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PREPARING FOR
the revolution
hungarian DISSIDENT
INTELLECTUALS
BEFORE 1989
BY András Bozóki ILLustRations ragni sVensson
On the basis of scholarship on the role of intellectuals in
society, one can distinguish three classic approaches to
what this role should be. The first approach, proposed
by the French writer, Julien Benda, suggested that intellectuals need to keep a distance to social and political
affairs. In his interpretation, intellectuals should serve
eternal values, and not society, so they do their work at
a remove from social challenges, in an ivory tower. For
Benda, social involvement is a betrayal of the original
mission of the intellectual.
The second theory, elaborated by the Italian social
theorist Antonio Gramsci, proposed precisely the opposite: full engagement of intellectuals in a social and
political cause involving the support of a particular
class. For Gramsci, the traditional intellectual must be
replaced by what he called the organic intellectual, one
who is ready to fight for the interests of his/her own
social class.
Finally, the third theory, elaborated by the Hungarian-born sociologist Karl Mannheim, claimed that only
“free-floating” intellectuals, i.e., those who are not attached to any of the social classes, are able to synthesize
all impulses of society. Since all forms of knowledge are
dependent on the social position of those who possess
the knowledge, only “free-floating” intellectuals, those
who are not tied to any particular social group, are able
to represent a general, all-encompassing, independent, and objective view of society.
Therefore, for Mannheim, intellectuals had to stay
within society (and not in an ivory tower), but they
should be independent from all social classes (and not

be the spokesperson for any of them).
These classic theories on the role of the intellectual
were originally formulated in the 1920s, as reactions
to the challenge of the rise of increasingly aggressive
political ideologies after World War I. But one can add
at least two major and more recent theories to these
three. First, the original theories were supplemented
by New Class theories, which claimed that intellectuals
have their own agenda in participating in social processes. The agenda involves coming to power as a “new
class” of intellectuals, a class whose power is based on
convertible, trans-contextual knowledge, competence
in the language of persuasion, and the culture of critical discourse. Different forms of New Class theories,
formulated by Milovan Djilas, Alvin Gouldner, George
Konrád & Iván Szelényi and others, arose as reactions
to the rise of new communication technologies, bureaucratic and technocratic rule, planning power, and
consumerism in the post World War II era. Gouldner
believed, for instance, that intellectuals could undermine the legitimacy of the system by using the culture
of critical discourse effectively. As a result of this, a new
knowledge class could take over and use key positions
in society to represent the common interests of this
new class.
And finally, different pluralist theories claimed
that intellectuals in a capitalist democracy do not and
cannot form a particular class in themselves. Instead,
they end up losing their “free-floating” potential and
become professionals, experts, i.e., not “universalistic
intellectuals” but particularistic professionals who find

their place within the order of the capitalist distribution of labor as a dominated stratum of the dominant
class.
In East Central Europe, the decade between 1982
and 1992 gives evidence of an unprecedented set of
activities by those intellectuals who actively engaged
in politics.
In Hungary, for instance, different forms of opposition activities could be detected before the regime
change (1982–88), during the “negotiated revolution”
(1989), and right after the political change in the new
democracy (1990–92). This is a laboratory for testing
the validity of some theories of revolutionary intellectuals. In this essay, I focus on the first epoch only,
in order to study the role of dissident intellectuals.
This was a time which we can retrospectively label the
“preparation phase” for a revolution.

