-tranditional” ethnicity groups in the area (like 
Chinese, Italian) it comes to 76 ethnicities in total.

Hungarian Prime Minister, Miklós Németh 
to Moscow in March 1989, the head of 
the Hungarian government — out of the 
wide range of bilateral relations problems 
– highlighted the issue of Hungarian eth-
nic minorities in the Soviet Union: “...we 
are mostly concerned with the solutions of 
global world problems, but it is only natu-
ral to us that every nation tries to find their 
places in the new world, preserve their val-
ues and fight for their survival. The posi-
tive changes in the situation of Hungarian 
ethnic minorities living in the Soviet Union 
is very welcomed from this aspect as well.”2 
Quasi-confirming the right to care for the 
Hungarian ethnic minority in Carpathian 
Ruthenia, Károly Grósz visited the are in 
the same year in March, who was the sec-
retary general of the HSWP CC (Hungarian 
Socialist Workers’ Party’s Central Commit-
tee) at the time; then Cardinal László Pas-
kai in May, then the temporary president 
of the Republic of Hungary, Mátyás Szűrös 
in October, and finally in September 1990, 
the State President of Hungary, Árpád 
Göncz as well. The visit of the Hungarian 
head of state played a big role in the con-
solidation of the national consciousness 
of the Hungarian minority, especially be-
cause it happened as part of the negotia-
tions between the Ukranian and the Hun-
garian governments. With that, the new 
type of regional transport took off and it 
gave an impulse to the spread of the East-
ern European processes.

At the end of the ‘80s the population’s 
quality of life showed the complete back-
wardness of the area; they mostly lived by 
pre-War social standards. However, taking 
everything into consideration, even though 
it had “weak” and “strong” points as well, 
the situation of the Hungarian ethnic mi-
nority of Carpathian Ruthia at that point 
could be seen as “average Eastern-Euro-
pean”. For example here they solved many 

2	 Pravda, 4 March 1989. [Népszabadság reported 
about Németh Miklós’ visit and the events that hap-
pened there in great detail as well. For the quoted 
sentence see: Miklós Németh: I see great possibili-
ties of strengthening the alliance Népszabadság, 4 
March 1989. 3.]
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issues concerning the usage of the Hun-
garian language, while the Slovakian and 
Romanian minorities could only dream 
about it. There were 85 schools with Hun-
garian as the language of teaching in Car-
pathian Ruthenia in 1989. Only 35 of them 
had non-Hungarian speaking classes as 
well,3 in 51 the only language used was 
Hungarian. Some vocational schools also 
had Hungarian speaking classes.4 In 1963 
the Department of Hungarian Philology 
was established in the Uzhgorod Nation-
al University. Hungarian students had the 
right to take the admission exam for other 
majors in their mother tongue as well, even 
if there was not a Hungarian class. In the 
base of the university in Uzhgorod, the first 
Eastern-European Centre for Hungarology 
opened in November 1989, which served 
the role of examining the area’s history, 
traditions and literary legacy. The Centre 
was also the coordinator of the educational 
programs of the schools which taught in 
Hungarian. Teaching history and literature 
in the Hungarian schools was made possi-
ble by textbooks worked out by the Hun-
garian Department of Uzhgorod University 
and the Uzhgorod Centre for Hungarology, 
but publishing textbooks that mirrored 
Carpathian Ruthenia’s actual history was 
prevented by local and republican public 
education departments.

Newer problems arose for all of the eth-
nicities living in the UkrSSR when the 
Ukrainian Parliament passed a law in 1989 
titled “About the Ukrainian Language’s Sta-
tus as the State Language in the Republic”. 
Among other things, the compulsory teach-
ing of the Ukrainian language was added to 
the three languages that were taught in the 
area until then (mother tongue, Russian, 
foreign language). Because of the similari-

3	 Besides Ukranian and Russian schools there were 
16 Moldova (Romanian) schools and they planned 
to open 2 German speaking educational institutions 
as well.

4	 A form of the Soviet Union’s mediocre education 
was that when from Year 9 (completing 8 years 
was obligatory) the students could study for 4 more 
years and receive a profession as well as the gradu-
ation certificate.

ties of the Slavic languages, the Hungarian 
population had no problem whatsoever with 
their “simple” knowledge of the Ukrainian 
language up to that point. By accepting the 
language law new tensions surfaced, which 
were caused by the fact that the law was fol-
lowed by other, many times anti-Hungarian 
events. For example the Russian-Hungari-
an street- and city names’ plates’ replace-
ment with Ukrainian ones.

The Transcarpathian Hungarian Cultur-
al Association (previously KMKSZ) was 
formed on 26 February 1989. As it is word-
ed in the constitution, the KMKSZ protect-
ed the interests of the Hungarian people 
of Carpathian Ruthenia and viewed the 
Hungarian ethnicity as an inseparable 
part of the Hungarian nation. The organi-
zation’s goal was to preserve and nurture 
the culture, national traditions and moth-
er tongue of the Hungarian ethnicity in 
Carpathian Ruthenia, to facilitate Hungar-
ian cultivation and education and to pro-
tect the interests in connection with these 
goals. One of the sections of the KMKSZ 
did “historical-local historical” researches. 
Under its leadership they tried to explore 
the “unknown” parts of Carpathian Ru-
thenia’s history. Among other things, they 
reconstructed the list of the victims of the 
Stalinic repression and of those who were 
deported in the fall of 1944.5 The KMKSZ 
demanded the publishing of Carpathi-
an Ruthenia’s new history textbook to be 
made possible, which was written by a 
group of historians under the leadership of 
Professor János Váradi Sternberg. Howev-
er, their biggest action was the idea’s reviv-
al and propaganda that the autonomy of 
the Hungarian population of 150-160 000 
people should be received with the centre 
of Berehove — its population was mostly 
made up of Hungarian people by 75-80% 
at the time. This idea was the Carpathian 
Ruthenian’s press central topic at the turn 
of the 1990s, gaining a lot of supporters 
and opponents for the cause of the Hun-
garian population’s cultural, economical 
and political independence.

5	 According to the sociological research of journalist 
György Dupka, the Red Army deported more than 
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There is no unified perception about when 
the idea of autonomy was born; it is clear 
that not as a result of the Soviet law titled 
“About the Citizens’ Rights for Autonomy”.6 
Hungarian newspapers reported about 
“the idea of autonomy that spread through 
Carpathian Ruthenia” as early as the sum-
mer-fall of 1989, which happened to match 
the idea of autonomy of the indigenous 
ethnic minorities and the Hungarian mi-
norities of other neighbouring countries as 
well, which was a part of many Hungarian 
parties’ election programs. All in all, Mos-
cow did not prevent the progression of the 
events, as it aimed for the improvement of 
the Socialist countries’ cross-border coop-
eration itself. The idea of Carpathian Ruthe-
nian autonomy was mentioned in October 
1989 in Berehova as well, at the inaugu-
ration of Gyulla Illyés’ monument, which 
was attended on the Hungarian part by the 
temporary President of the Hungarian Re-
public, Mátyás Szűrös.7 Soviet newspapers 
only reported briefly about the delegation of 
the Hungarian President visiting the Tran-
scarpathian area of the Soviet Ukraine. In 
the evaluations of the experts of Moscow 
– including the Bogomolov Institute – the 
dominant standpoint was that the creation 
of an autonomy that includes the Bereho-
va, Mukachevko, Uzhgorod and Vynohrad-
iv districts of Carpathian Ruthenia could 
really have served the preservation of the 
Hungarian culture, language and traditions 
in the region. The idea of the area’s nation-
al rebirth could have had a positive impact 
on the process of the region’s general eco-
nomic prosperity, and could have helped 
the regional cooperation to become a wid-
er Central-European collaboration. This is 
why they welcomed the Hungarian State 
President’s perspective idea, with a back-
ground like this, about the establishment 
of the so-called Eastern Pentagonale, which 

10 000 Hungarian people, mostly men, along with 
other locals in the fall of 1944 from Carpathian Ru-
thenia.

6	 Law no. 1457-I about the division of power between 
the Soviet Union’s and the Federation’s subjects, 
passed by the Soviet Union on 26 April 1990, 1990/19, 
329.

7	 See: Statue of Illyés Inaugurated in Berehove. 

would have included the Eastern counties 
of Hungary and Slovakia, the Ukraine’s 
Transcarphatian area, Transylvania and 
Vojvodina. Moscow understood that from a 
territorial aspect, the Soviet Union’s unity 
is not threatened by the establishment of 
a Hungarian national-cultural autonomy in 
Carpathian Ruthenia. Because of the espe-
cially complicated ethnical-territorial inter-
lacement, which was always typical of the 
area, even the most carefully considered 
boundary-lining would have left thousands 
of Hungarians on the outside of the “Hun-
garian island”.

From the aspect of the Hungarian valida-
tion of interests in Carpathian Ruthenia, it 
was of key importance that they take part 
in the local public administration and par-
ty nomenclature. Even in towns like Bere-
hove, where the Hungarian population was 
around 80%, among the party workers and 
other leading nomenclature members the 
proportion of Hungarians was just 50-70%. 
So the problem of “ethnicity” was more like 
the problem of fighting against the nomen-
clature in the Soviet times. Because of this 
nature of the war it was a tendency in the 
area that the Hungarian and Rusin move-
ments joined forces against Kiev and the 
nomenclature. So at the end of the ‘80s, at 
the beginning of the ‘90s, Carpathian Ru-
thenia’s “political profile” was defined by 
the administrative and party nomenclature 
(who could be described as conservatives 
at the time), the all-Ukrainian nationalist 
movement of the perestroika times (Ruh), 
and the collision and battle of the KMKSZ 
and the Rusin Association of Carpathian 
Ruthenia.

These were the circumstances when the 
general secretary of the Central Com-
mittee of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union, Mihail Gorbachev received 
the KMKSZ’s appeal for Hungarian cul-
tural autonomy in Carpathian Ruthe-
nia. Moscow’s reaction was that they 
sent a group of experts, including the 
Bogomolov Institution, to examine the 
situation on the scene, and after doing 

Népszabadság, 16 October 1989, 4.
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so make suggestions about what could 
be done in the Transcarpathian area of 
the Ukraine.

