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The Interplay of Threads – Western Policies and 
the Revolutions of 1989
Gyula Kodolányi

It is an accepted fact, never contested by players and observers of politics, that the 
velvet Revolutions of 1989 took world politics by surprise. Not that there was no 
awareness of impending events of great significance among Western leaders and 

their advisers. Not that Gorbachev or the reform communists of East Central Europe 
did not expect major changes. Yet the scale and depth of these revolutions, and their 
snowball effect that picked up not only an ever greater momentum but extended to 
ever greater areas, were a surprise.

No doubt we, actors of the events in East Central Europe, were often taken by sur-
prise, too -- but less so on the whole than our Western partners. Like some animals, 
to use another metaphor, we felt in us somehow the rumblings, the reverberations of 
the distant but approaching earthquake ahead of the events. This is not to say that 
we always saw clearly where we were. We had moments of grave doubt even as late 
as the summer of 1989 – for instance, at the time of the Tienanmen Square massacre. 
Far as it may have been geographically from us, the event did bear ominous portents. 
Throughout that period, we roller-coastered on the historic waves from high hopes to 
deep despair, though the most of the time we rode in high spirits. 

Robert Hutchings, at the end of the Preface to his excellent book American Diplomacy and 
the End of the Cold War, records for me very precisely the difference between history in the 
making and the writing of history by hindsight. As opposed to conspiracy theories on the 
one hand, and characterizations of politicians as blind bunglers on the other, there is the 
policy making process as it is being lived and acted in its full complexity – with, no doubt, 
varying degrees of talents and genius. Hutchings quotes French philosopher Henri Berg-
son’s phrase ”illusions of retrospective determinism,” to describe the opposite position, so 
well known: the omniscient historian’s biographer’s attitude of condescension. 

Having lived through the process as a member of the policy making team of President 
George H. W. Bush, Hutchings says: ”the historian goes back in time and decides upon 
a certain structure, sifting out evidence that does not fit the pattern.” However, Hutch-
ings goes on, ”this is not how history looks to those making it. They deal with confu-
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sion, contrary trends, and incomplete knowledge. The best of them may have foresight...
but they cannot have foreknowledge. They cannot turn the clock forward to see how 
their courses of action might influence future events.” (XVI). You can perhaps add a few 
other factors to foresight. Perhaps intuition. Perhaps the spirit of the age, which inspires 
foresight while itself influencing the march of events. Yet with these and others added, 
the honesty and modesty of his description will be shared by everyone who has gone 
through the experience of policy-making with the pursuit of clarity and self-knowledge. 

Naturally, conspiracy theories abound, and they thrive especially where the citizen 
is aware of his scarcity or deprivation of relevant information. In the suspicion and 
paranoia bred by such a situation, the myths of the omniscience of the secret services, 
of secret political deals grow to an inordinate size and significance. This is more the 
case in the former Eastern bloc, where information of the most quotidian sort used to 
be a monopoly of the communist power network. And there is reason to suppose that 
in certain important pockets of communist power, both in the Soviet Union and in East 
Central Europe, the ultimate outcome of Gorbachev’s reforms was perceived very pre-
cisely and without illusions very early on. A witness to this is the way in which political 
power was being converted to financial power by the nomenclature in these countries 
on the eve of 1989-90.

Whatever the findings of the secret archives may yield up one day, there still seems 
to be no doubt in me that Hutchings’ characterization does tell most accurately the real 
nature of the political process as lived by decisionmakers in the thick of it. There may 
have been hypothesized several scenarios for the unraveling of the communist system 
in the heads of secret strategists – that is in the nature of their work. But which of them 
will prevail, and through what motions – no one could know for certain. No one could 
have sifted out the one scenario, the one relevant analysis from the heap that deci-
sionmakers receive. Only outsiders can believe the opposite. And, unfortunately, some 
historians habitually fall into the illusion of retrospective determinism.

As a major testimony to this truth, let me quote one of the undoubtable political 
geniuses of the 1980’s, Margaret Thatcher. She summed up her inside view of the mo-
mentuous changes as follows:

”I now believe that all of us in the West overestimated the degree to which a Soviet 
empire whose core was provided by Marxist ideology and a communist nomenklatura 
– an empire constructed and bound together by force – could survive the onset of politi-
cal liberty. Perhaps we listened too much to the diplomats and Western experts and too 
little to the emigrés” (The Downing Street Years, 801). 