The Hungarian
democratic
opposition
Hungary’s democratic opposition arose from a fusion
of intellectual groups of the generations of the 1956 revolution and of the 1968 economic reform.
Both groups of dissidents existed in loose networks
of friendly groups in the capital and in smaller towns in
the country, and in spite of the existence of some kinds
of group identities, at least after 1978, the actual activities were bound to these informal communication
channels. Despite the samizdat literature emerging in
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the late 1970s, the primary form of dissident discourse
remained basically the “talk”, the “chat”, and the “lecture” about philosophy, history, politics, arts, and so
on. In reconstruct the everyday life of the dissident
intellectuals, one necessarily encounters one of the
most characteristic features of these discourses: the
verbal nature of the Hungarian dissidence. Moreover,
the efforts of self-documentation of the democratic
opposition generated deep resentment in others who
took themselves to be excluded from the conspiracy of
the democratic opposition.
The older economists concerned with Western-style
economic reforms worked within the institutional limitations of the Kádár-regime and its “national consent”
under the “liberal spirit” of the 1960s, but the generation that started to come of age in the 1970s began to
widen the borders of public speech during a period
with a colder political climate. The later “reform economist” group within the political opposition of the 1980s,
having lived in the lower levels of the scientific institutions, built up a quasi-autonomous mode of life outside
direct political control (in the protective shadow of the
institutional labyrinths) with more access to information than the “dissidents” ever had, but without any
effective power, as in the 1970s.
Similarly, in popular culture, especially in pop music, one can see successive stages (the “jazz” of the late
1950s, the “beat” of the 1960s) of new groups that were
“rebelling”, which were usually neutralized by socialist
cultural policy, until the 1970s. The formative experience of the 1968 generation, the “beat” culture, proved
actually to be a transient episode in the history of the
cultural policy of state socialism, because the young
rebels of the beat music in the 1960s were channeled
into the financial and infrastructural frameworks of the
traditional entertainment industry through publishing
contracts and television shows. The great change took
place in 1970, when radically “anomic” subcultures
emerged like rock, punk, and the alternative music of
the 1980s.
These changes went hand in hand with an extension
of personal networks within the universities, especially
the university colleges, and a quick retreat of the official youth organizations into the capital city. The essence of this change was a widening of the spaces and
branches of social communication, and, in contrast to
the more closed channels of the “political” dissent, the
places and forms of these cultural discourses reached
not some tens of people, but thousands of them. It was
a typical form of dissent, being outside the spaces of
the official discourses, and continuing the confrontation with cultural policies and repressive mechanisms,
often without direct political counter-discourse. A cultural pattern of dissent existed in the 1980s, which was
a resource for the political opposition.
The Hungarian context made possible a wider set
of roles and behaviors to use when describing reality.
In spite of the relatively small extent of the dissident
subcultures (especially compared to Poland), there
existed a dissident public sphere after the 1970s, and
there were rather soft borders between the dissident
“other” Hungary and the public sphere of the state
socialism. The typical pattern of the dissident role was
an oscillation between different public faces, as the
practice of “double publishing” was more or less toler-

ated by the cultural policy of the Kádár regime. Due to
the softness of the boundaries between these spheres,
we can also observe many techniques for penetrating the officially accepted communication channels,
certainly those existing in encoded forms. The practice
of “double-speak”, the culture of allusions, irony, and
a step-by-step widening of the fields of “speakable”
things, is a characteristic feature of this “production of
culture”.
The ironic use of socialist discourses was a way to
turn the accepted categories inside out and demonstrate the mechanistic and empty nature of these discourses. During the state socialist period, the main way
to speak about political problems was this indirect and
encoded form of discourse. In the course of creating
languages of its own, the final and very difficult approach was innovation.
In the 1980s, various democratic opposition groups
increasingly sought an opportunity for dialogue with
different circles of Hungarian intelligentsia by means
of samizdat journals. Although it took a long time for
their message to reach the general population, the
message found immediate resonance with mainstream
reform intellectuals. Four samizdat journals — Beszélö,
Hírmondó, Demokrata, and Égtájak között — played an
especially important role in this process. Radio Free
Europe amplified and disseminated these ideas to the
wider public. In the first part of this paper, I briefly describe these journals and their dissident contributors.
Next, I turn to examining their strategic goals, their
relationship to power and society, their declared policies on national and regional issues, and their views on
religion, peace, environmental protection, and various
cultural initiatives.
The most important samizdat journal, Beszélö,
lasted from 1981 to 1989, as long as 27 issues. The editorial team was made up of the leading figures of the
democratic opposition. The journal combined theoretical, strategic, practical, and investigative articles
and reports. In the introduction to the first issue, the
informal editor-in-chief, János Kis, described the goals
of the journal as being more ambitious than simply
publishing an opposition news summary. “To the best
of our ability”, he wrote, “we wish to assist the quietly
clamoring masses in painting a better picture of
themselves in a period when two tiny minorities — the
country’s leadership and the opposition — are loudly
arguing with each other.”
In the first couple of issues, the majority of the
articles reflected this desire. They mostly disseminated
information about different social groups and different
areas of life. The function of these articles was to find
out who would react (“unanimously, under a pseudonym, or with their own names”), and what those responding had to say. The journal’s profile was shaped
by the feedback it received and the political events that
were underway in the first year of the journal’s existence. Indirectly, all of this shaped the identity of the
editors and groups with close ties to Beszélö.
Kis’s introduction did not define a clear political
program. It only aimed at sounding the alarm. Instead
of offering a political program, Beszélö worked at disseminating information so that “the quietly clamoring
masses” would be able to understand and disseminate
it further in the future. It was truly the effort of intel-

