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Transition of Discourses and the
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The discourse of rival modernities

In the late 1970s there was clearly a general shift within the discourses
on East and West. We can even say that the idea of East/West

civilizational slope was reborn after 30 years of discourses on rivaling mod-
ernities or modernizationist quantitative/ideological slopes. This evolved
discourse replaced one type of teleological, Eurocentric discourse about the
world and within Eastern and Central Europe with another, which had not
been seen for at least three decades.

Until its collapse, the “Eastern” block was seen as something very “real” and
“concrete” with clear geographical boundaries. This “reality” was embedded in
a discourse of modernization and progress. Within this discourse everything was
spoken of in terms of ideologies and quantitative “competition” with other sys-
tems. Socialism versus capitalism, “backwardness” versus “superiority”, “prog-
ress” (toward socialism or modern economic systems for instance) “moderniza-
tion”, “industrialization” and “catching up” were the key concepts utilized in the
framework of global competition between blocks and incorporated nation states.
There were “real” regions in Europe, “real” collective actors and “real” walls be-
tween them. The link between the sense of “reality” and the aforementioned cate-
gories cannot be better shown then by the title of a recent conference paper by
Daniel Chirot, author of the influential book, The origins of backwardness in Eastern
Europe.1 Focusing on the spread of “modern, liberal, Western, democratic, individ-
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ualistic, capitalist way of life” this “nostalgic”, and with regard to the new,
“postmodern”, anthropological approaches, overtly, critical paper has been enti-
tled, “Returning to Reality: Culture, Modernization and Various Eastern
Europes”. Here the return to reality is not just another way of saying that Eastern
and Central Europe has returned to “normalcy”, but it is also a witty remark, sug-
gesting we should return to talk of “real” things like economic progress.

What happened to the sense of reality longed for by Chirot? How was it
lost and how should we interpret this “reality” Was the socialist, Eastern Euro-
pean block more real? Or were observers just not reflective enough? The an-
swer seems to lie less in the ignorance of the observers, or the actual “reality”
of the Eastern block, but more in the change of discourses. It seems that
sometime around the late 1970s an old/new civilizational discourse replaced
a modernizationist discourse, allowing later discourses to constitute the
world less as a competition between “real” powers in terms of quantitative
economic and military capabilities, but as a descending slope of regional cul-
tures. Through this transformation Eastern and Central Europe was vastly re-
constructed as an object of dominant discourses, and hence, the shift of dis-
courses, as well as that of integrated power, might have had a definite role in
the “disintegration” or “decomposition” of Eastern and Central Europe.

As previously noted, until the 1970s Eastern and Central Europe, or
rather the socialist block, was placed in a discourse of modernization, and the
grand narrative of progress, which appeared sometime after the second
world war.2 This discourse, promoted both in the East and the West, pro-
duced mainly hard, “real”, “comparative”, statistical facts on population de-
velopment and economic growth, different branches of industry, agricul-
ture, and the production level of the different countries. These “concrete”
facts were clearly linked to a measure of military capacity in assessing the pos-
sible outcome of a war. It appears clearly in reports of such organizations like
the CIA, where the main aim of espionage is the production of “real facts”
concerning Soviet modernization.3 A recent collection of declassified docu-
ments shows that most of the reports concerned new computer and „automa-
tion” technologies, industrial capacities, pipe lines, energy production etc.
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until the early 1980s when it was replaced by assessments of ethnic conflicts
and religious dissent. The application of the same modernization discourse
on both sides is generally described as a „cold” war, yet the actual fight was
more like a discursive war over the measurement of progress between two
political systems.

This modernizationist, “reality” discourse was coupled with a discourse
on something “unreal”: negative utopias of total power, like the “brave new
world”, “big brother” system, and “animal farm”. The combination of this
discourse on ideology and that of modernization allowed for the establish-
ment of a wide network of Eastern European Studies departments and insti-
tutes following the Second World War. An additional discourse on
totalitarianism also had a history.