It is true, however, that on a local level (in 
Carpathian Ruthenia) the initiation of the 
Hungarian cultural community received a 
hostile welcome. The workers of the local 
administrative bodies felt like it was incite-
ment, and against Moscow’s aspirations 
– that and adequate and effective solution 
needs to be found – they initiated obstruc-
tion. Ruh was not wasting its time, either, 
as it (turns out) started a campaign against 
the leadership in Moscow and the local 
communities’ aspirations of emphatic de-
tachment at the same time.

In theory Moscow was ready to analyse 
and examine the question of Hungarian 
and other ethnic minorities in the Tran-
scarpathian area of the Soviet Union, es-
pecially because these questions were dis-
cussed on many occasions in the different 
levels of bilateral meetings between the 
leaders of the Soviet Union and Hunga-
ry, as well as Hungary and the Ukraine. 
They received requests for analytic and 
clarifying researches from the various de-
partments of the CPSU’s Central Commit-
tee and from the Soviet Foreign Office on 
many occasions about Carpathian Ru-

thenia’s inter-ethnic and social-political 
situation. The highest level of governance 
in the country was interested in possible 
solutions that were applied in Western-Eu-
ropean countries and all over the world as 
well to solve ethnicity issues after the War, 
regarding the new borders. It was sensible 
that there was a possibility of hard work 
in this sphere, the Soviet Union still had 
to work out its strategic views on these 
inevitable problems. The decisions made 
in the issue was, however, defined by the 
rapidly developing, nationwide events in 
the Soviet Union. After the events in Mos-
cow in August 1991, which was named the 
GKChP-putsch by historians8, the Soviet 
Union was concerned about the problem 
of its own political stability, while the ally-
ing republics started to gain as much pow-
er as possible. As a result, the question of 
Hungarian autonomy was passed on firstly 
to the USSR, then later – after the meeting 
of the leaders of Russian Belorussian and 
Ukrainian Republics in Belavezsszkaja – 
to the competence of the Ukraine. So they 
missed the opportunity of reaching the 
wishful solution as soon as possible, and 
the case eventually disappeared from the 
negotiation process between Russia and 
Hungary completely.

8	 GKChP: State Committee on the State of Emergency

The Institute of Europe of the Russian Academy of Sciences (IE RAS) was founded in 
1987, within the frame of the Soviet Academy of Sciences. That time the growing interest of the 
Soviet Union in the European region played an important part in the formation of the Institute. 
Since 2011, the Institute has been the part of the Department of Global Problems and International 
Relations of the Russian Academy of Sciences. The Institute employs a multidisciplinary research 
approach. The main areas of the European studies involve: political and economic integration, 
foreign policy, military and security policy, social, inter-civilizational, religious and political prob-
lems. Beyond this, the Institute focuses on the thorough research of European countries and re-
gions (including Central and Eastern Europe), as well as the study of the European integration 
process, European security issues and researches concerning specific countries. The aim of a signif-
icant part of the researches is to prognosticate processes. The results include practical conclusions 
and recommendations, which are regularly presented by the Institute to several recipients, among 
others to the authorities of the Russian Federation. The Institute produces a significant number of 
publications: since the 1990s it has regularly released the “Report of IE RAS”, and in 2000 the quar-
terly journal “Contemporary Europe” was founded. In 2007 the publication of a series of collective 
monographs “The Old World – the New Times” was started, now comprising 14 volumes. The ac-
tual director of the Institute is Dr. Alexey Anatolievich Gromyko. The Institute celebrated its 30th 
anniversary in 2017, so on this occasion in the “Reports of IE RAS” they analyzed the new Global 
Strategy of the European Union. 17th November 2017, a ceremonial meeting was held in the Institute 

to commemorate the 30th anniversary of its foundation.



17

archivum
.retorki.hu/folyoirat

Portrait

Correspondent in the Regime Change
An Interwiev with Georg Paul Hefty

If you hear the word “regime change”, 
what would you define as a starting 
point?

The regime change effectively started 
with the Revolution of 1956. In case of 
the Hungarians living in Germany, it’s 
enough to mention the example of the 
Kastl School, which could be regarded 
as the counterpoint of Kádár’s victori-
ous dictatorship in Hungary. It didn’t 
mean an armed resistance, but the faith 
that the regime will not last forever and 
that it was worth raising our children in 
such way that some day they could live 
in Hungary as well. Besides the German 
language, they should also learn Hun-
garian, in order to be capable to exist 
in both worlds. From the late 1970s 
and the early 1980s, even in Hungari-
an politics the idea emerged that the 
Hungarian-German relations should be 
improved in a way which would contrib-
ute to the development of Hungary. The 
leadership of the Hungarian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs intended to integrate into 
the global economic processes through 
their German connections. This attempt 
was successful. The Germans regarded 
positively the country from the socialist 
block, which oriented itself more pro-ac-
tively, following the cold war logic less. 
Regarding the Hungarian-German rela-
tions, Ambassador István Horváth was 
a key figure. I worked for the Frankfurt-
er Allgemeine Zeitung since 1981, and I 
first visited Hungary as their contribu-

tor in 1985. As a correspondent, I could 
enter the sessions of the Hungarian 
Parliament as well. Around this period 
I met Imre Pozsgay’s press secretary, 
who explained their concepts to me. My 
opinion was that these people “are risk-
ing their lives”. Others were found guilty 
for minor things in the past in the com-
munist Hungary.

That time I did not notice a change inside 
the party itself, but inside the Patriotic 
People’s Front (PPF) and personally in 
Imre Pozsgay. Every change has its per-
sonal consequences and its effect on the 
person itself: it never occurs as precisely 
stringent as a chemical experiment, it al-
ways has beneficiaries. Pozsgay was an 
ambitious man. One of the foulest deci-
sions of the party – from their point of 
view – was to appoint him the chairman 
of the PPF. The intention behind this was 
to put Pozsgay out of the way, however, 
the organization became an instrument 
in his hands, and simultaneously it be-
came the gathering point of people who 
were thinking differently from the party’s 
leadership. The Patriotic People’s Front 
even had a newspaper, the civic-man-
nered Magyar Nemzet, which became 
an especially offensive newspaper under 
Pozsgay’s direction. My impression was 
that the aim of Pozsgay’s group was to 
strengthen the role of the PPF against the 
party. It was not foreseeable even then 
what would be its final outcome, possibly 
nothing but Pozsgay’s return among the 

Georg Paul Hefty (György Pál Hefty), born in 1947 in Pfarrkirchen, Germany, 
became known to the Hungarian public as the leading editor-in-chief of the 
German Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) daily newspaper. Between 1986 
and 1993, he witnessed the Hungarian regime change as the correspondent of 
the FAZ newspaper in Hungary. We spoke to him in Berlin in November 2016 
about his experiences, the reformist wing of the party’s leadership, the hardly 
noticeable opposition, József Antall’s role and about the reevaluation of the 
Revolution of 1956 during the regime change.
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most important leaders of the party (as 
it eventually happened). Neither of them 
were thinking of a regime change.

As a parliamentary correspondent 
what changes could you observe?

From 1985 onwards, some independent 
MP’s could get into the Parliament. This 
was a perceptible change. Sessions were 
held more frequently. We couldn’t see 
much of the opposition, there was only 
one exception: Zoltán Király. His chair 
was in front of my reporter’s box, so we 
started to talk to each other, and soon we 
became friends. Without him, the Par-
liament would have been more monot-
onous. That time even the Catholic and 
Protestant bishops were still advocating 
the policy of compromise with the au-
thorities in their speeches – this contin-
ued until December 1988, when during a 
meeting between Kádár and the religious 
leaders, István Seregély stood up bravely 
for their cause.

Turning back to Pozsgay, did you find 
his attitude surprising?

Yes I did. Especially as German politics 
during the chancellorship of Helmut 
Schmidt (1974-1982) didn’t exactly 
know how to relate to Central Europe. 
The Germans were afraid that if they 
supported the aspirations of the Cen-
tral European countries, they would get 
into confrontation with the Soviet Union. 
This point of view was shared by Helmut 
Kohl as well, and in accordance to this 
he pursued his predecessor’s foreign pol-
icy. He also thought that the key to the 
German reunification was to be found 
in Moscow, so they didn’t keep contacts 
with the Central European movements 
at all, which were otherwise striving for 
changes. Although they considered them 
benignly, they had nothing to do with 
the Polish or Hungarian developments – 
however Hungary was willing to do more 
than the Germans could imagine. The 
attention paid to Central Europe was 
primarily due to Horst Teltschik, Kohl’s 

foreign policy consultant, who was en-
dowed with more sensibility and fantasy 
than the entire foreign office collectively. 
Teltschik was open towards the region, 
but he wasn’t in a controlling position. 
The Kohl government wasn’t centralized, 
the diplomatic affairs unequivocally be-
longed to the foreign minister, the pop-
ular Hans-Dietrich Genscher, who was 
the most powerful minister of the coali-
tion partner, and who most of the time 
did everything in order to be appreciated 
everywhere.

When did the German diplomacy start 
paying more attention to the region?

Nothing changed, at least not until the 
opening of the borders. In August 1989, 
German foreign policy was still support-
ing the idea of maintaining the Warsaw 
Pact in some form, while Hungarian For-
eign Minister Gyula Horn – the only one 
invited from the communist countries 
– took part in the session of the NATO 
delegations in December 1988. The Ger-
man political leadership was unprepared 
for the events that occurred 9th Novem-
ber 1989. They assessed erroneously the 
Polish development and the significance 
of Pope John Paul II, as well as the Hun-
garian changes. They didn’t draw the 
necessary conclusions even when 23 
October 1989 instead of the Hungarian 
People’s Republic the Hungarian Repub-
lic was proclaimed. They considered it as 
a liberalization, not as a chance for a re-
gime change.

From what time did the groups of the 
Hungarian opposition come into sight 
abroad?