lectuals whose trust was in the power and influence of
words on social processes, and who wanted rumors
to be replaced by facts. In reality, Beszélö did nothing
other than perform the traditional function of the
press by disseminating reliable information without
advancing any political program. The journal reported
on those social groups who disobeyed the rules, thus
bringing practical examples — not theoretical ones — of
challenging the rules of a dictatorial regime. It showed
the areas of life where society expressed opposition to
the regime. The hope was that by publicly acknowledging these isolated attempts, Beszélö would help people
who were active in one area learn about and get in contact with other people working towards the same goal
in other areas. In the long run, the editors believed, the
feeling of isolation would be replaced by an increasingly unified opposition that had increased potential and
effectiveness.
After the regime change of 1989, János Kis, looking
back to the samizdat years, described the purpose of
the journal in a three-volume publication of the collected issues of Beszélö in the following way:
Today, starting a newspaper is a financial
enterprise. Beszélö was called into existence on moral grounds. We wanted to
exercise our human rights to express and
disseminate our ideas even though the contemporary laws called such rights into question. […] It was liberating to speak up from
behind the protective bastions of human
rights even if morals were our only defense.
We chose the name of the journal — Beszélö
[the visiting area in prisons] — to reflect our
situation: we were behind bars. We were
the prisoners who in the visiting area could
still freely speak to their loved ones. […] We
were neither reformers nor revolutionaries.
We were aware that in contemporary Hungary ours is not a revolutionary grouping.
Neither were we reformers in the sense in
which “reformism” was understood at the
time. The reformers of the 1980s accepted
the rules promulgated from above and tried
to push the power elite toward reforms. […]
We believed that progress was no longer
possible under the existing conditions
where the allowance made by the power
elite could be revoked at any time. Progress
necessitated the birth of social autonomy
protected by rights. We also believed that
rights behavior could not be given from
above but should be won from below by
fighting for it. Only legally minded behavior
can guarantee legal protection. This was the
most important message of the democratic
opposition besides the communication of
the fact that no longer could the regime
close the flood gates of opposition entirely
as it did in the previous decades and stop
public protest conscious of legal matters. In
other words, there was a political motivation behind our taking up the provocative
exercise of our rights.
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This was indeed the key strategy of the democratic
opposition. The Communist Party created a kind of
state of hypocrisy by adopting a seemingly “democratic” opposition in 1949, which also contained a powerful, widely and flexibly used sentence, stating that the
leading force of the society was the Communist Party.
In the light of this statement every other “democratic”
point of the constitution was subject to the free interpretation by Party officials. Thus the whole text of the
constitution was fully relativized. This incredible gap
between constitutional norms and the reality of the
communist power monopoly offered a strategy for the
democratic opposition — “the provocative exercise” of
human rights — which found justification in the formal
text of the constitution.
We reckoned with retaliation by the police
in the form of house searches, confiscations, and arrests. But we also counted on
the effect of our persevering. It could help
others expand the permitted boundaries of
disobedience. In the first half of the 1980s
the public did not believe that there was a
third way between politically empty revolutionary rhetoric and joining in reforms
directed from above. Beszélö called attention both to the existence of this third alternative and to the heavy price the country
would pay if this chance were missed. In
the face of the popular view, we advanced
the idea that the military putsch in Warsaw on December 13, 1981 was not the end
of a revolutionary period in the region as
November 4, 1956 and August 21, 1968 had
been. Rather, we believed, it gave rise to a
comprehensive crisis in the Soviet order.
For us the most vital question was how Hungary would prepare for the culmination of
the crisis.
Judging by its content and its political prestige, Beszélö
was the most important political journal of the Hungarian opposition. It published the best strategic analyses written by dissidents who would later become the
leading figures of the transition elite.