With regard to totalitarianism, according to the analysis of Rupnik, we
can establish two discourses.4 The first of these discourses, initiated in the
1950s was focused on the total centralization of the social and economic sys-
tems- in which centralization was based on the rule of one party. This kind of
single party rule was understood as a totally, centralized, “tyrannic” rule
which led to the total atomization, and consequent total destruction of the in-
dividual subject, and the development of “mobs” seeking public appear-
ance.5 Thus, totalitarian society became a collectivist power much to be
feared by polities in the “West”.

In the late 1960s another totalitarianism discourse evolved creating a sub-
stantial break with previous ideas. At that time, the popularity of the afore-
mentioned concepts declined radically in the West while the debate contin-
ued in Eastern and Central Europe. This new debate on totalitarianism
among dissident thinkers deserves special attention as this criticism, coupled
with the emergence of the idea of Central Europe, shows very clearly the
discursive transformation at hand.

172 ATTILA MELEGH

4 Rupnik, Jacques: Újraértelmezett totalitarizmus. [Reinterpreted totalitarianism]
Századvég, No.1, 1990.; Csizmadia, 2001, 136–45; Bence György: Piszkos kezek:
rezsimváltás elõtt és után. [Dirty hands before and after the change of regime] In Balázs
Zoltán and Melegh Attila (eds.): Politika és etika. [Politics and ethics] Századvég. Special
issue, 1993. 7–16.

5 Arendt, Hannah: The origins of totalitarianism. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1975; Orwell, George: 1984. New York: New American Library, 1983; Kohn, Jerome:
Totalitarianism: The Inversion of Politics. In The Hannah Arendt Papers: Totalitarianism: The
Inversion of Politics. Part 6., 2001. http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/arendthtml/
essayb6/html



Havel’s greengrocer and the idea of Central Europe: Post-totalitarianism
and discursive vacuum in the early 1980s

The “Eastern” perspective on totalitarianism, that is to say the one formu-
lated by authors in the target area of debate, is interesting from several points
of view. First, they sensed great social and political changes toward the estab-
lishment of discursive power in the East as well as the West. Second, the so-
cial system was not portrayed as a closed barrack, prison or isolated fortress in
which new types of human beings (Homo Soveticus) were created under the
totalitarian squeeze. Instead, according to prominent ‘dissident’ thinkers, to-
talitarianism became a rather airy political power in which the central politi-
cal machinery, the propaganda system, and militarization was not the core of
the political power, but a web of small, subtle lies which deterred everyday
people like greengrocers from “living in truth”.6 The most crucial point, how-
ever, was that dissident thinkers of Eastern and Central Europe envisaged
a kind of discursive “totalitarianism” which was becoming less and less real
due to the decreasing visibility of political and ideological control. Havel ex-
emplified this in his fictional account of a Czech greengrocer, who, without
any ideological belief, places a banner in his shop window urging workers of
the world to unite.

Havel’s story is emblematic as the discourse of progress (symbolized by
the banner) was declared to be “empty”. The greengrocer, lacking any moti-
vation, hung the banner with one of the key slogans of Marxist, progressive
thinking, pointing to one aspect of the small web of “lies”. Thus, totalitarian-
ism became more and more discursive, maintaining only a dominant mode
of speech. Political control existed in the minds of the people; wall in the
head (Mauer in Kopf) as they say in the debates on post-totalitarianism.7

Regardless of what we think about the analysis, it seems texts like
Havel’s sensed a change in the discourses creating a collective “subject”. As
the debate on totalitarianism shows, around the early 1980s the previous dis-
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cursive system of modernization and progress collapsed, or withdrew, and re-
vealed itself as only a “discourse”.8

On the “Eastern” side, in the case of Hungary, this change in discourses
has been demonstrated not only on the basis of texts written by political
thinkers, but also in party documents, expert analysis and newspapers. Two
Hungarian, political scientists, Kuczi and Csizmadia thoroughly docu-
mented how political discourses changed their vocabulary, their themes and
the subjects involved in their work between the late 1970s and early 1980s.9