It is a fascinating task to reconstruct the actual process as it was lived and perceived 
by the protagonists during the immediate period leading to the rebirth of democracy 
in East Central Europe. The interplay of the various threads in that rich texture, as they 
ran along, sometimes in parallel, but criss-crossing and intertwining more and more 
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as the march of events accelerated. The threads of Western diplomacy, of Gorbachev’s 
game, of the protagonists of the opposition movements of Poland and Hungary, who 
were working toward their goal for several years.

*
Hutchings reports on the various discussions he and President George H. W. Bush held 
with Solidarity leaders in Poland in May and July 1989. At the time, when the great 
news for world politics was the Solidarity victory in the elections, and the chance, for 
the first time since the Hungarian 1956, for a non-communst party to be a major partici-
pant in a government in the Soviet orbit, guessing about the shape and speed of future 
events emerged inevitably as the chief subject of speculation.

Hutchings, as the number one adviser on East Central Europe for George H. W. 
Bush, was sent by him to Poland in May 1989, on a ”pre-advance trip” to plan the po-
litical agenda for the President’s July visit. In Warsaw, Hutchings discussed ”strategy 
and tactics” with opposition politicians at the American Ambassador’s residence, in a 
conversation that he recalled as follows:

”I reminded Solidarity adviser Bronislaw Geremek that when last we had met, in April 
1988, he had explained the strategy behind Solidarity’s readiness to enter into an ’anticrisis 
pact’ with the Jaruzelski government. Now, a year later, that opening had produced the 
Roundtable Agreement, but the same dilemmas remained for Solidarity.” (Hutchings, 55). 

Two months later, during the President’s visit, with the negotiations between the 
communists and Solidarity on the composition of the new government having gone a 
good distance, the perspective still looks similar in Poland. ”Like Solidarity’s leaders, 
we believed that political liberalization in Poland had to be led, at least nominally, from 
above even as it was being pushed from below, and that this would be a multiyear 
process extending at least through the next scheduled elections in 1993.” (64).

Yet at about the time of Hutchings’ conversation with Geremek, in May in Budapest, 
Pál Tar, a longtime friend of future Prime Minister József Antall, bets against another 
pal, writer Tibor Gyurkovics, that the Hungarian communist government will be gone 
in a year’s time. The prize is a keg of beer. In this anecdote, the roles of insider and 
outsider are turned: Tar is the Westerner, a 1956 political exile and a leading banker in 
Paris, who has been closely following and supporting the unfolding of opposition poli-
tics at home. And the bitterly doubting partner is a Hungarian writer from home, who 
does not participate in opposition activities, expressing the fatalism of a dwindling 
but significant majority opinion that the Jalta heritage has been carved indelibly on the 
tombstone of Central Europe. Tar wins the keg of beer: in May 1990 his friend, Antall, 
is sworn in as the new Prime Minister of Hungary, while Pál Tar himself becomes his 
Personal Adviser, and in 1991, Hungary’s Ambassador in Washington. (Tar, 105)

Tar, in fact, was sensing and sharing a vision, a deep feeling common to all of us in 
the stream of the events, in leading circles of the Hungarian opposition at the time, in 



138 Foreign  Policy Review

Gyula Kodolányi

mid-1989. At the communist (HWSP) Party Congress of May 8-9, ”the conservatives 
suffered a serious setback caused by the deep-rooted economic crisis,” as the later dep-
uty chairman of the Constitutional Court, Géza Herczegh recalls in an analytical paper 
(Herczegh 1991, 5). For conservatives – not a fortunate usage here, though quite fre-
quent - read hardliners. János Kádár, the enfeebled symbol of a historical period, who 
has become a pathetic figure and has all but collapsed mentally in the span of a year, is 
relieved of all his party posts. We felt then that a radical change was on the threshold, 
though we also knew that a reversal in the Soviet Union, as Western politicians feared, 
or in Hungary itself by desperate hard-liners, was not out of the question. But we felt 
those reverberations day by day. We had a gut feeling that the old style communists 
had lost. And we knew they knew, deep down. The gut feeling of two boxers in the 
ring as they look into each other’s eyes, for which it is hard to find objective verification.