Dissident dilemmas:
voice or exit?
The relationship of the opposition to society was
not free of contradictions. Occasionally the opposition expressed its dissatisfaction with the “silence of
society”. Opposition members wanted to speak up or
even mobilize against the atomization, pacification,
and neutralization strategies of the Kádár regime. They
were afraid that society would not identify with their
goals and that it would not even understand them. So
how did they understand their own value to society?
They took it upon themselves to be the torchbearers
whose task was to pronounce value judgments: “The
torch must be held up high even if it cannot be a perfect
substitute for sunshine and the torchbearer cannot
rush the sunrise. But the light of this torch must always
be directed at real values and not at cheap imitations
and scrap heaps.”
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The dissidents returned to the metaphor of light
frequently.
They saw themselves as role models. “If we allow
the disintegration of our grouping — or community, if
you like — that is ready to express and shape opinions
and on occasion engage in demonstrations, then we
not only dishonor our own goals but deprive others of
our example and a chance....”
They believed that it was their responsibility to talk
about the suppressed past. “The situation does not
favor those who remember 1956. In this situation our
best chance is not in visible and organized mass demonstrations but in remembering and making others
remember [the past] as often and in as many places as
possible. We must prefer the multitude of quick, secret
and inventive action to public demonstrations that necessitate long preparation.”
These people did not speak from the position of an
elite, but followed an inner call: both the moral and
the practical were integral parts of their identity. The
dissidents placed themselves in the public and not the
private sphere. The broad and open — that is, broad
and open in their minds — East-Central European spaces
were rarely reduced to the innermost spaces of the
private sphere. The risk that the families of opposition
activists had to take was left unmentioned. To sum up,
dissident intellectuals in Hungary wanted to give voice
to demands for freedom, and also to those who had no
chance to present themselves in the public sphere.
The second option was emigration. Once they realize they cannot change, cannot shake up society, they
should think of the exit option. Many of the dissident
intellectuals did not see it as one’s free choice, but as
something one is pressured into by the power elite.
In the case of the philosopher, Gáspár M. Tamás, the
representatives of the power elite told him: “You are
not going to get a passport but you may emigrate if you
wish, which indeed would be desirable.”
The opposition categorically refused to back such a
solution. “We view the situation differently. […] To hell
with such offers! The power elite may use this method
again in ten years against those who could not be controlled by other means — job loss, ban on their employment, atrocities. In the end, the cultural police would
simply force them out of the country. What else can be
said upon seeing this bad omen but ‘Let the power elite
leave. We’ll be fine without them.’”
Others expressed their acceptance of emigration.
Emigration was thought of as something individuals
had the right to choose. “‘No, I am disgusted so I’ll
leave.’ This is what this couple said. I think I do not
need a lot of empathy to understand, at least, their
decision.”
It deserves mention that as much as they stressed
the morality of deciding to stay in the country, they
stressed the same with regard to emigration. This
group of intellectuals did not judge emigration from
the point of view of a collective responsibility for the
fate of the nation. As they wrote, “this couple”, who
were medical doctors, “did not go to Sweden because
there was a shortage of doctors there. They went to
face a very progressive system of taxation. If there is
any country where they are guaranteed not to earn
millions by practicing medicine, it is Sweden. Earning
millions was not their purpose, anyway. They simply
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wanted to be, and remain, honest individuals”.
Samizdat journals continued “holding the hands” of
the emigrants by urging them to keep in contact with
the opposition. From this they hoped to grow intellectually and that the emigrants could maintain their
Hungarian identity. They welcomed the writings of the
democrats who emigrated. They thought that this could
be beneficial to both parties, since it would enrich the
dissidents with new ideas and reasoning and also help
the emigrants preserve their ties to the home country.
The democratic opposition in Hungary saw the
political power of the emigrant intelligentsia as greater
than their own. They often overestimated it: “Those of
them coming home for a visit should not be ashamed
of seeing the opposition and should explain the power
elite’s disregard for the law in Western forums. They
should not hesitate to demand for those living in
Hungary the same rights that Hungarian emigrants
who are ready to cooperate with the elite enjoy.”

