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"At the heart of the matter," an aging Karl Polanyi wrote of Hamlet, 
"there is the inaction which the hero can neither justify nor account for."1 

For years he had associated his own propensity for inaction with that of 
the melancholy Dane. Why, he had asked himself, had he shied away 
from revolutionary means to advance the cause of socialism, the secular 
religion to which he had surrendered his life. In print and private corre-
spondence, he had repented repeatedly, almost compulsively, for his 
failure, when young, to turn the Galileo Circle in a more militant direc-
tion. As the radical youth movement's first president, he felt responsible 
for its political quietism, its strictly cultural orientation (KPV, pp. 308-
309, 314 note 13). 

Polanyi might not have had to bear such a heavy burden of guilt 
had he not married Ilona Duczynska, whom her biographer Gyorgy Dalos 
has called "the lover of action."2 Kari Polanyi Levitt, the Polanyis' 
daughter, is not the only contributor to the books under review, proceed-
ings of conferences organized by the Karl Polanyi Institute of Political 
Economy, to insist upon the powerful influence that her mother exerted 



ings of conferences organized by the Karl Polanyi Institute of Political 
Economy, to insist upon the powerful influence that her mother exerted 
on her father. An entire section of Karl Polanyi in Vienna is devoted to 
the ideological and political union that those very different people strug-
gled for years to achieve. 

More than a decade younger than Polanyi, Duczynska was born to 
a Hungarian mother and a ne'er-do-well railroad official of noble Polish 
descent. In 1904, when she was seven, her father emigrated to the United 
States, where he died under mysterious circumstances. That loss was to 
mark her for life. Though well cared for, her mother and she were treated 
as poor relations, in part because the Bekassy family belonged to the 
gentry and had opposed their daughter's marriage. This experience of 
humiliation and loneliness was soon transmuted into a hatred of the upper 
classes and a combative temperament. By the age of ten, Duczynska knew 
that she would always stand "against the world."3 

She might have succumbed to bitterness and despair had she not 
been introduced to Ervin Szabo, the unorthodox socialist and moral 
revolutionary. "His Nietzsche-like head," she later recalled, "resembled 
that of my father, as did his rebellious spirit and his idealistic anar-
chism."4 These words appear in a memoir of Szabo — written in 1978, 
the year of her death — to which she gave the title "The Unhappy Lover 
of Action." "Unhappy" because he had not been able to decide whether 
to be a scholar or a political activist. To some extent he was both, and 
thus he combined in himself Polanyi's reserve and Duczynska's passion. 

During the Great War, that passion prompted Duczynska to for-
mulate a plan to end the slaughter; having read of Friedrich Adler's 
assassination of Karl von Stiirgkh, the Austrian prime minister, she 
resolved to rid the world of Istvan Tisza. Before she could do so, how-
ever, the Hungarian prime minister resigned. Crestfallen, Duczynska had 
to content herself with the distribution of antiwar leaflets, an attempt to 
undermine the morale of men in uniform that brought her a two-year 
prison sentence. 

Set free when Count Michael Karolyi came to power near war's 
end, she served Bela Kun's Soviet Republic and, after its fall, made a 
pilgrimage to Lenin's Russia before undertaking a mission to Vienna for 
the Hungarian Communist Party. There she met Polanyi, a war veteran 
who was recovering from illness and depression; that he was also Ervin 
Szabo's cousin could not have been a matter of indifference to her, 
especially because Szabo had died in 1918. In any event, as soon as her 



divorce from antiwar comrade Tivadar Sugar became final, she and Karl 
exchanged vows. 