Political debates were becoming less and less focused on reforms of social-
ism, and increasingly concerned with how to adapt the country to the “West”
as a norm. Even Csizmadia has revealed that the emerging discourse was the
basis of new constellations of social and political power through which new
social groups could be incorporated into state socialist Hungary. As
Csizmadia summed it up:

“…the texts, debates, opinions dealing with the role of Western Europe first
got together as a latent and then as a more and more public discourse and proba-
bly this discourse became one of the most characteristic traits of the 1980s…
these views were not only written down or told, but transformed public life
and the whole system.”10

This discourse combining new objects, subjects, and styles first
thematized the emptiness of the previous social and political categories, most
notably the so called “socialist block”, the associated “cold world order” divid-
ing Europe into two parts, and the related progress (modernization) narra-
tive. It also (re)introduced new categories like the “West” and the idea of Cen-
tral Europe.11

The emergence of the idea of Central Europe reveals the aforemen-
tioned discursive transition at several levels. First, it is revealing as it was
linked to the feeling of “untrue”/"false" discourses. Kundera, in his ‘seminal’
essay on the tragedy of Central Europe, speaks of Central Europe being hi-
jacked West and being forced into an alien category of the “East”. According
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to him, Central Europe is „situated geographically in the center, culturally in
the West and politically in the East”.12 Furthermore, Central Europe was dis-
cursively hijacked as it had been cut into two opposing categories politically
and culturally. Second, the idea of Central Europe was a category, which
came to life like a returning ghost. Several major authors involved in this de-
bate repeat the „fact” that the idea of Central Europe was not heard for de-
cades either due to historical sins or political censorship.13 Thus, there is
a clear reference to discursive arrangements according to which “Central Eu-
rope” first disappeared after the second world war and then reappeared in the
late 1970s and early 1980s in political, historical and cultural discussions.

Third, even after its rebirth there were problems concerning its exis-
tence: Schöpflin talks about the “ghost” of Central Europe, Timothy Garton
Ash asked revealingly in his New York Review of Booksessay “Does Central Eu-
rope exist?”, and as György Konrád put it “Compared to the geopolitical real-
ity of Eastern Europe and Western Europe, Central Europe exists today only
as a cultural-political anti-hypothesis (eine kulturpolitische Anti-
hypothese)…. “.14

The question of Central Europe’s existence provides a clue to the new
discourse as well as the process of discursive “transition”. First, Central Eu-
rope did not exist because it had to cleanse itself of historical-moral sins (i.e.
Holocaust, but also of communism and totalitarianism). Timothy Garton
Ash for instance, after a reference to its non-existence in the present tense, ar-
gued that it shares the fate of Niniveh and Tyrus; two morally corrupt cities,
one destroyed by God and one forgiven by Him. The first task in overcom-
ing this “moral handicap” was the “whitening” of Central Europe (shedding
themselves of red and brown hues). The second task was to overcome the
view of Central Europe as a recently released prisoner under probation. An
exclusion mechanism is also clear in this ambiguous, ghost-like character.
Central Europe was at the border of existence- the twilight zone. Semi-hu-
man creatures exist in this arena, which to some extent are like us, but on the
other hand are morally, and physically corrupt, presenting a danger to “nor-
mal” individuals. Ash utilized this metaphor and spoke of a dark forest full of
wizards and witches:
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“an endlessly intriguing forest to be sure, a territory where peoples, cultures,
languages are fantastically intertwined, where every place has several names
and men change their citizenship as often as their shoes, an enchanted wood
full of wizards and witches, but one which bears over its entrance the words:
Abandon all hope, ye who enter here, of ever again seeing the wood for the
trees.”15

The last crucial point in this emerging discourse is that the borders of Eu-
rope and Central Europe cannot be fixed and the expansion of “Eastern”
countries is extremely problematic.16