Censorship
and freedom
In its first issue, Beszélö reported on the book commemorating István Bibó, which was the first joint and
comprehensive intellectual effort in Hungary since the
Petöfi Circle, a famous discussion club before the revolution of 1956. In this memorial book, dozens of authors
praised and analyzed the views of the social philosopher István Bibó, a minister of state in the Imre Nagy
cabinet during the revolution. He had been imprisoned
and then neglected by the Communist regime. Bibó appeared to have the potential to be a reference point for
various opposition groups in the same way Jan Patocka
was for the Czechs and Karol Wojtyla was for the Poles.
Beszélö also discussed, early on, the 1981 UniversityCollege Days, the movements of university students
which were inspired by the self-limiting revolution of
Solidarity and the protest against censorship. One of
the editors, Ferenc Köszeg, devoted a long article to
book censorship practices.
He stressed the point that despite the official propaganda, censorship did exist in Hungary. Another wellknown figure, Miklós Haraszti, analyzed in detail the
judicial proceedings against a punk band in Szeged that
displayed a critical attitude towards the regime.
In general, however, the opposition was not interested in the underground cultural scene and only mentioned it occasionally. Punk bands were mentioned
sporadically and only as participants of music events
that were problematic for the authorities, or as subjects
of judicial proceedings because there had been a Radio
Free Europe news item among the tapes of songs that
were confiscated by the authorities.
As much as it could, the democratic opposition
followed the problems that the editors of literary
magazines faced. These were the attempts of certain
general editors and magazines at uniformity. The
Writers’ Association, which sharply criticized the cultural
policies of the regime and the practice of informal
censorship at their pentannual meetings, occupied
a special place in the monolithic regime. At the 1981
Congress of the Writers’ Association, the well-known
opposition writer, István Eörsi, suggested, with irony,
to the representatives of power who were present, that
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formal censorship should be introduced, because then
at least writers would know what they could and could
not write about. He reasoned that in Kádár’s “soft dictatorship” the censorship rules were not clear, which
leads to arbitrary editorial censorship as well as selfcensorship. He believed that instead of the internalization of censorship, i.e., self-censorship, it would have
been better to have had formal censorship, because
in that case authors would have been more able to see
clearly where power lay, and would be better able to
preserve their integrity.
In the first part of the 1980s, the democratic opposition created its own ideology in the course of the
debate that was carried out on the pages of samizdat
journals, primarily those of Beszélö. In the center of
their ideology stood Western-type liberal democracy,
human rights, social market economy, and solidarity
with the Hungarians outside Hungary and with other
social and cultural minorities.
After the debate in Beszélö the balance shifted toward the creation of an action program. The programmatic article, “How to Find a Way Out of the Crisis?”
appeared in the middle of the debate over identity in
1982.
It proposed solutions that gave the public a bigger
and more active role than before. The role of the opposition was seen as shaping public opinion and exerting
pressure through it. “The state will only act when public opinion keeps them under moral and intellectual
pressure.”
Proposals concerned the following issues: financial
information, public debates on economic policy, the
renewal of interest representation, the conditions of
a well-functioning public sphere, legal conditions of
interest representation, and the reform of book and
magazine publishing. Publishing was used as an example of how a proposal can be put into practice gradually.
The oppositional identity and its problems were
best summarized by Ferenc Köszeg in the 19th issue
of Beszélö. “What is the democratic opposition? It certainly cannot be called a movement, because it is too
small for a movement: it has no means or an organization that could link sympathizers together. It cannot even provide a form of communication for those
(e.g., the young people) who demand it. Its members
would, thank God, also refuse to be labeled a party.
There are few things they are more averse to than the
Bolshevik tradition of an elite party that is destined to
lead the fight. The few dozen intellectuals could not
call itself a mass party, either.”
Köszeg analyzed some obvious signs of disintegration of the political system.
The democratic opposition in its present
form is an opinion- and behavior-shaping
group. It is more important to spread the
behavioral attitude of the opposition than
exert intellectual influence through publications. Today the issue is not only that
independent groups publish samizdat
journals and collect signatures the way the
opposition had been doing it for eight years,
but that prestigious social groups — almost
entirely research institutes — also experiment with legal resistance or step over the