Kenneth McRobbie, a historian, poet, and translator who knew the 
Polanyis well, provides a brief but useful account of the couple's years in 
Vienna (KPV, pp. 255-64). While Karl eked out a living as a staff writer 
for Der Osterreichische Volkswirt, Ilona, who had been expelled from the 
Hungarian Communist Party for daring to criticize it, looked for activist 
opportunities, finding one in the aftermath of Austria's civil war of 1934. 
Assuming the name "Anna Novotny," she edited the Schutzbund publica-
tion Der Sprecher and arranged illegal radio broadcasts. She was in her 
element, as Barbara Striker, who married into the Polanyi family and 
conspired with Ilona, makes clear in her interesting memoir (KPV, pp. 
272-74). She refused, therefore, to join Karl in England, where he had 
gone in search of work when, in 1933, the Volkswirt informed him that it 
could no longer pay his salary. Only in 1936, following a bout with 
tuberculosis, did Ilona too cross the English Channel. 

None of the contributors to these volumes has a critical word for 
Ilona, but Aurel Kolnai, a frequent visitor at the Polanyis' Vorgarten-
strasse flat who became an outstanding political and moral philosopher, 
described her as "the most impressive and inexorable revolutionary fanatic 
I have ever met."5 In England, that fanaticism helped push Karl further to 
the left. Neither of these volumes is devoted to the Polanyis' life in their 
new place of exile, but Marguerite Mendell, co-founder of the Karl 
Polanyi Institute, does write of Karl's work with the Workers' Education 
Association (W.E.A.). Looking back on that experience, Karl wrote that 
he "was never political; I was born to teach" (HSC, p. 25). 

That was an accurate, but misleading self-description. Karl was 
indeed born to teach and he was not political in the narrow sense; he 
participated only — and briefly — in Oszkar Jaszi's pre-World-War-I 
National Citizens' Radical Party. But he was not a-political. Mendell 
entitles her essay "Karl Polanyi and Socialist Education," and although 
she insists that Karl was never a propagandist, she praises him for 
viewing adult education "as agency for the transition to socialism" (HSC, 
p. 33; her italics). For Karl, "action" had come to mean agitation for 
socialism, or if one prefers terms employed by Georg Lukacs, a friend of 
his youth, raising the class consciousness of the proletariat. 

Mention of Lukacs is not out of place, because Karl had, by the 
early 1930s, become increasingly pro-communist, and hence pro-Soviet. 
He joined England's fellow-travelling Christian Left and co-edited 



Christianity and the Social Revolution, a volume that attempted to prove 
that Christianity, rightly understood, was communism. Of this volume 
and Karl's new enthusiasm for communism, the Hungarian sociologist 
Endre Nagy alone has something to say. In a careful analysis of the 
alienation that characterized relations between Karl and his younger 
brother Michael, the brilliant polymath, Nagy documents Karl's waning 
interest in guild socialism and embrace of Stalin's Five Year Plan, and of 
"socialism in one country." 

Although he describes Karl's 1939 essay "Russia and the Crisis" 
as a "brilliant interpretation of the history of Soviet Russia in relation to 
the cause of socialism," Nagy adds that it also marked "the low-point of 
Karl Polanyi's career" (HSC, p. 98). Of the Purge Trials, for example, 
Karl delivered himself of this judgment: 

Many people actually believed that the Trials were a frame-up, 
and they indulged in fantastic explanations of them. To some 
they seemed to show the workings of a bloodthirsty tyranny; to 
others they were a result of Stalin's inordinate personal ambi-
tion; and to others again they appeared to be "witch trials" in 
which wretched innocents had been hypnotized into confessing 
imaginary crimes (cited by Nagy, HSC, p. 99). 