“With no precise borders, with no center or rather with several centers, “Cen-
tral Europe” looks today more and more like the dragon of Alca in the second
book of Anatol France’s Penguin Island to which the symbolist movement was
compared: no one who claimed to have seen it could say what it looked like. To
speak about Central Europe as a homogenous geopolitical and cultural phe-
nomenon entails risks. Even if we might agree with Jacques Morin’s affirma-
tion that Europe is ’a concept without borders’, the facts oblige us to remove
from this concept the part of the European continent, with the exception of
Austria, that under the name of Mittel-Europa organically belonged to it.”17

Another prominent dissident thinker, Mihály Vajda, also asked for a seri-
ous investigation with regard to drawing the Eastern borders of Central Eu-
rope. He asked, in his essay on the problem of Russia’s Europeanness, “Who
has excluded Russia from Europe?”18 The answer is Russia itself, hence, the
one found guilty shall first prove its Europeanness, if at all possible. In
a sense this new discourse can only be understood as “a constant border fight
over ‘Eastern Europe’ and an attempt to push out parts of it”.19 In other
words, the idea of Central Europe was linked to the demonization of the
more “Eastern” parts of Europe like Russia and the Balkans, which bore prac-
tical consequences. Concerning later developments, Todorova rightly
observed:
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“To summarize, the third round in the development of the Central European
idea after 1990 witnessed its entry from the politics of culture into political
praxis. Far from becoming a region-building notion, it has harnessed as an ex-
pedient argument in the drive for entry into the European institutional frame-
work. It is during this stage that the Balkans first appeared as a dichotomical op-
ponent, sometimes alongside with, sometimes indistinguishable from Russia.
This internal hierarchization of Eastern Europe was born out of political expe-
diency, but in its rhetorics it feeds on the balkanist discourse.”20

We can safely argue then that discourses on Eastern and Central Europe
changed dramatically during the 1980s. And that during this process, the old,

“realist” modernizationist/ideological discourse setting up quantitative
scales was replaced by a new discourse decomposing the Eastern block into
several regions with ambiguous qualitative borders, ordered into a “sliding
scale of merit”.

The function of the qualitative East/West slope in recomposing Eastern
Europe in the 1990s

The world would appear drastically different without the idea of an
East/West civilizational slope replacing the modernizationist version of com-
peting socialist and capitalist modernities. Among other things, there would
not have been a quick and ‘consensual’ burial of socialism by an elite longing
for a ‘normal (understood as Western) society’ after 40 years of ‘abnormal-
ity’.21 And we would not have seen the break up of Czechoslovakia and Yugo-
slavia, and the subsequent civil war in the latter country.

Sorin Antohi rightly claimed that mimetic competition in imitating the
West and for pushing aside other non-Western competitors leads to ‘fragile
identities’, and hence to political disintegration.22 And along this line of
thought, introducing the idea of chain Orientalism as one of the main mecha-
nisms of the (re)emerging East/West slope, Bakic-Hayden correctly ob-
served that “nested Orientalism” and the related change in power arrange-
ments was a key to the Yugoslavian war:

“As a political entity, the former Yugoslavia encompassed traditional dichoto-
mies such as east/west and their nesting variants (Europe/Asia, Europe/Bal-
kans, Christian/Muslim) largely neutralizing their usual valorization. With
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the destruction of this neutralizing framework, the revalorization of these cate-
gories, now oppositions rather than simply differences has resulted in the de-
struction of the living communities that had transcended them.”23

Also, without the valorization of this new slope there would not have
been the ‘Eastern enlargement’ of the European Union in the way it was im-
plemented. This has been demonstrated abundantly in the pioneering works
of József Böröcz on imperialism of the European Union with regard to East-
ern European candidates.24

To show the legitimacy of this argument and the links to our examples
we need only to quote the Copenhagen criteria as announced in 1993.