What do we call opposition? The popu-
list writers were not known at all abroad. 
It is possible that they had connections 
with certain groups of the Hungarian 
emigration, but they did not play a role 
at all in German politics. The reason for 
this was partly that the Hungarian em-
igration had no effect on politics by this 
time, the significance of Kastl decreased 
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- the Eastern policy of Willy Brandt made 
the various emigrant organizations irrel-
evant in domestic politics. The opposi-
tion which was known in the West could 
be defined as leftist and liberal. Tibor 
Déry, György Konrad, Miklós Haraszti, 
Ferenc Kőszeg, and György Dalos were 
known, as first their books were pub-
lished, and later they obtained various 
scholarships. The consideration of the 
opposition was ambivalent: everybody 
was happy that Hungarian writers and 
critics could publish in Germany – at 
the same time this raised questions: did 
they truly belong to the opposition, or to 
a group “generated” by the Hungarian 
regime, whom were permitted to publish 
by the domestic authorities? Members of 
the later Hungarian Democratic Forum 
(MDF) weren’t known. I got acquaint-
ed with József Antall through György 
O’sváth, from the time when he was a 
museum director. The latter was active 
within the CDU (he knew Kohl since his 
youth), and earlier I also worked be-
sides the Christian Democratic fraction. 
I came to know Antall as a very interest-
ing man. He had an opportunity which 
is not an available option for a politician 
in democracy. He had thirty years to ed-
ucate and prepare himself for the role 
which he yearned for, without wasting 
his time in party struggles. He used his 
position in the medical history museum 
to extend his knowledge about Europe-
an and world politics and to accumu-
late a complex historical knowledge. He 
“paid the price” for this: he immediately 
became ill, so he didn’t have a long time 
to define Hungarian politics.

You said that Antall was preparing 
consciously for his role – and this 
opinion is confirmed by various recol-
lections and by his own words. At the 
same time it is evident that in the 
course of a dictatorship, he could not 
have been able to make such a career. 
What could have been the reason why 
he did not take part actively in the 
various opposition movements, and 
became known to the general public 

only very late, during the Opposition 
Round Table negotiations?

It isn’t completely true that he did not 
participate in the activities of the opposi-
tion. He had a circle of friends which he 
met regularly, and he had his own con-
tacts. However, it could have happened 
that in the meantime they would get too 
old and the system would not change. At 
the same time every system has its own 
dynamics: every one of them – whatever 
dictatorship we are talking about – once 
gets “worn out”, and the opposition has 
greater space in this situation. Antall 
and his group felt this. From this point of 
view, the key motive was Kádár’s getting 
old and the problem of his succession. It 
was obvious that whoever would succeed 
him, he wouldn’t do it in the same way.

Is it possible that Antall didn’t want 
to “waste” himself by taking part in a 
considerable opposition activity?

I would turn the question: who belonged 
to the so-called “right wing” civic oppo-
sition, which managed to attain some-
thing, for example in 1985? What should 
have Antall done? “Forcing the door” 
would not have made any sense at all. 
So he kept his job, which he could use to 
achieve his goals. If we take the Lakitelek 
group in consideration, Sándor Lezsák 
was one of the bravest people of all – but 
he wasn’t suitable for a leading role.

How much publicity did the events in 
Lakitelek get?

The events were seen only from the point 
of view of their relation to the reform at-
tempts of Pozsgay. We did not have the 
impression that this event was fought 
out by the opposition, but it seemed to 
us that Pozsgay was the one who permit-
ted it to happen, and he was the man be-
hind the events.

The reburial of Imre Nagy was one 
of the symbolic events of the regime 
change. This was attained by the op-
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position, opposition forces took part 
in its realization, and above all it re-
sulted in the re-evaluation of 1956. 
How did this look like that time?

We can analyze the events from the point 
of view of the opposition, but in the west-
ern countries they were not regarded 
from that aspect, but as the proof of the 
system’s purification. Those who lived to 
see 6th October 1956, the reburial of Lász-
ló Rajk, could imagine that Imre Nagy 
could be rehabilitated while the system 
would remain unchanged. The daugh-
ter of Imre Nagy played more or less the 
same role as Júlia Rajk played in 1956. 
Both of them primarily wanted the re-
habilitation of their own relative. In Plot 
301 of the New Public Cemetery, the rel-
atives who came to mourn were regular-
ly beaten by the authorities. I frequently 
gave interviews that time in Budapest, so 
some people recognized me in the street. 
I am quite astonished that nobody came 
to me then, as a reporter from a western 
country, and advised me to visit Plot 301. 
Nobody drew my attention to it. Nobody 
talked about the fate of the people who 
were executed after 1956. But those who 
went there to commemorate, didn’t nec-
essarily intend to overthrow the regime, 
instead it was an act of piety.

The thought of the sixth coffin was 
inseparable from the reburial of Imre 
Nagy, as the memory of the “unknown 
revolutionary”. What does 1956 mean 
today, sixty years after the revolu-
tion? And whom does 1956 belong to?

1956 was undoubtedly a heroic act. On 
the occasion of the sixtieth anniversary, 
Mária Schmidt said in the journal Heti 
Válasz – somewhat unfortunately – that 
“Imre Nagy died well, but he wasn’t the 
real hero”. Maybe it’s not an offence to 
consider what would have happened 31st 
December 1956 if there had not been 4th 
November. The official Hungarian poli-
tics and the foreign states both consider 
1956 as a revolution. This raises sever-
al questions. If it was a revolution, then 

how did Imre Nagy belong to it, who was 
everything but a revolutionary? How 
could they have carried out the initial 16 
points, gathered full support for it and 
who could have implemented them? We 
cannot answer these questions by simply 
stating that only those were the heroes 
who were shooting guns.

As far as the issue of neutrality is con-
cerned, its declaration was reasonable, 
it was the expression of despair. Prac-
tically this was the last “dethronement” 
in Hungarian history, which occurred 
from time to time. However, this always 
led to failure. Dethronement usually has 
a myth, but the steps taken by Kossuth 
actually cut all the ways out, and made 
all possibilities for future negotiations 
impossible. From there onwards, only 
the complete annihilation could be the 
consequence. Practically this happened 
in 1956 as well. From this point of view 
neutrality didn’t open new opportunities, 
it rather shut the doors. However, we 
must admit that this was a reaction to 
the increasing Soviet intervention.

What was the role of the Revolution 
of 1956 in the international re-evalua-
tion of Hungary’s status?

It has an enormous significance and rec-
ognition. It was in no way useless: from 
a historical point of view it’s very import-
ant, as it undermined the stories about 
the humanist aspect of communism all 
over Europe. Nobody forgot 1956. The 
question of course is what the standard 
is: we also have to consider how many 
people were executed for this. The ethical 
point of view is not clarified either in the 
mind of the present-day Hungarian soci-
ety. From the recollections it seems to me 
that many people emphasize they did not 
possess any weapons. At the same time I 
haven’t heard anyone who had weapons 
say that he had really shot at someone. 
Even after sixty years, it seems difficult 
for the people to admit this.

Zoltán Nagymihály – Nóra Szekér
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Hungary and Russia in the Context of 
Cultural Relations
An Interwiev with József Goretity

How do you see the development of 
the Soviet-Hungarian, Russian-Hun-
garian cultural relations from the de-
cades before the regime change un-
til today? How can this question be 
overviewed in a summarizing nature? 

If I take the period before the Hungarian 
or Russian regime change, then the typ-
ical thing was obviously the very pow-
erful build-up of the cultural relations. 
A wide variety of cultural organizations 
had very tight and indeed formal insti-
tutional relations. What was needed for 
this is the contracts to be bound on the 
level of the ministries that supervise the 
cultural areas, and based on that the 
delegations and the cultural exchanges 
could be operated. This obviously meant 
mobilizing huge public resources. 

In what ways did this phenomenon 
affect literary relationships?

It is well known that Russian culture is 
fundamentally literature-based to this 
day. Therefore it is completely obvious 

that Soviet literature had to be what the 
state expected it to be. And because of 
this, it did not really matter in the lead-
ership of literary institutions whether 
someone was a high-quality writer or 
not; the only thing that mattered was 
how committed they were to the sys-
tem and how many party connections 
they had. They put people in the dele-
gations, who primarily –from here and 
there – were clerks, chinovniks, rather 
than actual writers. We also know that 
neither of the countries’ works that got 
translated were the bests of contempo-
rary Hungarian or Russian literature; it 
was more likely about the fact that they 
met the ideological requirements. The 
fact that a significant part of Hungar-
ian classic literature was translated to 
Russian in the years following 1945 is 
very good. The same thing happened 
in Hungary with the Russian classics. 
The quality of certain translations, how-
ever, is a different topic, just like that 
some of them –however good they might 
have been– are now outdated. Besides 
the classics they obviously translated 
works that had very little to do with lit-
erature. If we ask the present-day elder 
generation about what their most defin-
ing experiences of 20th century Russian 
literature were, it is for certain that they 
would list many authors from the ‘60s, 
‘70s and ‘80s who were very popular in 
Hungary at that time. Not necessarily 
because they were good, but because 
the cultural apparatus introduced them 
to Hungary and to the rest of the Social-
ist countries as well. And it is true the 
other way around, too.
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How did this change at the beginning 
of the ‘90s?

The regime change came, first in Hun-
gary then in Russia as well, the Sovi-
et Union disintegrated. Many people 
hoped at that time – and I suspect that 
not just in cultural life –, that Hungary, 
as the happiest barrack in Soviet times 
will be able to act as a bridge between 
the West and the former Soviet Union, 
the successor states and Russia. I think 
that these illusions –for several rea-
sons– faded away very quickly. First of 
all, the institutional system that existed 
in the cultural life of the two countries 
in Soviet times disappeared within sec-
onds as the regime change came along. 
Secondly, following the regime change 
Hungary would not turn to Russia and 
to Russian culture in any way, on the 
contrary, it clearly turned away from it. 
Such a strong antipathy was felt against 
the Russians, that they though that ev-
erything Russian must be bad. I could 
mention the incident when Pasternak’s 
Doctor Zhivago was finally published in 
the last years of the perestroika. For a 
while, everyone was waiting impatient-
ly for the publication of the book which 
had been banned previously. However, 
when it was published in Hungarian 
and the cheap, paperback books were 
standing on the rotating shelves of the 
grocery stores noone wanted to buy 
them. An opinion was formed that it was 
again a “lousy, boring Russian or Soviet 
novel, just like the rest”. As for the other 
side, the Russians felt a strong antipa-
thy as well. Not especially against Hun-
gary, but against every Central Europe-
an country where the Soviet system’s 
erosion started. A significant amount of 
Russians felt that these states let the So-
viet Union down. The role of the bridge 
that we imagined for Hungary as an il-
lusion could not become reality because 
the Russians basically left us behind 
with their speed. They did not wait for 
Hungary or any other Central European 
country to mediate between Russia and 
Western Europe, or between Russia and 

America, they made these connections 
directly. And these connections were in-
deed made between Russia and Western 
Europe and America. By the end of the 
‘90s the situation was that – and it still 
stands partly when it comes to cultur-
al relations –, that Hungary and Russia 
barely knew anything about each oth-
er in the cultural sense. Even the news 
hardly arrived from one country to the 
other. As of the cultural relations, after 
the institutional relations ceased to ex-
ist, mostly those personal relationships 
remained that were formed in the Soviet 
times.