Already a week before, on May 2, 1989, the Hungarian reform communist govern-
ment in a symbolic gesture, and with the attendance of the entire international press, 
cut a symbolic first gap into the security line on the border with Austria - two fences 
of barbed wire, electric wire, and a minefield on both sides, overseen by watchtowers, 
armed inspection and German shepherd dogs. A terrible frontier zone which many at-
tempted to sneak through during four decades but few succeeded. 

And in mid-June the Hungarian Roundtable Talks – formally tri-angular – begin, 
but with a singular difference. The Polish arrangement, a regulated co-habitation of the 
communists and the opposition is no more on the agenda. When the tough and legally 
exacting negotiations are completed in September, the outcome is an Agreement on 
entirely free, unrigged elections to be held in the spring of 1990. The agreement, unlike 
the Polish one, does not give any fixed quotas for the communists, but contains a set of 
complex rules following the West German electoral system for the most part. 

Another outcome of the Round Table Talks is a new Hungarian Constitution whose 
text – purportedly amendments – has to be passed by the sitting communist national 
assembly during the autumn. And the third outcome is the inauguration of the third 
Hungarian Republic – instead of the People’s Republic – on October 23rd, the anniver-
sary of the 1956 Revolution. The temporary head of state is Mátyás Szűrös, communist 
Speaker of the House, a reformist who has regarded this as the greatest moment of his 
life ever since.

This is a fine example of how the spiralling, eddying dynamics of the Revolutions of 
1989 work: a development in Poland gives momentum and creates a pattern for one in 
Hungary, but that development already pushes the frontier of the possible one step fur-
ther. The other characteristic of this dynamic is, unfolding from 1985, its regularly oc-
curing halts. The hard-line forces do not yield their ground easily, which is manifested 
in vague or specific political threats, bans and retributions including police brutality. 
There is a desperate attempt to draw a red line in concessions, and the red line is drawn 
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upon the ground again and again, a few steps further, as the momentum and push of 
revolution enforces a new retreat. From this it also follows that although the underly-
ing emotional and instinctive current of the events in us, the actors, was an assurance, 
an intuitive certainty that we will not fail, we were also aware of the risks. Perhaps I 
can best characterize this complex awareness by the fact that although I participated in 
all the significant street demonstrations of 1988-89, and read a speech at one of them, I 
asked my wife and early teenage kids to stay away from them until late 1989. 

From a comparison with the Polish developments it also appears that the role of the 
reform communists was different in Hungary from anywhere else – they were in fact 
the only genuine allies of Gorbachev in their mentality. It was a world of a difference to 
negotiate with the government in Hungary, with Imre Pozsgay or Miklós Németh on 
the other side of the table, from Poland where Jaruzelski and Rakowski still symbolised 
the violent demise of Solidarity seven years before. This was poignantly demonstrated 
when in August 1989 Pozsgay was withdrawn, by the temporary tide of the hard-lin-
ers, as the head of the communist negotiators at the Round Table conference. While 
Pozsgay visited the US and was received by George H. W. Bush in the Oval Office in 
Washington, his place was taken over by a hardline apparatchik, György Fejti at the ne-
gotiating table. His intolerance and lack of imagination almost shipwrecked the Talks. 
However, crisis – the political and economic and technological crisis of the communist 
system – was looming over the negotiating tables in both countries, an urging presence 
growing ever heavier, and Fejti, too, had to settle down for the realities. 

Yet indeed, the game was far from over. The reform communists, too, had a lot to 
fear and to lose from their own internal enemies. When on June 16th the martyrs of 1956 
were re-buried in a somber celebration on Heroes’ Square in Budapest, Imre Pozsgay, 
the leading reformist figure of the Communist Party wore a bullet-proof vest under his 
shirt. We, active participants from the opposition side, did not know this at the time, 
yet we all knew that the passing of this ritual, the re-burial of the martyrs, was critical 
for the future, a point of no return, which many would like to prevent. The event cut 
at the root of the popular legitimacy of the HSWP, formed in 1956 on the premise that 
a counter-revolution had been quenched. While Viktor Orbán, leader of the Alliance of 
Young Democrats, in his speech was urging the Soviet troops to leave Hungary fully 
and without delay, we all felt that a new voice emerged in that moment, the voice of an 
emancipated Hungary. Not that the Soviets had not begun to withdraw troops earlier 
that year as part of a process of many years – but this voice was categorical and ethical, 
not the voice of the negotiating table.