“In 1993, at the Copenhagen European Council, the Member States took a de-
cisive step towards the current enlargement, agreeing that ‘the associated coun-
tries in central and eastern Europe that so desire shall become members of the
European Union.’ Thus, enlargement was no longer a question of ‘if ’ but
‘when’. Here too, the European Council provided a clear response:
‘Accession will take place as soon as an applicant is able to assume the obliga-
tions of membership by satisfying the economic and political conditions re-
quired’.
At the same time, the Member States designed the membership criteria, which
are often referred to as the Copenhagen Criteria.

As stated in Copenhagen, membership requires that the candidate country has
achieved:
1.stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human
rights and respect for and protection of minorities;
2.the existence of a functioning market economy as well as the capacity to cope
with competitive pressure and market forces within the Union;
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3.the ability to take on the obligations of membership including adherence to
the aims of political, economic and monetary union.
has created:
4.the conditions for its integration through the adjustment of its administra-
tive structures, so that European Community legislation transposed into na-
tional legislations implemented effectively through appropriate administra-
tive and judicial structures.”25

As can be clearly seen, the EU enlargement process was not imagined as
a negotiation between the assigned political body of the EU and certain nations
states under a strict deadline, but as a timeless process (the question is just when)
of achieving certain capacities such as the “stability of institutions guaranteeing”
humanitarian liberal ideals guaranteeing “rule of law,” “human rights” etc. or
the “existence “ of a “functioning market economy, or the “capacity to cope
with” certain “pressures within the Union”. Even at first glimpse it can be seen
that the criteria were vague and implied processes with no real end. Any country
in the world could be found lacking some required conditions (see for instance
the guarantee of human rights) and therefore, it is merely a question of “translat-
ing” these ideals into a multidimensional slope and measuring countries accord-
ingly. This inherently leads to hierarchies not only between EU countries and
the applicants, but also between the applicants, being the prime source of the di-
vide and rule policy of the EU.

But the discourse and actions of the East/West slope not only facilitated
and made “meaningful” the radical changes in the everyday life of more then
300 million people, it also became firmly rooted in late, modern social and po-
litical life with aims on future, local and global politics in the widest sense
with regard to the region. The order of the discourse is and will be a core
structure in reacting to the processes initiated by late-modern, capitalist ex-
pansion. We can hardly imagine ourselves outside this discourse in the near
future as several functions, or mechanisms, which maintain this power
arrangement persist.

The East/West slope has created an ‘unholy’ alliance of local and Western
elites for dominating and disciplining East European societies caught in the
mass uncertainty of late modern capitalism. This alliance, and the East/West
dialogue at an institutional and individual level, is not without tensions,
twists and conflicting interests. But there is a general agreement on promot-
ing ‘European’ ideals, or more precisely, on promoting a move toward such
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ideals. This has and will serve the ‘imperial’, downward perspective of Ameri-
can and Western European political elites in controlling the region, using it
for different, global, political and economic strategies. These ‘half-civilized’
and ‘half-educated’ Eastern European countries can be played out against
each other or can be used for major power games between the United States
and the European Union. This is clearly exemplified in the game between
US Defense Attorney, Donald Rumsfeld and French president Chirac, who,
in the debate over the invasion of Iraq, confronted two images of Eastern Eu-
rope for their own purposes: “New Europe” as a defender of “Western val-
ues”, or Eastern Europe as an uneducated child, which does not know how to
behave in accessing European Union.26

Local elites, although occasionally protesting such treatment, nonethe-
less receive legitimacy and discursive material from the ‘West’ that helps to si-
lence their opponents, or to engulf social, cultural and political problems
into a debate on the sloping status of local societies. Due to the hegemonic na-
ture of the East/West slope, those looking for step by step ‘modernization’,
othering of local society, launching of petit imperialist projects, or fighting
against the joint conspiracy of the ‘West’ led by Jews and /or liberals can por-
tray each other as hindering advancement on the slope.27