rules of the game that were arbitrarily
defined by the power elite. The general assembly of the Writers’ Association, which
voted out the representatives of power of
the association by fair voting procedures
and thus forced the power elite to break its
own rules, exemplifies the first; the fact that
prestigious writers publish in samizdat journals and that all the employees of research
institutes participate in meetings that are
held in private apartments and could easily be called illegal exemplifies the latter.
Once disobedience happens too often, the
dividing line between the behavior of the
opposition and the behavior of others is
blurred, and the retribution of power needs
to smite so many people that the means that
were used to punish them in the past are
inadequate. Hungarian society starts to rediscover the means of expressing its political will. Political debates are no longer the
exclusive right of the functionaries of the
nomenklatura.
For Ferenc Köszeg, the emerging social and political
problems in Hungary determined the tasks of the democratic opposition. He believed that, despite the
obvious weaknesses of the opposition, its moral authority would provide enough strength for it to achieve
its goals:
Hungary entered the era of political debate
again. Party leaders fighting for succession,
company leaders, entrepreneurs, writers,
the popular front, labor unions, and even
the parliament on occasion take part in politics. As the economic situation continues to
worsen, the workers worried about their
jobs and the farmers who will not be able
to sell their products at a good price will
engage in politics too. In this increasingly
politicized world, the opposition, whose
gestures and genesis make it a political
grouping, must engage in politics as well.
[...] In order to debate, we must clearly state
our own views [...] and we have to make our
voice heard beyond the independent press
— in clubs, public gatherings and in organized meetings. Not that we believe that we
own the sorcerer’s stone just because of our
opposition status. But it is only the opposition that has criticized the actions of the
government publicly and without concealment for seven years. This work gives us
moral authority that, despite our weakness
and isolation, provides us with the chance
to be listened to when we speak, and not
only within our own circles.
The June 1987 special issue of Beszélö, entitled “Social Contract: The Conditions of Political Progress”,
published the comprehensive program of the dissident
intellectuals. The document made it clear that the consensus of the Kádár years was over and that “Kádár
must go”.

The authors said that a radical political turn was necessary, but without a social contract the nation would
not rise. It is not enough to grumble: new policies must
be actively sought. The power elite will only engage
in dialogue if it understands that it has to negotiate
with more than just the intelligentsia. The document
also stressed the necessity of an economic stability
package, which builds on political change. The goals
of the 1956 revolution — multi-party system, selfgovernment in the workplace and at settlements,
national self-determination, neutrality in foreign policy
— were still valid.
The program elaborated on the following demands:
constitutional limitations on one-party rule, parliamentary sovereignty, a government responsible to parliament, freedom of press codified in law, legal protection to employees by giving them the right to assemble
and to pursue their interests, as well as social security,
fair social policies, and civil rights. The chapter entitled
“The broader context” dealt with the relationship of
Hungary to the Soviet Union, the problems of Hungarians living outside the borders of the country, and the
heritage of 1956 in Hungarian politics.
The activities of the democratic opposition, as a
group of dissident intellectuals, ended in 1988.
Between 1987 and 1989 the real issue was no longer
their identity as a separate group, but the active and
more organized role they played in the regime change.
Besides the disagreement between the “népi” (popular/populist) intellectuals and the democratic opposition, these years were characterized by the appearance
and growth of two distinct groups along the division
between the Hungarian Democratic Forum (MDF) and
the Alliance of Free Democrats (SZDSZ). The former
dissidents became part of pluralistic politics as new
politicians.
The changing political situation resulted in a change
in the balance of power, which was best expressed by
the publication of the Declaration against police brutality, which was signed by 300 intellectuals — not a
small minority of intellectuals. The Declaration gave
voice to decisive protest against brutal police actions.
“There is a disquieting and appalling contradiction
between how leading politicians stress their aspirations toward democracy and their willingness to
engage in dialogue, and, on the other hand, organizations
under their direction and following their orders openly
display violence. We believe that after thirty years,
the time has come for the Hungarian state to take the
expression of the views of its citizens with civilized selfcontrol. We demand that responsible political leadership prohibit police atrocities.”
Finally, János Kis’ article, published in 1989, entitled
“What Does Beszélö Represent?” summarized Beszélö’s
history and talked about the tasks awaiting the new
liberal-democratic party, the SZDSZ.
In 1987, the program of 1983 is outdated.
Today the democratic opposition is not
alone in demanding unequivocal, codified,
and institutionally protected rights. The
views of the public go well beyond the compromise suggested by the opposition four
years ago. In the meantime it also became
clear that instead of initiating reforms, the
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Kádár regime reacted with stubborn inflexibility to the pressure. As a result, the Social
Contract went beyond its sketchy predecessor. The initial steps described in this text
can be quite easily supplemented so as to
lead to multi-party democracy. Legal limitations on the power of the party, and, on the
other hand, freedom of assembly and of the
press, and the creation of parliamentary
fractions could lead to party pluralism.
This was the basic idea of what could be
achieved in the near future by Social Contract. Almost as much significance could be
attached to its first two paragraphs, where
it was expressed in no uncertain terms:
“Kádár must go”. It had a much deeper message than a claim that the time of the party
secretary had expired. Kádár personified
the restoration of 1956–1957. His inevitable
fall symbolized the end of an era.
The dissident intellectual circles first came to form a
critical public sphere and, later on, the political opposition. People saw the remnants of a corrupt, non-democratic, post-totalitarian regime where the most needed
political currency was trust. Only dissident intellectuals were in a position to convert their moral authority
and moral capital into political capital. People wanted
to be led by new, trustworthy leaders who had previously been outside the official system. This provided
a historic opportunity for some philosophers, lawyers,
historians, writers, and sociologists to speak on behalf
of the people and to be spokespersons of democracy.
As soon as the possibility of free elections arose, the
democratic opposition stepped out of its role as critic
of the regimes and became part of the new, democratic
regime. From then on, its history can be followed in the
daily press and the broadcast media.