So the institutional relations became 
personal cooperations?

Yes, but because the institutional sys-
tem that would have been needed in or-
der to organize events of a large volume 
was missing, the personal relationships 
could only bring small results that got 
lost in the Russian cultural sea. It was 
really hard to create anything significant 
in the cultural relationships of the two 
countries. If I went to a literary journal 
or a publishing house at the second half 
of the ‘90s about the exciting literary 
life that is going on in Russia, and how 
good it would be to translate something 
— they were not so welcoming about the 
idea, to say the least. And the situation 
was the same in Russia. So that very 
trustworthy group of translators who 
had, have an amazing knowledge of the 
Hungarian language, practically became 
unemployed. 

Since when is the change in the inten-
sity of the relationships perceptible?

I perceive this very careful, slow process 
of change from the very end of the ‘90s, 
when receptivity in Hungarian literature 
could already be found for the publica-
tion of Russian literature. When I start-
ed to work in Moscow in January 2000 I 
could already feel some receptivity from 
Russians working in the cultural field. 
This had many reasons. One of them is 
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most likely that a generation had start-
ed to grow up since the regime change 
which did not have immediate bad expe-
riences of the Soviet Union’s politics and 
aspirations for colonisation. Obviously, 
as Russia started to get back on track 
after the trauma of the Soviet Union’s 
disintegration in the early 2000s, the 
process of Russian tourist coming to Eu-
rope and among else, Hungary, started. 
A natural human approach has started 
which overshadowed politics a little. Of 
course, the memories of the historical 
offences suffered in the 20th century are 
still present and continue to affect the 
population of some countries who can 
not forget about them easily. The Hun-
garian Cultural, Scientific and Informa-
tion Centre – which basically vegetated 
in the ‘90s– was nominated Collegium 
Hungaricum by the first Orbán-govern-
ment in 1999. It gave a great impulse 
to institutional operation. This meant 
scientific relations besides cultural 
ones: even if not with a great success, 
a very serious-looking archival research 
system started. Obviously more mon-
ey should have been invested into joint 
researches even at the beginning of the 
2000s. Hungary could not do this, or did 
not want to take actions – meanwhile the 
Russian archives prided themselves on 
their joint publications with Germans, 
Americans and French people. It kind of 
gave the impression that we demanded 
restitution from the Russian archives 
while they waited for us to start some 
kind of joint research, financed by the 
Hungarian state of course. It is a differ-
ent question how ethical this was...

A more powerful openness towards Hun-
gary can be observed since the 2010s. 
So they feel – especially since the sanc-
tions against Russia – that Hungary is 
on the exact same page about many 
things as the Russians: i.e. that the 
Western nations should not have dou-
ble standards. They can see that there 
is a country in Europe that is not en-
tirely fond of the Western European at-
titude towards the world, Europe and 

Russia. This is why when the Tolstoy 
Institution reaches out for significant 
institutions in Russia they are very wel-
coming towards us. They are arranging 
the official relationship in a very op-
erative way in order to ensure that  it 
does not exist only on paper, but has 
real content. There was only one prob-
lem that sometimes had been strange 
for them, namely that the university, as 
a state institution had to contact a civ-
il organization. This has been more or 
less solved by the fact that the Tolstoy 
Institution’s management has connec-
tions with universities, so we could in-
volve universities in these relationships 
as well. I think for our mutual satisfac-
tion. If you like it, the pragmatism the 
Hungarian government talks about re-
garding Russian relations is enforced in 
this too. It is also a fact that in the past 
ten years there is a significant interest 
in Hungary about Russia and the Rus-
sian language. As a university professor 
specializing in Russian language I can 
see it from the number of student apply-
ing to this major. While at the end of the 
2000s there were only 7-8 students ma-
joring in Russian in every class at the 
University of Debrecen – the biggest part 
of them Hungarians from Sub-Carpath-
ia, or half Hungarians, half Ukrainians 
–, now there is a stable number of 25-30 
students in each class. This made the 
Masters and the Doctoral programmes 
possible, as well as the establishment 
of interpreter-translator courses. I can 
also see that the educational system – 
especially since the Russians reorga-
nized the acceptance of foreign students 
to Russian universities as well – works 
a bit difficultly.  Curiously, although the 
interest grows, a significant part of the 
state-supported places are not filled up 
by Hungarian applicants. First of all, 
the administrative part of the process is 
extremely complicated, sometimes it is 
impossible to accomplish what they ex-
pect. Secondly, the scholarship is very 
little. And in the meanwhile they receive 
a fair amount of money with their schol-
arships with Campus Hungary – as long 
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as it existed –, Tempus or Erasmus Plus, 
so our students can go to Russia with 
them. But in order to do that, we must 
have documentable, well-functioning 
relationships with Russian universities. 

The University of Debrecen has start-
ed to become the centre of Russian 
Studies...

I think it is now. Of course the Russian 
Department and the Centre of Russian 
Studies both work in Budapest as well. 
In ELTE they accept 50-60 students to 
their Russian Studies major every year 
– we do not want to compete with that. 
Besides ELTE there is a Russian studies 
department in the University of Szeged 
as well. Sadly, the major went down-
hill in Szombathely and in Szeged, and 
the one in Pécs does very poorly. It is a 
fact that here in Debrecen there is great 
prosperity regarding both the profes-
sion and the students. I really do hope 
that this keeps being the case in the fu-
ture, because we opened the Russian 
Centre in the university this spring. It 
belongs to the Russkiy Mir Foundation 
and I think that the possibilities of the 
Russian Centre will affect our chance 
to draw the students’ and the city’s at-

tention a bit more to the importance of 
Russian culture and language and the 
possibilities of nourishing it. 

How would you describe the relation-
ship between contemporary Russian 
literature and the regime change?

During and after the regime change a 
very liberal movement was dominant in 
Russian literature. I am talking about 
the young writers of the late ‘70s and 
early ‘80s, who were banned at the 
time, and who could freely publish their 
work during the perestroika and the re-
gime change. After the social realism’s 
indeed boring literature it was a fresh, 
lively voice. Something really exciting 
started to happen. How valuable really 
these works and authors of postmodern 
literature are in the long run, only time 
will tell. The Jelcin-politics was support-
ing them which was also claimed to be 
liberal – it is not quite sure whether it 
really was –, and which, by the end of 
of the decade, or the end of the millena-
ry, pushed Russia to the edge of falling 
apart. However, this freedom had a ben-
eficial effect on culture and literature, 
as several trends and authors came to 
light who were banned as young writers. 

The Slavistics Institute of the University of Debrecen has a long history. 
Nowadays it is a prominent institution and centre for the education of the Russian lan-
guage. Their current educational portfolio offers the following courses: BA in Slavic Stu-
dies, Russian specialization course, Russian minor degree, MA in Slavic Studies, teacher 
training programme and doctoral programme. The institute has its own journal (Slavica). 
In the frame of the training special attention is paid to the student exchange program-
mes. The students can take advantage of the opportunities provided by the internatio-
nal relations network of the University through the TEMPUS, ERASMUS and CAMPUS 
HUNGARY scholarship programmes. The Institute of Slavic Studies of the University of 
Debrecen maintains close ties with several universities and institutes across Russia, like 
the Voronezh State University, the Russian State Social University in Moscow, the Push-
kin Institute in Moscow, the Institute for Slavic Studies of the Russian Academy of Scien-
ces, the Institute of Translation in Moscow, and the Solzhenitsyn House in Moscow, the 
Finno-Ugric Department of Saint Petersburg University, the Tyumen State University and 
the Taganrog State University. The actual director of the institute is Dr. József Goretity, 
literary historian and translator. On the institute’s initiative and with its effective involve-
ment, the Russkiy Mir Foundation opened a Russian Center at the University of Debrecen 

in the spring of 2017.
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It is a fact that during the ‘90s this gen-
eration of those who were young during 
the end of the ‘70s and the beginning of 
the ‘80s, practically took over the entire 
literature. They had awfully big luck, as 
the Western world honoured the exact 
same things that they did with great 
popularity; the twisting of the clichés of 
socialist ideology, social realism. They 
were translated into many languages, 
and with this popularity they practical-
ly dominated the contemporary Russian 
literature, so those writers who are now-
adays called patriots were forced into the 
background, hardly got any say. They 
were mostly realist authors writing in 
the traditional style. In the period after 
the Jelcin-era a new generation started 
to find its voice which had enough of the 
postmodern, liberal generation of writ-
ers who dominated the ‘90s, and they 
started to do a lot more patriotic litera-
ture much closer to the traditional way 
of writing. They made up the so-called 
new realist trend. Of course it was really 
far from being a unified group. With their 
appearance the authors who were close 
to them and represented a more tradi-
tional direction in writing since the be-
ginning of their career became popular 
again. It is now visible that in Russian 
literature those authors could succeed 
and become popular who could comply 
the morals and results of these two ways 
of writing, who could give the reader a 
mix of the postmodern and the realism 
that is leaning into documentary. A au-
thor like this on the one side is Lyud-
mila Ulitskaya, whose views are rather 
liberal, but uses such traditional style 
in her literary works that somehow con-
tinues the classical Russian literature. 
I am talking about story-telling, narra-
tive, plastic characters, while there are a 
lot of references, reminiscences, quotes 
from the literature of previous eras. On 
the other side there is Yuriy Polyakov, 
who uses an awful lot of puns, while he 
is continuing the Russian satirical liter-
ature of the 19th, and the beginning of 
the 20th centuries. While Ulitskaya, al-
though very carefully, supports actions 