In one way this fight disguises and in another way directly serves and fa-
cilitates class projects and the establishment of control and dominance over
local populations. This is why one of the most important functions of the
East/West slope and the idea of flexible East/West borders is the recreation
and maintenance of racism and other forms of exclusion. Sociologically, the
East/West slope controls, or rather, filters movement between different areas
of the world or between social groups; ‘Eastern’ floods of migrants can be
stopped, or made illegitimate, or from a frustrated nationalist point of view,
‘pro-Western’ Jewish-liberal ‘traitors’ and Roma groups can be excluded
from the local society. This clearly can be seen in a scandal related to Hungar-
ian Roma families seeking asylum in France in 2000. The affair is worthy of
an in-depth, case-study analysis as it demonstrates the complex interplay of
Western and Eastern elites imagining themselves on the East/West slope.
This also seems to be a perfect example of repressive-racist mechanisms of
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the new/old qualitative East/West discourse following the collapse of state
socialism.

The Zámoly case and everyday repression in late-modern capitalism East
and West

A few years ago, Roma families were forced from their homes by the lo-
cal government, allegedly on the basis that their homes could collapse. The
families moved into a community house in a settlement called Zámoly, being
one of the areas of Hungary booming in terms of foreign investment. After
a year, they were forced to leave under the pressure of the local mayor. The
Roma families asked for direct help in order to build decent homes. Without
a satisfactory solution, their presence became a local, and later a national,
scandal deepened by physical atrocities and the murder of a young person
who threatened the Roma families. Later, in July 2000, under the supervision
of a Roma activist named Krasznai, some of these Roma families left for
France to ask political asylum on the basis of persecution and lack of defense
by the Hungarian authorities. Krasznai wanted “to draw the attention of Eu-
rope to what happens in Hungary”.28

Not long before the decision of the French Office for Refugee Affairs
(OFPRA, March 8, 2001) on February 23, 2001, the well-known British secu-
rity journal “Jane’s Intelligence Digest” published an article on “The New
Russian Offensive”, claiming that under the leadership of President Vladi-
mir Putin, Russians tried to intervene into the affairs of soon-to be EU mem-
bers. Among other accusations the periodical declared:

“And if surreptitious acquisition of industrial influence or illicit deployment of
surveillance hardware were not enough, we have it on good intelligence com-
munity authority that recent events surrounding the Hague and the Zámoly
Roma of Hungary has also been to a large extent engineered by Russian opera-
tives. Members of the gypsy community of Zámoly appear to have been en-
couraged to plead persecution and violation of human rights before EU bodies
and even to request political asylum so as to make Hungary look much worse
than it is during the crucial EU accession negotiations which are currently tak-
ing place. This perhaps is one of the most damaging methods employed by
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Moscow of late, one that was tried in the aspirant Czech Republic first and sub-
sequently transplanted to Hungary.”29

The origins of this text are of course hidden, but certain circumstances
are rather clear. As we have learned from the then deputy prime minister of
the Czech Republic, Pavel Rychetsky, the then British Minister of Interior Af-
fairs, Jack Straw asked the Czech authorities in 2000 to investigate “what
forces are behind the exodus”.30 Thus, on behalf of the British government,
and presumably its secret services, there was a definite attempt to find those
carrying impoverished, Czech Roma families into Britain. This investiga-
tion was probably extended to Hungary when the Zámoly Roma left for
France. The timing of the publication could be accidental. But there might
be an alternative reading of facts according to which the article was a warning
to relevant French authorities not to grant political asylum to people being
manipulated by the Russian secret service. This was later exposed in a fol-
low-up article, which presented the case in the interpretative framework of
a Russian-Israeli- French communist plot:

“What is interesting, however, is that the political patron of the Zámoly group
in Paris and Strasbourg, is the French Communist Party, which according to
credible military intelligence authorities is known to have had strong associa-
tions with the KGB in the past. Add to this the information that the Zámoly
group appears to have been financed by sources from Israel, which with the re-
cent influx of Russian émigrés is known to be highly penetrated by foreign in-
telligence, and the story takes on a new dimension.”31