As Nagy rightly observes, it was ill-considered statements of this 
kind that so incensed Michael, who after initially reserving judgment had 
formed a highly critical opinion of the Soviet "experiment." Nor can 
there be any doubt that Michael held Ilona responsible for his brother's 
apologies for tyranny. As Nagy points out, Michael's wife Magda "was 
disgusted by Ilona Duczynska's revolutionary activism" (HSC, p. 97). To 
his credit, Karl made sincere efforts to preserve a family, if not an intel-
lectual, connection with his brother. His success, however, remained 
limited; the late Edward Shils, who knew Michael Polanyi well, could not 
recall a single occasion when Michael so much as mentioned Karl.6 

Their widely differing assessments of Soviet Russia being what 
they were, Michael took strong issue with The Great Transformation 
(1944), the famous work in which Karl pronounced anathema on market 
economy. Much is made of that work in these essay collections, but 
readers are likely to come away with the mistaken impression that the 
title refers to the transformation to market economy. It is true that Karl 
devoted much space to his critique of that economy and of so-called 
"economic man," but the transformation in question was that to socialism. 



For understandable reasons, no contributor to these celebratory volumes 
calls attention to Karl's praise of Stalin's economic program as the most 
inspiring example of a "planned" economy. For him the NEP was at best 
a half measure; only during the 1930s did Russia emerge "as the represen-
tative of a new system which could replace market economy."7 One is 
not surprised by the book's dedication: "To my beloved wife Ilona Du-
czynska I dedicate this book which owes all to her help and criticism." 

Of course, Karl's admiration for a bankrupt and merciless eco-
nomic system does not necessarily mean that his thesis concerning market 
and planned economies was mistaken, and much of Karl Polanyi in 
Vienna is devoted to "the contemporary significance of The Great Trans-
formation." In the wake of communism's collapse and the revelations of 
the past decade, however, only the most charitable will be able to take 
these collectivist essays seriously. As an example of their tone and 
remoteness from reality, I offer this observation from the pen of J. A. 
Kregel of the University of Bologna's Department of Economics: "How-
ever one might want to call the Soviet Union, it was a system in which 
the economy was embedded in a network of socio-economic relations, in 
which a variety of other incentives were substituted for the profit motive" 
(.KPV, p. 114). Kregel does not say what other incentives he has in mind. 

In the same year that The Great Transformation appeared, their 
publishers released Friedrich Hayek's The Road to Serfdom and Wilhelm 
Ropke's Civitas Humana. Both books attacked socialist collectivism and 
defended market economy on economic as well as moral grounds; both 
shared Polanyi's opposition to a completely "self-regulating" market and 
his awareness of the need to aid the destitute; and both have been vindi-
cated. More important in the present context, Michael Polanyi's economic 
views, set forth in his brilliant performance of 1945, Full Employment 
and Free Trade, have proven superior to Karl's. Although he borrowed 
from Hayek, Ropke, and John Maynard Keynes, Michael presented a 
highly original case for market economy that did not ignore "safety net" 
considerations.8 

With the advantage of hindsight, Robert Skidelsky has recently 
provided a thoughtful, if excessively optimistic, analysis of "the economic 
and political consequences of the end of communism." In The Road from 
Serfdom, Keynes's acclaimed biographer chronicles the rise of collectivist 
theory and practice, with particular reference to the era of the world wars. 
If, as many collectivists asked, the state could organize society for war, 
why could it not do the same in times of peace? The answer, according 



to Skidelsky, is obvious: "in war there is a clear priority and a general 
will to achieve it. In peace there is no priority, only preferences."9 

Like Michael Polanyi, Skidelsky is a conservative Keynesian, and 
the case he makes for a market economy with enough state intervention to 
ensure competition and protect the truly destitute is a compelling one. 
Moreover, it sheds light on Karl Polanyi's problem: whatever his intent, 
his advocacy of a planned economy was inevitably a brief for massive 
state coercion on behalf of one segment of the population and for the 
destruction of that freedom which, in his better moments, he so cherished. 