that criticize the current government, 
Polyakov is a supporter of the Putin re-
gime, so much that he is a member of 
the president’s Cultural Advisory Board. 
The Russian intelligentsia – similarly 
to the Hungarian – is rather divided. 
This can be seen as a distant relative 
of the Western-Slavophile argument of 
the 19th century, or the question can 
be taken back even further, to Peter the 
Great and Ivan the Terrible. This for 
Russia – whether it belongs to Europe 
or Asia  – has been a serious problem 
ever since it exists. I am not sure if the 
issues today are straight descendants 
of the late Eastern-Western debate. It is 
for sure that in the Jelcin-era the defin-
ing people of cultural life were the ones 
who leaned towards the West. Now it 
is the ones who try to strengthen and 
preserve Russian peculiarities and the 
Russian national identity. Nevertheless, 
it has to be noted that following the re-
gime change both groups were at per-
fect liberty during both of the eras to 
write and publish their works to their 
own literary taste. The above mentioned 
Polyakov said the other day that his 
novelette which was published recently 
in Hungary titled Demgorodok was writ-
ten in 1993, and it got to the shelves of 
the book stores when Jelcin was firing 
at the White House, the building of the 
Russian Parliament. The novelette was 
such a sharp criticism of the current sit-
uation that it was withdrawn from the 
book stores. Well, it did not contribute 
to the greatest glory of democracy and 
freedom of speech. Of course we could 
mention incidents from the present-day 
cultural life when, even if the works were 
not exactly banned, the cultural politics 
firmly distanced itself from them. Some-
times they mention the film entitled Le-
viathan that allegedly Putin does not like 
because of its criticizing nature. He may 
not like it, but the director received Rus-
sian state support to make the film. It is 
bollocks what they spread in Hungary 
in these last few years, referring to God 
knows what sources, that every opinion 
the president does not like is banned in 
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the Putin-era. As a literary translator 
I am not concerned about who stands 
on what side, I translate Ulitskaya and 
Polyakov as well – both with the greatest 
joy. I was also asked by the editor of a 
TV program whether poor Ulitskaya was 
“oppressed very badly at home”. I had to 
tell him that I happened to be in Moscow 
when her latest novel was published. 
There was great ballyhoo everywhere 
in the bookstores, because it was a big 
event – not a political, but a literary one. 
I can feel a general anti-Russian attitude 
in certain Hungarian press organs, and 
they are only good at making degrading 
comments on Russia, but are not willing 
to get to know the country at all. 

Anyway, I think that there is a very small 
number of writers in Russia who would 
get directly involved in politics. Those 
who think of themselves as writers know 
exactly that at the moment they start 
advocating one or the other political 
viewpoint they stop being writers. It is 
not a coincidence that the two especially 
important events of the regime change – 
1991, when Jelcin defended the Russian 
parliament, the Russian White House 
when putschists were marching against 
it who tried to overthrow Gorbachev by 
putsch; and 1993 when the very same 
Jelcin himself started to shoot at the 
very same White House along with the 
delegates inside – are written about very 
rarely in literary works. Maybe it is too 

close, measured on a historical scale, 
and there is not yet an overview to do it. 
But at the same time I think that one of 
the reasons is that they do not want to 
immediately involve politics in a literary 
work. 

As a closing remark, what do you ex-
pect on the field of Russian-Hungar-
ian relations in the following years? 
What steps do you think should be 
taken?

First of all, I hope that in Hungary more 
and more people will be interested in 
Russian language and culture. I expect 
that in the following years more Hun-
garian people will think that Russian 
language, besides English, is necessary. 
I hope this interest will be reciprocated 
in Russia as well. I really do hope that 
the university relationships we created 
in the past years will be maintained and 
will be working even more intensively. 
I also hope that more serious institu-
tional cooperations can be created. Not 
just workshops like the Tolstoy Foun-
dation, the Institute of Slavic Studies in 
Debrecen, or the Russian connections 
of the National Theatre. I would be hap-
py if both the Hungarian and the Rus-
sian cultural governments put enough 
money, horse and weapons into these 
cultural connections, with the help of 
which a tighter system of relations on a 
larger scale could be built up.

András László Riba
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Tolstoy Association for the 
Russian-Hungarian Cooperation

The main target audience of the Tolstoy Association both in Hungary and Rus-
sia are all the young people taking part in education, the social scientists wor-
king at the universities and those groups of the society, whom are interested in 
the cultural processes.

The aim of the 
Tolstoy Asso-
ciation for the 
Russian-Hun-
garian Coopera-
tion, which was 
formed in the 
autumn of 2011, 
is to create new 
value-based and 
future-orientat-
ed cooperation 
forms between 
our country and 

Russia, taking into consideration the present 
day foreign and domestic realities of the two 
countries, as well as the promotion of Hunga-
ry’s international activities. In this spirit, the 
Tolstoy Association organizes events which 
help to get acquainted with and understand 
each other’s language and culture. Programs 
like these are the literary translation camps, 
with the participation of Hungarian and Rus-
sian university students ensuring the new 
generations of literary translators; the the-
ater camps, which by introducing new ped-
agogical methods, enhances the effectiveness 
of language learning; the yearly high school 
competition, elaborating the cultural and his-
torical traditions of the two nations with the 
participation of Russian high school students 
and more than a hundred high schools from 
the Carpathian basin; and the fable-telling 
competition, where Hungarian and Russian 
elementary school students take part. The 
Association forms a new type of cooperation 
between Hungarian and Russian research-
ers by promoting a new social science course 
that analyses the social, economic and cul-

tural challenges of our present era. There is 
a successful continuous cooperation which 
embraces all scientific areas of culturology 
with the participation of leading scientists 
coming from 26 Russian universities, as well 
as with the participation of the Russian Acad-
emy of Sciences in taking part in the orga-
nization of several international conferences, 
and the publication of the bilingual books 
of the conferences (Hungarian-Russian and 
Russian-English respectively), as well as the 
scientists taking part in the joint researches. 
With the contribution of the Tolstoy Associ-
ation, several joint cooperation agreements 
between universities have been established, 
and therefore it became possible for a great-
er number of university students learning the 
Russian language to gain the possibility to 
take part in trainings at Russian universities. 
On the other hand, several Russian univer-
sity teachers have been invited to Hungarian 
universities to share the latest research re-
sults achieved in Russia. In order to get the 
Hungarian public acquainted with contem-
porary Russian literature, the Association 
helps the publication of the most significant 
and latest Russian literary works in Hungar-
ian. They also organize public lectures about 
the cultural and social processes of Russia 
on a monthly basis with the involvement of 
experts. One of the founders and at the same 
time the honorary president of the Associa-
tion is Sándor Lezsák, the vice-speaker of the 
Hungarian Parliament. Among the members 
of the Association we can find several Hun-
garian leading politicians, Members of par-
liament, several leading religious figures and 
significant members of the Hungarian cultur-
al and scientific sphere.
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Csaba Gy. Kiss
The Hungarian Transition from a Comparative Aspect
A Few Remarks about the Central European Dimension

It is obvious that the political turn which 
took place in 1989 had a global histori-
cal significance – namely that the Soviet 
Union’s direct influence on East – Central 
Europe ceased to exist, the countries of 
the area regained their independence and 
the political system called socialism by its 
maintainers, practically collapsed – were 
the result of the coincidence of many fac-
tors. This can be primarily explained with 
the exhaustion of the economic resources 
and with the internal crisis of the com-
munist empire, as well as with the reform 
attempt connected to Gorbachev. Conse-
quently, the tectonic movements of world 
politics led to a situation which made it 
possible for the Central European coun-
tries to influence their own fate.

In my brief resume I intend to consider 
the similarities and differences of the rad-
ical political change often called “regime 
change” – compared to the other coun-
tries of our region.

As the expression transition and transfor-
mation clearly implies that this is a pro-
cess, which has a presumable starting 

and an end point, we should also take 
the antecedents into consideration, and 
present the main tendencies of the 1970s 
and 1980s briefly. The starting point is 
the communist-type totalitarian dictator-
ship (with several differences), while the 
end point is the parliamentary democ-
racy, in market-economy circumstanc-
es. From the point of view of history and 
civilization, by the term East – Central 
Europe we can mean the vassal states 
of the Soviet Empire, as well as Yugosla-
via, which represented a certain type of 
totalitarian dictatorship. Central Europe 
in the narrower sense is constituted by 
Czechoslovakia, Poland and Hungary. 
From a certain aspect the parts of South 
Eastern Europe belonging here were dif-
ferent: Bulgaria and Romania, as well as 
Yugoslavia which was from several as-
pects (international politics, civilization), 
in an ambivalent situation.

The three Central European countries 
are connected by the tradition of the 
thousand-year-old Western Christianity 
and the strong tradition of independent 
statehood, the similar traits of their social 
structure, the similarities concerning the 
development of the middle-class in the 
19th century, the spiritual heritage of the 
Western culture (from the Renaissance 
to the Reformation), as well as the ma-
jor attempts to change the political and 
economic system forced on them from 
the East (1956, 1968, 1980). In the coun-
tries once belonged to the “Byzantine 
zone” – partly including Yugoslavia – the 
tradition of Caesaropapism was stronger, 
personality cults “blossomed” for a lon-
ger time (Tito, Ceausescu, Zhivkov), and 
there were rather examples for the local 
communist power becoming independent 
from Moscow (Tito, Ceausescu). A mod-
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est level of civic development marked this 
area. There was not such a general resis-
tance to the system and to the external 
influence, as there was in the states of 
the Central European area at some inter-
vals. It must be added that the Hungarian 
transition had an aspect, which affected 
all the neighboring countries one by one: 
the issue of the Hungarian minority.