This article was later published, with additional comments, in a Hungar-
ian newspaper close to the previous, conservative, nationalist government.32

Demeter Ervin, the minister of security affairs, commented on the article.
On a public television, news program the next day he indirectly supported
the claims of JID. This was later widely commented on by Hungarian and in-
ternational press organs. One week later JID seemed surprised by the
interest they raised:
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“Since we began publishing in 1938, it has been Intelligence Digest’s mission
to investigate and bring to light important issues in security and intelligence.
Many of our articles have attracted attention from the international media and
from governments. Rarely, however, has one issue provoked national interest
on the scale we have witnessed in Hungary this week.”33

From a “Western” perspective the most likely meaning of the whole
event is that JID, a British intelligence periodical, tried to manipulate the rele-
vant French authorities by implicitly arguing that the case of these Hungar-
ian, Roma families was not a refugee issue, but a foreign-service operation in-
volving French communists. Perhaps the warning was a consequence of the
late 1990s boom of Roma families from Central European countries asking
for asylum in Britain. British authorities were afraid at that time to set a prece-
dent in giving refugee status, which could then be used, against the British
state when trying to control the number of asylum seekers. This further
raised the general issue of handling persecuted people from politically safe
countries, the citizens of which have free entry for a limited period into EU
countries like France or the United Kingdom.

This fear of Roma groups reveals the anxiety of poor, uneducated refu-
gees within the EU. As the quality of immigrants clearly creates the main
problem in the case above, it falls in line with racist-biopolitical consider-
ations.34 Roma families are feared to be less capable of integration and thus
immigration authorities do their best to stop them before entering the
country in question.

This anxiety clearly appeared in the acts of the British immigration offi-
cers who were transplanted to the Prague airport to monitor passengers de-
parting to London. Their main aim was skin-color control, as can be seen in
the case of a Roma journalist who, claiming the same purpose of travel and
same financial background as her colleague, could not board a plane, while

33 Questions in Budapest, op. cit.
34 Melegh, Attila: East/West Exclusions and Discourses on Population in the 20th Century.

In Working Papers on Population, Family and Welfare. No. 3. Demographic Research Insti-
tute, Hungarian Central Statistical Office. Budapest. 2002.



“the white” colleague was given a green light.35 Thus, it can be supposed in
the case of JID that British authorities were truly afraid a positive reply to asy-
lum seekers might set-off a new wave of “unwelcome” political refugees.

Aside from the immediate concern of “low quality” immigrants, the al-
leged investigation and the whole atmosphere of the article fit very well into
an Orientalist, mythological, discursive framework in which “Eastern” ele-
ments conspire against the West, or would-be West Central Europe. It’s inter-
esting that all of the actors mentioned can be decoded as “Oriental”: the Rus-
sians, the Israeli Russians, Jews, and Roma, very much in line with Nazi alle-
gations in the late 1930s and 1940s. The alleged Israeli connection is also
a perfect example of 19th century Orientalism when Jews were treated ex-
actly as Arabs, also being Semite.36 The accusation against French supporters
shows that communism can also be Orientalized due to the alleged links to
the power system of the previous “East”.

Throughout the whole story the French connection is also revealing.
That the entire operation was aimed against the EU membership of Hun-
gary may be partly true. But it’s unlikely that the actors were employed by the
Russian secret service. They were from the French left. Moreover, due to
fear of a cheap labor source, and from a country promoting extreme, liberal,
wild capitalism, most left wing parties within the EU were extremely suspi-
cious of the “Eastern” barbarians who might be used as a Trojan horse by the
European right wing.