Still, when a few weeks later President George H. W. Bush comes on his official visit 
to Hungary from Poland, he only holds in-depth discussions with the politicians of the 
government. Opposition party leaders only meet him at the residence of American Am-
bassador Mark Palmer in a group of perhaps ten, for an hour’s span. What transpires 
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at the meeting is first of all a concurrence of voices of varying interest and talent, even 
though, as the President tells American journalists on board of Air Force One next day, 
he has been struck by the genuine determination of these voices. . 

It must be emphasized, however, that none of the three constitutional leaders of Hun-
gary to come in less than a year – President Árpád Göncz, Prime Minister József Antall 
and Speaker of Parliament György Szabad – are invited to the meeting, even though 
they are already prominent in public affairs at the time. They do not fit the unfortunate 
protocol. Hutchings himself notes that ”the meeting was not very successful,” though it 
and other impressions from the visit reinforced the sense that Hungary was moving rap-
idly toward multiparty democracy (66). On the other hand, National Security Adviser 
Brent Scowcroft is genuinely disenchanted by the quality of the opposition deputies 
(Bush-Scowroft, 125. He tells Imre Pozsgay at the evening reception that the opposition 
performance was ”lamentable”. Pozsgay, judicious as usual, answers that ”it is not the 
mistake of the opposition but of the programme organizers”, suggesting fairly clearly, 
that the Americans were misled (178-9). However, Pozsgay also adds in his book that the 
President did snatch time from his programme in order to have a private meeting with 
Viktor Orbán and other leaders of the Young Democrats – at that time the fourth party 
in size, but clearly a strong radical factor for future Hungarian politics (179).

Was American policy mis-informed? We know it could not be. Certainly, from my 
personal experience I can ascertain that fact. American diplomats, and representatives 
from a broad spectrum of American political life, had been, in fact, following devel-
opments in Hungary very closely for at least four years by that time. The key to this 
strange anti-climactic chapter of the Bush visit must be in the selection and evaluation 
of information, the personal – and often subjective – perceptions of American diplo-
mats. And even more, in what the strategic priorities of the President and his team were 
at the moment. Here the perceptions of the instant mattered, in a season in which dra-
matic developments were brought by every month, and every week. More happened 
in Europe in a year, 1989, than during the whole decade before. (Not to mention China, 
and the massacre on Tienanmen Square, which sat heavily on the minds of both Bush 
and the East Central European opposition at the very moment of Bush’s visit in Poland 
and Hungary.) 

While the leaders of the velvet revolutions and Gorbachev and other reform commu-
nists were the prime movers of the events in Poland and Hungary throughout 1987-88, 
in mid-1989 a decisive change took place in the conduct of American politics. After tak-
ing his bearings in a radical foreign policy review process during the first months of his 
Presidency, George H. W. Bush emerged as a decisive player of the drama. Revaluating 
the entire American strategy vis-á-vis Gorbachev and his glasnost, the American Presi-
dent became a key player in fostering a global political environment in which an event 
like the re-burial of the martyrs of the Hungarian 1956 could take place. (Hutchings, 3). 
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Coming into office in early 1989, Bush initiated his global foreign policy in the firm 
belief that Gorbachev relied on the West for support, and therefore he should be taken 
at his word, he should deliver. And that delivery, Bush was the first to recognize, might 
include at the end of the road the unification of Germany and the liberation of East 
Central Europe – goals that no Western leader had seen since a long time as having 
any reality in the short run. Perhaps for the first time in the 20th century, East Central 
Europe was put at the top of the foreign policy agenda of an American President. This 
time not as the place of unexpected outbreaks of resistance to communism, as in 1956 in 
Hungary and in 1968 in Czechoslovakia, to which an emergency policy response must 
be improvised. Not even like the miraculous story of Solidarity beginning with 1979-
80, following which President Reagan did develop a strategy – and one which had a 
major part in Solidarity’s survival. But this time, in 1989, East Central Europe emerged 
as the place where the outcome of global events will be decided, and without a war. 
This story is told persuasively, in great detail, by George Bush and Brent Scowcroft, by 
Margaret Thatcher, by James Baker, by Robert L. Hutchings, and also, in another fine 
book, by Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice, who worked through the whole diplo-
macy of German re-unification with George H. W. Bush and James Baker. 