The year 1968 by all means marked the 
beginning of a new era. After the Soviet 
aggression Czechoslovakia, Poland and 
Hungary followed different paths. Hun-
gary pursued a moderate line: modest 
economic reforms, lighter censorship, 
constant and stable “goulash – com-
munism” until the end of the 1970s. 
In Czechoslovakia there was restaura-
tion after 1971, it was harsher in the 
Czech state, while in Slovakia they used 
smoother methods, with a relatively sta-
ble economic situation. In Poland one cri-
sis followed the other periodically (1968: 
student protests, 1970: workers’ protest 
in the maritime region, 1976: stronger 
protests by workers again). In Poland a 
relatively strong – more and more extend-
ed and well-organized – resistance devel-
oped against the “system” after 1976. In 
Czechoslovakia, the public activities of a 
narrow (mostly Czech) group of intellec-
tuals (Charta ‘77) could be perceived. In 
Hungary, there were spontaneous pro-
tests organized by young people every 

15th March (from 1972), the critical role 
of the alternative public became more 
and more significant, and from the end of 
the decade small intellectual groups tried 
to carry out opposition activities. To sum 
up: the possible social basis of a political 

turn was by far the largest in Poland. The 
Czech state could be characterized by a 
sort of passive resistance, while in Slo-
vakia the situation was similar to Hun-
gary to a certain degree. In Hungary, the 
system could rely on a widespread accep-
tance on the side of the citizens – even in 
the mid-1980s. As far as the aspirations 
of the opposition are concerned, it is usu-
ally the “Polish model” which is seen as 
relevant. The international scientific liter-
ature takes the different features of the 
individual states less into consideration.

As far as its duration is concerned, the 
transition period was the longest in Po-
land. The military coup d’état in De-
cember 1981 by General Jaruzelski ter-
minated the legally existing Solidarity 
trade union. Following this a longer pe-
riod of crisis occurred, and at the same 
time – compared to the other commu-
nist countries – an unprecedented un-
derground opposition movement start-
ed. By 1987 it became obvious that the 
government had to find a compromise 
with the opposition. In Hungary, the sit-
uation changed only after the withdraw-
al of Kádár (after May 1988), accompa-
nied by the signs of economic crisis and 
the appearance of opposition groups. In 
Czechoslovakia, the system was actual-
ly overthrown by a series of nation-wide 
protests. We also have to take the in-
teractions into account, as the events 

in Poland were regarded as an example, 
as well as a warning for both the gov-
ernments and for those who expected 
changes. The events in Hungary had 
a perceptible effect in Poland and in 
Czechoslovakia as well. It is worth tak-

„…the possible social basis of a political turn was by far the largest 
in Poland. The Czech state could be characterized by a sort of passive 
resistance, while in Slovakia the situation was similar to Hungary to 
a certain degree. In Hungary, the system could rely on a widespread 

acceptance on the side of the citizens – even in the mid-1980s.”
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ing the sphere of culture under a closer 
examination, as within the opposition 
movements in all the three states – in 
accordance with the historical tradi-
tions – intellectuals and writers had an 
important role. This was strengthened 
on an international level from 1983 by 
the debate about Central Europe initiat-
ed by Milan Kundera’s essay (The Stolen 
West or the Tragedy of Central Europe).
The literary contacts (like the 1988–
1989 volumes of the Hungarian journal 
Hitel) also contributed to form an aware-
ness of the common situation.

The other aspect of the Central European 
dimension is Hungary’s peculiar situa-
tion in the region, considering the Hun-
garian minority living in the neighboring 
countries. It was not accidental that one 
of the largest protests organized by the 
Hungarian opposition movements was 
the mass demonstration held in June 
1988 against the demolition of villages in 
Romania in the frame of a systematiza-
tion process. The question of Hungarian 
minorities became the part of the issues 
which concerned the international polit-
ical public opinion. In the course of the 
political transition – mainly in Romania 
and Czechoslovakia – the Hungarian mi-
nority became a non-negligible political 
factor. In a broader sense the nationality 
problem was also an important compo-
nent of the Eastern – Central European 
transition. In several Western European 
interpretations the so-called “refrigerator 
effect” is mentioned, according to which 
the communist system had “frozen” the 
nationality issue, while the transforma-
tion of the dictatorship brought about the 
“melting” of nationalism. This assump-
tion has no reality at all, because it takes 
no notice of the fact that certain coun-
tries, which called themselves socialist, 
followed an extreme chauvinist policy 
even in the 1970s. Examples for these 
were the Russification policy of the Brezh-
nev-era (mainly in Ukraine and Belarus), 
the measures taken against minorities by 
Ceausescu, or the anti-Turkish policy of 
Zhivkov. It is a common misconception 

that based on its proclaimed ideology, the 
communist dictatorship is considered as 
universal and non-nationalist.

It shouldn’t be forgotten that the process 
of modern nationalization continued in 
our region even at the end of the 20th cen-
tury: in the multiethnic countries that 
came into existence after the First World 
War (Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia and Ro-
mania) the issue of the nationalities and 
minorities still remained unsolved. In the 
late 1980s the need for the democratic 
changes necessarily went together with 
the aspiration for national independence, 
as well as with the intention of the vindi-
cation of minority rights. There have been 
only a few attempts for the comparative 
analysis of these processes so far. In the 
Soviet sphere of influence national inde-
pendence obviously meant the liberation 
from Moscow’s authority – but until the 
end of 1989, the democratic political forc-
es expressed this kind of intent only very 
cautiously.

The issue of the national minorities was 
also raised during the transition. In the 
decades after 1989 it became obvious 
that the strong aspirations for creating 
national states, with the exception of 
Kosovo and the Bosnian Serb Republic, 
prevented the achievement of the autono-
my of minority groups. In our broader re-
gion, three ethnic communities have had 
a large minority group outside their state 
borders: the Albanians, the Hungarians 
and the Serbs. By the end of the Yugoslav 
Wars, it became evident that half of the 
Serbs living in Croatia had to leave their 
homeland, while in Bosnia they could 
live in a de-facto statehood. Despite the 
promising political activity of the Hungar-
ian minorities in 1989–1990, no break-
through could be achieved, which was 
partly due to their disadvantageous geo-
political situation. This important aspect 
of the transition should also be examined 
closer as the subject of a comparative 
analysis.
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Mikhail Yuryevich Prozumenshikov
Myths and Reality
Archives in the Post-Soviet Society

The change in the system of a state – a 
regime change –, is many times a pain-
ful and complicated procedure for the 
society, regardless of whether the mem-
bers of said society welcome the process 
or see it as social regression. The shift 
from a totalitarian system to democracy 
inevitably makes the society more open, 
and it eventually brings the abolishment 
of the various taboos and prohibitions 
of the previous regime as well. When we 
talk about freedom of the press in public 
media, about being more open and about 
some sort of liberation in the fields of 
politics, social life, culture and science, 
the same things cannot be said about 
the peculiar atmosphere of the archives. 
In public awareness the archives are not 
only the storages of historical memory, 
but also of secrets and mysteries that 
exist even in the most open and most 
democratic societies as well. It is for a 
reason that one of the main symbols of 
the post-Soviet society is the opening 
of archives – primarily, of course, the 
previously classified party documents. 
It is also for a reason that Western and 
Russian researchers often connect the 

progression of democratization in Rus-
sian society with the opening of archives 
and the possibility of extensive access to 
documents.

Still, it has to be highlighted that the 
issue of opening the archives in Russia 
is not as simple as we would think. In 
this particular area there always have 
been circumstances people do not have 
enough knowledge of, or they deliberate-
ly distort the actual situation of the ar-
chives in present day’s Russia. I would 
like to elaborate on some of these pecu-
liarities in more detail.

I do not think I am giving away too big 
of a secret by saying that the opening 
of the archives and the extension of 
access to documents are used as tools 
for the political battle. When a massive 
amount of documents that used to be 
classified are “thrown into” the scientific 
and social awareness, the researchers 
and especially the simple readers can-
not even imagine the “real undiscovered 
treasures” of the classified, secret docu-
ments. This makes the manipulation of 
public awareness possible by the docu-
ments of the archives, let that be spon-
taneous or completely conscious ma-
nipulation, which serves the purpose of 
deliberately distorting historical reality.

A great example of the former, spon-
taneous manipulation is the extensive 
publication of those documents that 
were gushed onto the public right after 
the opening of the former Soviet party 
archives. These were mostly sensation-
alized documents or document-frag-
ments taken out of context. As they 
were mostly released in the public me-
dia, they published them in a shorter 
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version; a lot of important bits were left 
out, so the actual content of the docu-
ment was distorted many times.

I will refer to another example regard-
ing conscious manipulation. The politi-
cal changes that went down in 1991 and 
the disintegration of the Soviet Union 
completely messed up the set of rules 
about how to access archives’ data. Tak-
ing into consideration that at the time 
of the cessation of the CPSU there were 
cc. 80 000 files in the restricted party 
archives, a parliamentary committee 
started to work in the country on the 
task of ensuring that the documents 
were handed over to the state archives 
for preservation and storage by the 
CPSU and the KGB. At the same time 
another, special, presidental archives 
committee was formed, which was lead 
by the Russian government’s Deputy 
Prime Minister at the time, Mihail Niki-
forovich Poltoranin. This was an espe-
cially demonstrative political decision: 
the Poltoranin-committee selected the 
documents in a tendentious way with 
the intention to prosecute, as prepara-
tion of the constitutional lawsuit that 
affected the CPSU. Neither then nor lat-
er would they mention it, so the publica-
tion about these documents, published 
in 1995, had the following title: Archives 
of the Kremlin and Staraya Square.1 This 
might have given the impression to the 
laity that the committee put an end 
to the secrecy of the late CPSU’s most 
important documents. 

At the turn of the ‘80s and ‘90s, in East-
ern Europe’s various countries the cir-
cumstances of regime changes, the col-
lapse of totalitarian systems and making 
“secret” archives public show similari-
ties and differences as well. Despite the 
claims of the new governments, in real-
ity the access to the power structures’ 
and violence organizations’ archives of 
the totalitarian systems had met diffi-
culties. This is true even for those coun-

1	 Staraya Ploshchad: headquarters of the CPSU’s CC 
office. (Translator’s comment)

tries where, after the “Velvet Revolution”, 
it was promised that the oppressing 
organizations’ archives would be fully 
opened. The suggestion of handing the 
documents over to historical archives 
failed every time by the reason that the 
usage of these archival materials is es-
sential for the new national security ser-
vices’ operation as well.