The Hungarian reaction also clarifies important discursive mechanisms
of the East/West slope. First of all, the overtly anti-Roma propaganda in the
right wing, Hungarian press has been successful due to the fact that these
Roma families crossed a border not allowed to them. They went to a region,
the “West”, to which the whole country would like to move, and this “care-
less” action and the involved blame on Hungary, have brought to surface rac-
ist attitudes. This is emblematically shown by a current joke about the
Zámoly Roma families according to which: “The Gypsies have come home.
Why? Because they got their work permits.” The joke reveals an extremely
normative image of the West as a “normal” region where everybody has to
work. Roma are not capable of this- they only want money, and hence they
have to come home. The main idea, however, is that they have taken the
position of “white” Hungarians.
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A normative image of the West emerges from the reaction to the Roma,
who think that the West offers them much denied dignity. Hungarian liberal
intelligentsia followed the same illusionary line by first blaming the Hungar-
ian government for the whole affair, asserting that Ervin Demeter, the minis-
ter of security affairs, arranged the article during his visit to Britain. Thus, ac-
cording to them, such a stupid accusation cannot come from the “normal”
West. In addition, thirty or so representatives wrote a letter to the French gov-
ernment (not the Office of Refugees) thanking them for applying the princi-
ples of human rights and accusing the Hungarian government of risking EU
membership by not doing enough for the Roma minority.37 This idealization
of the West was so obvious that one intellectual who signed the petition later
withdrew his support following an excellent analysis of the whole affair.38 In-
stead of idealizing the “West”, according to some governmental accusations,
the socialists in opposition at that time attempted to retrieve the Roma
families by allegedly offering money in the case of their return.

While these reactions show the “West” as the desired norm for the East,
the reaction of the then Hungarian government, and the happy repetition of
accusations by JID truly reveal the low position of the east on this slope. First
of all, there is the feeling of inferiority that guides one to look for scapegoats
in the tense process of joining the “West“ and its institutions. In addition, in
their view, Hungary was deeply “European” or rather “kidnapped West”, and
therefore, could be pushed out of its proper place only by “alien” elements.39

The Secret service, the communists, and Jews were once again playing
a game with a small, “European” nation. Thus it seems they spoke from the
perspective of an inferior position while trying to rely on European, white
racism, even though “Eastern” racism, paradoxically, was later used against
countries trying to join the European Union.

Altogether this story reveals several East/West exclusions: the Hungari-
ans with regard to Roma; the Hungarian government with regard to liberals,
its own Roma citizens, the Russians, the Jews; the British secret service and
immigration officers with regard to the Roma, Eastern Europeans, commu-
nists and the Orientals, and the French left against East Europeans. The
pieces of these repressive patterns add up to a meaningful story only in the

From Reality to Twilight Zones 185

37 see the brilliant analysis of Böröcz József: Goodness Is Elsewhere: The Rule of European
Difference. Comperative Studies in Society and History. Forthcoming, 2003.

38 Tamás, Gáspár Miklós: A botrány botránya [The scandal of scandals] Népszabadság, 29
March 2001.

39 Kundera, op. cit.



form of discursive seaweed on the East-West slope. This discursive web
helps bring biopolitical racism to life again and again and thus it cannot be sep-
arated from the issue of Eastern European difference. This is a complex web,
a kind of epistemological sand trap, which sucks everything and everybody
into it. Or in other words, we can see the workings of power arrangements of
the new/old, East/West discourse whose construction per se leads to the rise
of “Eastern” racism. In this French comedy all the roles are exchanged in a cir-
cle of false accusations masking the real sins. The Roma leave one prejudiced
country for the sake of another in order to draw attention to their problem,

“Western” racists are not seen as such by “Eastern” anti-racists who write a let-
ter supporting the representatives of “Europe” as the protectors of human
rights. “Western” racism is offered to “Eastern” nationalists, who, due to
their humiliation and their own “instincts”, happily grasp the possibility in or-
der to be punished later for such a crime. Nothing is definite and everything
is hidden. Only the faces of the victims are clear in the cognitive patterns ex-
perimented with in the modern/colonial systems emerging in the 18th
century. With this, Eastern Europe has arrived from “reality” into the twilight
zones of late modern capitalism.
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