And there is a third, equally important thread in the same story: the momentary 
developments of glasnost and perestroika, and the way its initiators and leaders, Mikhail 
Gorbachev and Edouard Shevardnadze, perceived the same process. It is a thread to 
which we will devote detailed attention later. The three threads work in a beautiful 
synergy, events in one place causing immediate outcomes in another, in a manner rare-
ly seen in history. Fast communication and the media certainly add a lot to the acceler-
ating speed of these synergies. This is a new phenomenon: the unfolding information 
revolution brings events and facts apparently distant into a constant interplay day by 
day, from the Baltics to Bucharest, from Washington to Peking.

As for the Washington thread, at the moment suffice it to say that by the middle of 
1989, as the evidence of these sources indicates, the President and his team came to 
evaluate situations in the framework of this overall game with Gorbachev, and in that 
game the Hungarian reform-communists still held a more important place – let us say 
they were more instrumental - than the Hungarian opposition. Pozsgay, Németh and 
Horn seemed to be politicians with whom one could negotiate, and whose power still 
seemed firm inside the country. Pozsgay, let us note, entertained no more illusiouns 
about perestroika at this time, and as he saw the credibility of the communists shrink he 
had steadily strenghtened his regular contact with the Hungarian opposition forces. 
But few shared his vision in his party.

Despite shared perceptions of something momentuous taking place, ultimately, it 
was the inner sense of the transition process that was different in the opposition forces 
of East Central Europe and in Western polticians, even the most daring among them. 
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The internal clocks kept different times, at least until the sudden acceleration of things 
on August 20th, when flocks of East German tourists ran across the Hungarian border 
into Austria, at a so-called Pan-European Picnic, organized by the Hungarian Demo-
cratic Forum, the biggest opposition group, with the secret co-operation of Imre Pozs-
gay on the government side. The domino effect of this event led to the fall of the Berlin 
Wall less than three months later.

As the first thread in this story, it will be interesting perhaps to take a more intimate 
look at the process leading to the velvet revolution of Hungary, the Transition process, 
starting with its perceptible beginnings in 1985. The beginnings of the transition and 
the awareness of Western, especially American diplomacy of the unfolding of alterna-
tive agendas. I will be allowed perhaps to bring in some personal detail here, too, using 
Hungary also as the case that I do know intimately, including many unpublished details.

*
Western politics had access to ample information about Hungary from the late seven-
ties and early eighties onward. Slowly but surely, with fits and starts, the frontiers of 
publication were pushed ever further by the Hungarian intellectual class, which meant 
that more and more extensive areas of life were reported upon in the press, in litera-
ture, in science and scholarship. Travel and trade, technological and scientific exchange 
expanded. Western diplomats could move about in many circles and meet people in all 
walks of life. Yet they were closely watched by police authorities, and everyone knew 
this. Only a few people could, and even less dared to maintain a regular and intensive 
contact with them. These people mostly came from the ”free” professions – literature, 
art and science, a few doctors perhaps - and a growing yet small number of people who 
openly assumed the stance of an unofficial opposition.

Ambassador Philip M. Kaiser, a friend and a keen and generous mind, who was posted 
to Budapest in 1978-82, summed up the situation in his memoirs as follows: ”Particularly 
impressive was the continuing effort of Hungarians to expand their political and intel-
lectual elbow room in a society still controlled by a Communist dictatorship, even though 
it was the most ’liberal’ in Eastern Europe. The Communist political infrastructure was 
still in place, with party domination over all institutions, a powerful and pervasive secret 
police, a controlled press, and a powerless parliament. Free assembly was prohibited and 
phones were tapped. Moreover, eighty thousand Soviet troops occupied Hungary. West-
ern ambassadors, particularly the American, were closely watched: our servants reported 
on us regularly, on our personal habits, our movements, and our guests.” (266-7). Such 
a judicious evaluation could be expected from a brilliant professional diplomat who had 
began his career as a proud member of President Harry Truman’s team.