However, the situation was complete-
ly different regarding the documents of 
the ex-communist structures. The rev-
olutionary changes in Eastern Europe 
in the 1980s and the following events, 
for example the  confiscation/takeover 
of the state party’s archives convinced a 
significant part of the Soviet leadership 
that a situation like this can be expect-
ed here as well. It must be for a reason 
that they urgently established the posi-
tion of the President of the Soviet Union, 
and various institutions started getting 
established around it as well; i.e. The 
Archive of the President of the Soviet 
Union (in 1992 it was renamed to The 
Archive of the President of the Russian 
Federation, АП РФ).  It has to be noted 
that this archive was not filled with the 
documents of The Supreme Soviet of 
the Soviet Union – however, formally it 
was the highest legislative body of the 
country –, but with the confidential 
documents of the supreme party bodies 
(conferences, plenums, the Political Bu-
reau of the CPSU’s CC etc.) This on the 
one hand confirmed the fact that the 
CPSU served polity functions, on the 
other hand it demonstrated the aspi-
rations of the leaders of the country for 
preventing the most important docu-
ments from getting published – as long 
as everything goes in the Eastern-Euro-
pean scenario.

However, serious problems emerged in 
connection with the rest of the docu-
ments of the supreme party leadership 
which could not have been moved to the 
Presidental Archives in time, both orga-
nizationally and content-wise. During 
CPSU’s 70 years of existence a very 
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original way of handling party issues, 
and therefore the structure of the party 
archives, emerged. It practically made 
it impossible for them to be integrated 
into the state archival system complete-
ly. Later it was confirmed many times 
during newer and newer attempts. This 
is why it was an impossible expectation 
for the sections of the CPSU CC archives 
to be united with the state archives. The 
only option was to establish a new na-
tional archive on the headquarters of 
the old party institutions. While, how-
ever, the former Central Party Archives 
(ЦПА) – which was the base of the Rus-
sian Centre for the Preservation and 
Study of Documents of Most Recent His-
tory (РЦХИДНИ) –, even if more or less 
classified, served as an operative archi-
val institution, the freshly established 
Storage Centre for Contemporary Doc-
umentation (ЦХСД), the predecessor of 
the Russian State Archive of Contempo-
rary History (РГАНИ) had no previous 
experience as a public archive whatso-
ever. Moreover, as it was established in 
the headquarters of the CPSU’s admin-
istrative sections, the РГАНИ melted the 
most important documents of the last 40 
years of Soviet power in itself. Because 
of all this, the public put a lot of pres-
sure on the institution and demanded to 
“reveal” the party’s secrets, as they did 
in the Eastern European countries.

Here let us get back to the problem of 
making the archival materials public. 
The leaders of the communist party 
classified most of their documents since 
the first year of them taking power, re-
gardless of how justified it really was by 
the nature of the document. During the 
years this tendency stayed the same, 
or in some cases even got more severe, 
it had grown into a strange “classify-
ing mania”. Seeing how the letterhead 
“Classified” was put on the documents 
one after the other in Staraya square, 
the social organizations that exchanged 
official letters with the CC had to do the 
same. As a result, by the time of giving 
them to the РГАНИ cc. 95% of the CPSU 

CC’s documents of its sections had clas-
sifying letterheads on them, sometimes 
especially party-like ones (e.g. “special 
folder”).

This created two myths about the Rus-
sian archives by the beginning of the 
1990s. The first is the spread of the 
catchword “Party archives opened in 
Russia!”, which was based on the fact 
that the  Normative List  was published 
about the documents which indeed has 
been opened for an extensive reading 
room-usage. This was put together by 
the archival management of the new 
Russia. A significant part of the “clas-
sified” party documents has indeed be-
came accessible for researchers. Access 
restrictions remained in force for a lot 
of CC document groups – the files of 
the International Department, the ad-
ministrative bodies, the heavy- and me-
dium-heavy industrial machine manu-
facturing, the personal issues of the CC 
nomenclature, the KGB, the Ministry of 
Defence, the intelligence etc. In the be-
ginning people did not pay too much at-
tention to these, as they assumed the 
publication was only a matter of time. 
On the one hand, this euphoria was 
nourished by the fact that some politi-
cians promised the publications of all of 
the archives. On the other hand, certain 
documents that remained classified in 
the midst of the post-Soviet chaos did 
get published from time to time. Third-
ly, those who accepted and approved 
of the so-called  Normative List  did not 
have enough knowledge about the CP-
SU’s history and documents. According 
to this list they first published the re-
cords of the CPSU’s CC Secretariat up 
to 1980, in spite of the fact that they not 
only consisted of party-, but also state-, 
military- and political secrets as well.

The second myth was created at the turn 
of 1993-1994, and was the complete 
opposite of the first one: “The archives 
closed again in Russia!” The creation 
of this myth can be explained by more 
than one thing. Firstly, the above men-
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tioned two committees finished operat-
ing: In 1993 the Poltoranin-committee 
lost its legitimacy when the law about 
state secrets was passed in Russia, and 
the Committee of the Supreme Soviet 
of Russia ceased to exist along with the 
Supreme Soviet of Russia itself when it 
was smashed by tanks in the fall of the 
same year. Many – a lot of serious, in-
ternational — scandals had roles in it 
as well that saw the light every once in a 
while in connection with former classi-
fied documents. A scandal like this was 
i.e. when documents from the stock of 
the РГАНИ surfaced in the USA about 
the Vietnam War. In it were the num-
ber of captured American soldiers which 
was significantly higher than the previ-
ously known, official number. This and 
a number of other reasons lead to the 
decision: all of the classified documents, 
regardless of whether they were accessi-
ble between 1991–1993, were examined, 
copied or published, had to go through 
a declassifying process. This task was 
taken up by the newly formed, so-called 
Commission on Declassification of Doc-
uments Created by the CPSU. The with-
drawal of previously published docu-
ments from reading rooms for inspection 
did not last long; moreover, the number 
of materials that were put back in the 
classified section by the Commission 
barely reached 0.2% in comparison with 
the number of documents published 
during the last two years. Nonetheless, 
both the scientific circles and the media 
held heated discussions about the new 
“closings” of the Russian archives for a 
long time.

It goes without saying that in the 
post-Soviet area the archivists and the 
historians had faced and keep facing a 
series of problems caused by various 
reasons. For example, unlike the East-

ern European countries, contemporary 
Russia has to fight ingrained ways of 
thinking and actions, and traditions of 
many generations. Not to mention the 
inevitable bureaucracy in every system, 
the chinovnik mentality in the solution 
of certain issues, based on the “don’t let 
the trouble happen” principle. This has 
some – conditional, true – explanation: 
there were many instances of people 
who shed light on “sensitive” documents 
getting in serious trouble later, but there 
was nobody who got punished for block-
ing access to a file that had nothing to 
hide anyway.

This is why when we hear (and these 
comments are made from time to time by 
journalists and scientists as well) that 
archival documents are getting locked 
up again in Russia, or that researchers’ 
access are getting restricted in Russian 
archives, just like in Soviet times, we can 
not help but ask the question: where are 
they getting their information, or more 
precisely, disinformation from? It is sad-
ly true that the declassification of docu-
ments in today’s Russia is happening in 
a way too bureaucratic fashion. It is also 
true that a significant group of archival 
files (those that were given to state ar-
chives from the above mentioned АП РФ, 
among others) has not gone through the 
declassification process yet. And finally, 
like in any other country, part of them 
that consist of state secrets will remain 
classified for now. Anyhow, the process 
of democratization, of becoming public 
is happening at the moment. And that 
it really is the case is something our 
foreign colleagues, who work in the re-
search room of the РГАНИ , could have 
been convinced of themselves on many 
occasions; and with whom we made –
and will make in the future – joint exhi-
bitions and publications.
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Róbert Jónás
From East to West
The Documents of Imre Pozsgay in Stanford

In order to unfold the deeper correlations 
of the regime change, it is indispensable 
to study the political system of the one-
party-state era, as well as the leading 
figures of the transition period and their 
activities in details. There were several 
cardinal figures determining the Hungar-
ian regime change, whose career must 
be analyzed minutely in order to under-
stand the events. One of these figures was 
Imre Pozsgay, who was one of the most 
important reformers in the state-party 
and who had a decisive role in realizing 
the regime change as a peaceful process 
preceded by negotiations. Pozsgay par-
ticipated in the political processes on 
the highest level during the time of the 
transition, he took an active part in the 
formation of the events. In the 1980s he 
was one of the most popular and influen-
tial members of the Hungarian Socialist 
Workers’ Party who led the National Com-
mittee of the Patriotic People’s Front, and 
later he was the member of the Central 
Committee then the Political Committee 
of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Par-
ty, and ultimately he became Minister of 
State. However, he was a critical thinker 
in the first place, who in the second half of 

the 1980s – partly from conviction, partly 
from personal intention – wasn’t interest-
ed in the stability of the status quo main-
taining the system, but on the contrary, 
he was interested in changing it. This 
makes his personality more important for 
the researchers, as his documents throw 
light on such details regarding the regime 
change which have not been available so 
far or have been less known, and which 
can greatly contribute to understand the 
details of the transition period.

The precondition of such researches is the 
accessibility of source materials and the 
possibility of doing researches in them. 
Due to the long political career of Imre 
Pozsgay and the important positions he 
occupied, a significant quantity of docu-
ments is at the disposal of the researchers.