Epilogue
The Hungarian dissident intellectuals did not foresee
the future, so they could not prepare for the revolution. But they expected some sort of political change
within the system, which could potentially lead to
deeper, structural changes. They aimed to open up
closed structures in society, combat censorship, and
bring forbidden topics into the broader social discourse. They wanted to go beyond reformism, as we saw
in the way they distanced themselves from the reformist communists, but they did not want to go as far as
a violent revolution. They aimed to contribute to the
creation of the conditions of a radical reform, which
was to undermine the legitimacy of the system. Finally,
they achieved more than that: the loose organizations
of dissident intellectuals turned into the new political
parties, and radical reform ended up in the negotiated
exit from communism.
The dissident intellectuals followed the strategy of
new evolutionism, proposed by the Polish dissident
Adam Michnik, which was a strategy for uncompromising change to be achieved by the self-limiting behavior
of the opposition, in a non-violent way.
They were soft on methods but firm on their goals.
They spoke in the name of the oppressed society, and
not on behalf of their own interests, so they behaved
in a Mannheimian fashion to a certain extent. How-
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ever, they did not just want to objectively mirror the
social situation, as “free-floating” intellectuals would
be able to do; they aimed to change it, by changing the
discourse in various segments of the society. In this
sense, this strategy, which was oriented towards civil
society, might remind us of Gramsci’s proposition on
hegemonic discourse, or Gouldner’s theory of the
culture of critical discourse. In the meantime, the dissident intellectuals did not serve the interests of some
other class, just as they refused to see themselves as a
new class. Quite the contrary, they aimed to serve the
interests of all oppressed people who wish to live in
freedom, or, as Václav Havel put it, within the realm
of truth.
They were universalistic in their approach but political realists in their action.
However, this is not to say that the intellectuals alone
made the regime change in Hungary, or more broadly,
in East Central Europe. They were the first who sensed
the beginning of a seismic social transformation. As
forerunners of change they wished to tell the truth —
not only to the holders of power but primarily to civil
society — to initiate resistance to the regime and political activism for democratic change. By 1989, these
political intellectuals became increasingly involved in
forming new political parties and participating in new
institutional forms — such as the Opposition Roundtable — to negotiate democracy with the representatives of the Communist Party, and to enter Parliament
as new MPs after the first free elections. From that point
on, former dissidents had to face the painful task of
transforming themselves as well: from “free-floating”
intellectuals or “movement-intellectuals” into professional politicians. ≈

Appendix. Characteristic activities of the Hungarian dissident intellectuals
during the preparatory phase and the regime change
Time

1982–1988

1989–1990

Context

disintegration of dictatorship

regime change

Organization

democratic opposition

roundtable opposition

Organizational
principle

loosely organized

formalized

Goal

pluralism
free speech
human rights

free elections
constitutionalism
rule of law

Strategy

critical discourse

negotiations

Roles

dissidents
ideologues
truth-tellers
forerunners

professionals
experts
legislators
founders

Enemy

communist regime

old regime and its fellow-travelers

Theory

Gramsci, Gouldner, Mannheim, Havel

Gouldner, Mannheim, Gagnow, Karabel

Consequence

formation of civil society,
political pluralization

non-violent, negotiated revolution

What would Gramsci and Havel have in common? Please note that Max Weber is absent.
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