Blind to the implications of his position, Karl continued the attack 
on market economy in the United States, where in 1947 he began to 
lecture at Columbia University, and Canada, where he and Ilona estab-
lished a new home. For Ilona, who was denied a U.S. residence permit 
because of her communist past, Canada offered limited opportunities for 
political action. Her political union with her husband was, however, 
strengthened in 1956. "Our Weltanschauung," she later recalled, "and our 
activities, in which for several decades we had known mutual understand-
ing while not following identical paths, eventually merged following the 
Twentieth Congress of the Soviet Communist Party in 1956" (KPV, p. 
312). After reading Khrushchev's speech denouncing Stalin, they achie-
ved a oneness in theory and practice that they had not previously known. 
Together they had arrived at reform communism and the belief that they 
had been called to preach the revised gospel. 

When, later that fall, Hungarians took up arms, they felt an almost 
religious exhilaration, for as McRobbie points out, they interpreted the 
Revolution as "a blow struck for socialism" (HSC, p. 51; his italics). Of 
one mind at last, they conceived the idea of a book that would introduce 
an English-reading public to some of the best work by Hungarian Popu-
lists — radical spokesmen for the peasantry — and reform communists. 
After a long and difficult search, they secured a publisher for The Plough 
and the Pen: Writings from Hungary 1930-1956\ it appeared in 1963, the 
year before Karl succumbed to cancer. 

The Polanyis characterized their "book of homage" as "the fruit of 
[our] several pasts and [our] long converging lives."10 They dedicated it 
to the memory of Endre Havas, the model for Peter Slavek in Arthur 
Koestler's novel, Arrival and Departure. They had met Havas in wartime 
London where he was acting as Michael Karolyi's secretary and confidant. 
In 1949 he returned to Hungary in the knowledge that, having lived in the 
West, he might come under Stalinist suspicion. But as he told Karolyi: 



"If I am purged it is I who will be in the wrong. I will die with the cry 
of the Jacobins on my lips: 'Vive la Republique/' and add my own 'Vive le 
Communisme!"'n 

He would have his chance; Hungarian police took him into 
custody and subjected him to merciless torture. Paul Ignotus, who 
occupied a nearby cell, recalled that "they dragged him about and played 
football with his body. He was left lying in his excrement for days."12 

The Polanyis were horrified by their friend's murder, but they could still 
describe the police state responsible for it as "socialism's work-in-prog-
ress."13 And as McRobbie, who collaborated on the book, admits, they 
omitted all mention of Soviet suppression of the Revolution (HSC, p. 53), 
referring only to "the catastrophe."14 

At the same time, they enthused over the postwar expropriation of 
the country's large landowners, made possible by "the Red Army's 
victorious advance."15 It was the land reform, they maintained, that 
prompted the Populists to draw nearer to the communists, a marriage on 
the left that survived the stress of Stalinism to emerge stronger in 1956. 
Indeed, "the interplay of Populist thought with the humanist aspect of 
Marxism [allegedly represented by Lukacs] resulted in a drive for party 
reform and the vision of a Hungary socialist in her own right."16 

In the same year that The Plough and the Pen appeared, the 
government of Janos Kadar invited the Polanyis to Budapest and, after 
Karl's death, decorated Ilona. Had she and Karl found in post-revolution-
ary Hungary the land of their dreams? The answer is no, for as the 
distinguished historian Gyorgy Litvan sagely observes, "she [Ilona] felt at 
home only in opposition, in the role of militant revolutionary, not of 
victor" (KPV, p. 287). She used the occasion of her recognition to 
explain why: "I am a believer in a socialism with a more human face, 
which lies beyond the socialism that has come into existence historically" 
(HSC, p. 262). 

No existing socialism could ever quell Ilona's rebellious spirit, 
because it was the struggle itself that gave meaning to her life. And if 
Karl possessed a less restless spirit, he too conceived of socialism as a 
Platonic Form. In a letter he wrote a few days before he died, he ob-
served that "the heart of the socialist nation is the people, where collective 
existence is the enjoyment of a community of culture. I myself have 
never lived in such a society" (HSC, p. 131). In their commitment to a 
socialism that would never exist and thus never have to answer for its 
conduct, Ilona and Karl had truly become one. 
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