However there are source materials, which 
are probably significant due to their docu-
mentary value, but are difficult to access 
for the Hungarian researchers. The doc-
uments connected to Imre Pozsgay rep-
resent a source material like this, which 
are currently preserved at the Hoover 
Institute in California. The institute was 
founded at the Stanford University by the 
future US president Herbert Hoover in 
1919. Originally the institute collected the 
documents related to the First World War 
in order to make it possible to analyze the 
causes, circumstances and consequences 
of the war. The range of activities of the 
institute gradually expanded, and today 
the original collection forms a separate 
department known as the Hoover War 
Collection. As far as the political relations 
of the institute are concerned, it is most-
ly connected to the conservative side. As 
a consultant center the institute provides 
professional background in foreign and 
domestic political issues.
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Maciej Siekierski, the expert of Polish 
and Eastern European issues had good 
connections with several politicians who 
had an influential role in the region. As 
the director of the Hoover Institute’s office 
in Warsaw between 1991 and 1993, he 
supervised the collection of a significant 
amount of documents from the politi-
cians and important personalities of these 
states connected to the regime changes of 
the region, which were later taken to the 
Californian center.

In 1996, as the curator of the Europe-
an Collection of the Hoover Institute, in 
order to expand the collection, besides 
Lech Walesa, Mikhail Gorbachev and oth-
er several East- Central European politi-
cians who had a determining role in the 
regime changes, he contacted Imre Pozs-
gay as well, in order to present the per-
sonality of Pozsgay as a significant figure 
of the Hungarian regime change through 
the formation of a document collection. 
The collection was created by Imre Pozs-
gay himself from the documents that he 
had in his possession. (However, the con-
formity of the handover of the documents 
was disputed by several politicians and 
archivists). The approximately 93 boxes 
of documents were not recorded in de-
tails at the time when they were hand-
ed over, and until 2009 there were only 
limited possibilities of gaining knowledge 

about the actual content of the documen-
tation. Ultimately, at the request of Imre 
Pozsgay, the Hoover Institute made these 
documents researchable on the 20th anni-
versary of the regime change.

The fundamental objective of the Research 
Institute and Archives for the History of 
the Hungarian Regime Change (RETÖR-
KI) is to provide the Hungarian society 
with a reliable knowledge about the po-
litical transition of 1989, and to ensure 
that the national memory has an accu-
rate and precise picture of the Hungarian 
regime change. In order to achieve this, it 
is indispensable to collect and analyze the 
source material of that era. In 2015 on be-
half of our Institute, Tímea Kerekes made 
photos of a part of the documents kept 
in Stanford. The photos of the about five 
and a half thousand pages of documents 
are available in the Archives of RETÖRKI, 
based on the original fond structure cre-
ated by the Hoover Institute. The predom-
inant part of the collection is connected to 
Pozsgay’s activity in the 1980s, namely to 
the period when - from the point of view 
of the regime change - the most important 
and exciting events of his political career 
happened.

In the Pozsgay fond of the RETÖRKI Ar-
chives, along with his political speeches, 
articles, interviews, various notes and 
remarks, we can find documents of the 
Central Committee, the Political Commit-
tee and other organs of the Hungarian So-
cialist Workers’ Party, as well as the docu-
ments of ministries and other government 
organs. These documents concern the 
periods when he was a cultural politician, 
the secretary-general of the National Com-
mittee of the Patriotic People’s Front, Min-
ister of State, and later when he was the 
president of the National Democratic Alli-
ance. Besides representing his official ac-
tivities, the documents show a picture of 
Pozsgay as a popular reformer and a lead-
ing politician who had a good relationship 
with the populist writers as well.
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László Domonkos
Camp Inspection – Post Factum

“The book which the reader now holds 
in their hands is an experimental publi-
cation: it tries to get the generally false, 
stereotypical part – or half-truths that 
were indoctrinated into us and forced on 
us for almost half a century (1945–1990) 
right. These somehow survived the regime 
change, and are still in use from journal-
ism through political science to historiog-
raphy – they almost appear to be true. 
Generations grew up hearing the follow-
ing elements of sentence structures: the 
Soviet Union and the Socialist countries; 
the Soviet Union and the Socialist camp; 
the Soviet Union and the people’s repub-
lics […] they all indicate the same thing. 
Namely that in the area, a somewhat uni-
fied and friendly, solidary community was 
formed under the protecting wings of the 
great leading nation, the Russians, with 
the same Socialist-Communist values, 
and that we were one and the same from 
Gdańsk to Dubrovnik, from Varna to Ros-
tock” – indeed, this is what the book is 
all about. This is how the 25th published 
book of RETÖRKI Books (Research Insti-
tute and Archives for the History of the 
Hungarian Regime Change), titled Camp 
Inspection could be summed up. It in-
cludes works of eight authors – Mihály An-
drás Beke, József Botlik, László Domon-
kos, György Juhász, András László Riba, 
Attila Szalai, Pál Szeredi and Csaba Zse-
bők. Its interpretive subtitle – Differences 
here and there – makes the editor and the 
origin of the concept, György Juhász’s ba-
sic idea obvious: to demonstrate, examine, 
analyse, reveal and introduce the realities 
of the so-called Communist countries in 
the late European Soviet colonial empire 
that crucial factors made fundamentally 
different from each other.

The collection is opened by József Botlik’s 
essay, with a rather symbolical, compre-
hensive-summarizing title: Tied in Friend-
ship. Czechoslovakia’s recent history, the 

characteristics of a patched up state and 
the many details of the everyday life of the 
special “Czecho” Communist world are 
presented in an expressive, sometimes 
witty way. When examining Poland, which 
was one of the greatest exceptions of the 
row of violence in the camps, even the title 
– which resembles Jean-Paul Sartre – is 
very telling: “Poles, for God’s Sake, How 
Do You Do It?!” Attila Szalai examines the 
unique Polish universe’s excitingly original 
“workshop secrets” and gives the reader a 
glimpse of the Polish peculiarity’s deeper, 
historical-folk psychological correlations. 
György Juhász examines the other great 
renegade, Tito’s Yugoslavia in an essay 
called Twice a Country: we could say that 
he draws light on the many probative el-
ements, factors and reasons of the inev-
itable disintegration, while the author of 
these lines tries to explore the exceptional 
malformation of the invaded East Germa-
ny and its special dimensions in his essay 
titled The Geek Idol State; from the pres-
ervation of the German “basic features” 
and its journey to become East Germa-
ny, through the Trabant, the blender with 
the “removable door”, the phenomenon of 
thousands of Hungarian guest workers to 
the forced division and the absurd misery 
of the Berlin Wall. Mihály András Beke 
introduces the reader to the very exciting 
topic of the “socialist Romania” under the 
title When Would Ceausescu Have a Stat-
ue?; Csaba Zsebők (The Most Loyal Ally) 
presents “Bulgaria in the camp” under 
the infinite rule of Todor Zhivkov, while 
András László Riba (The Party and Enver 
– We are With You Forever) examines the 
features of Albania’s social development 
during its peculiar journey and the many 
aspects of its originality. The book’s clos-
ing work is the strikingly accurate essay 
of Pál Szeredi, in which he presents our 
country under the title The country of par-
ticularity – Hungary.



Books published by RETÖRKI

András Katona – Konrád Sa-
lamon: Book of Demonstra-
tions. 56 Demonstrations 
of a Quarter of a Century in 
Hungary (1988–2013)

Sándor M. Kiss (Ed.): Regi-
me Change 1989. 15 studies

Coup d’état or Collapse?
8 Interviews about the 
Kádár Era with One-time 
Members of the Commit-
tee of the Hungarian Socia-
list Workers’ Party.
Edited by: János Simon

Tamás Fricz-Kund Halmy-Tímea 
Orosz: The Art of Political Survival. 
The Portrayal of the Preservation 
of the Power of the Hungarian So-
cialist Workers’ Party for the Hun-
garian Socialist Party: (1988–2010)

Nóra Szekér – András Lász-
ló Riba: The Imre Nagy 
Code. The Political Di-
mensions of the Reburial of 
Imre Nagy

Frigyes Kahler: Justice on 
the Road to Canossa

János Kávássy: In the West-
ern Wind. Reflections on 
the History of the Hungari-
an-American Relations in 1989; 
Thoughts Concerning the Eas-
tern-European and Hungarian 
Regime Change

Károly Lóránt: The Road 
Leading to the Regime 
Change

Nóra Szekér–Zoltán Nagymi-
hály (Edd.): Illustrious Days, 
Unmarked Holidays at the 
Time of the Dictatorship

Kund Halmy: Censorship? The 
Functioning of the Scientific, 
Educational and Cultural De-
partment of the Central Com-
mittee of the Hungarian Socia-
list Workers’ Party, 1982

Nóra Szekér – Zoltán Nagy-
mihály – András Riba – Balázs 
Házi: Taxi Drivers’ Blocade I-II. 
1-990-10-25-28. The Story of an 
Internal Political Crisis

Károly Alexa (Ed.): Hunga-
rian Horizon. Volume pub-
lished in honour of Gyula 
Borbándi



István Kukorelli – Károly 
Tóth: The Compromises of 
State Organization at the 
Time of the Regime Change

Miklós Duray: Regime 
Change in the Carpathian 
Basin 1963–2015 I-II.

Csaba Gy. Kiss – Eszter Szilcz 
(Edd.): The Voice of Another Hun-
gary. Documents about the Ge-
neral Assembly of the Hungarian 
Writers’ Union

István Elek – Sándor Lezsák 
– Gyöngyvér Márton (Edd.): 
Writers about the History of 
the Hungarian Writers’ Union 
1982-83

Ibolya Király: Memory frag-
ments. Justice of Károly Ki-
rály’s Cause

Károly Lóránt (Ed.): The 
Last Days of the Steel Town

Tímea Orosz: Hungarian So-
cial Democracy at the Time 
of the Regime Change

Frigyes Kahler: Financial 
Compensation and the Re-
gime Change

Előd János Kávássy: From 
Another Point of View. 
The Representation of 
the Hungarian Democ-
ratic Forum in the Eng-
lish-Speaking Press 1987-
1990

István Bakos: State-De-
veloping Attempt. The 
Chronology of the World 
Federation of Hungarians 
1989-2000

Attila Szalai: From Past to 
Present, From Present to 
Future. Notes to the Polish 
Relations of the Hungarian 
National Democratic Op-
position in the Last Third 
of the 20th Century

Adrienn Marschal: The 
Hungarian Democratic 
Forum and the Thematic 
Chronology of the Regime 
Change