At this point I have to step into this story in person. We – my wife and myself – be-
longed to this latter group, the ”guests” of the Kaisers’, Philip and his spirited wife 
Hannah. Our role had grown out of a situation and a choice. The dominant factor of 
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this situation is explained by Kaiser himself: ”Thirty years of Communist rule did not 
diminish the Hungarians’ regard for their literary figures. No contemporary Hungar-
ian was more revered than Gyula Illyés, an outstanding poet who also wrote The People 
of the Puszta, a classic portrayal of the life of the poor farmers in the western plains. We 
cherished our friendship with Illyés, which we fully enjoyed without benefit of inter-
preters. We communicated in French.” (266)

The daughter of Gyula Illyés, Mária Anna is my wife. From the beginning of our 
marriage in 1965, we had built up an informal international network of friendships, 
which included diplomats and journalists posted to Budapest. The network grew out 
of a cultural and professional curiosity and genuine personal affinities – my wife being 
an art historian, myself a poet and a scholar of English and American literature – but 
from the very outset it has been also motivated by an awareness that we can use our 
unique situation as unofficial spokespeople, presenting a true image of the life and 
aspirations of our nation in our walks of life. This was a conscious choice, since we 
could have used our relative protection for different purposes. We also had to pay for 
this choice by undergoing unceasing police surveillance, and by accepting marginality 
– regardless or despite of our professional achievements -- in our careers. Yet such was 
the tradition, the calling on both sides of our families – my father-in-law and my uncle 
János Kodolányi, novelist, had bequeathed on us the ethos of voluntary public service. 
My wife had inherited and maintained the rich French connections of her father, and 
the two of us had made on professional visits many friends in Britain, the United States, 
and many other countries. Later on, from the late Seventies, this situation gradually 
grew into my strong involvement as one of the spokesmen of the emerging unofficial 
Hungarian opposition movements. We have fond memories of many pre-1989 ambas-
sadors, not only Kaiser, but also Harry Bergold, the British Leonard Appleyard, the 
beautiful Canadian Dorothy Jane Armstrong, the French Paul Leconte, and others. 

Most Western ambassadors and diplomats tried to socialize in the widest possible 
circle in those decades, after 1962, when the Kádár regime began to thaw after the 
post-Revolution repression. Our friends in our Hungarian generation, that of the Six-
ties, was a generation of revolt in its own way, too. Artists and intellectuals, older and 
younger, we were characteristically uninterested in making careers in the Philistine 
atmosphere of Kádár’s establishment, which we regarded as outright ludicrous and 
disgustingly hypocritical with its double talk. Mostly of a middle class background, we 
spoke Western languages and remained satisfied with marginal professional positions. 
We never accepted the severance of Hungary’s life ties with the West. Among the diplo-
mats, especially the British, many made efforts, too, to learn Hungarian. With curiosity 
and sympathy, they moved around a great deal in the country, and could understand 
plenty from sleights of hand, half sentences, understatements and ironic inuendoes 
about the feelings and everyday life of the people. We, too – my wife and myself - made 
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many friends among the younger British diplomatic staff in the late Sixties, as we grad-
ually acclimatized ourselves to the intrusions of surveillance, sometimes quite rude. 
All this took place before an ever widening background of international professional 
connections and family tourism – Hungarian emigrés visiting home and Hungarian 
citizens visiting their relatives among the more than one million living in the West. The 
flow of information from the West was secured for the ordinary Hungarian, with a very 
high standard, through the broadcasts of Radio Free Europe, which gradually went on 
air with a round the clock service.

Such was the information situation when the decisive year of 1985 came. I arrived 
with my family back to Hungary at the end of the summer of 1985, after a year of 
teaching in Santa Barbara as a Fulbright Fellow. My friend Géza Jeszenszky – who was 
to become the Foreign Minister in 1990 - remained a year and a half longer, teaching 
modern history at UCSB with the same Fellowship. Although I was also offered an 
extension from the Fulbright people and the University of California, we came home. 
We arrived back to Hungary just a few weeks after the historical Monor meeting of the 
Hungarian underground opposition, where the two wings agreed on co-operation – a 
fortunate agreement that was to last for almost two years between the so-called urban-
ists and populists, the ”democratic” opposition and the ”national” opposition. (Op-
position here means an assemblage of underground networks, since in a Communist 
country no alternative political and civic associations were allowed to be formed until 
1989, while most of the members of that network were widely acknowledged profes-
sionals in their own vocations.) 

That is to say, Hungarian opposition politics is on the boil in the autumn of 1985, and 
from here its tempo will be ever accelerating and its outreach widening explosively, 
up to the Revolution of 1989 and the election of March-April 1990. The year I spend 
in Santa Barbara indeed sees a great change from the autumn of 1984, when the senile 
and ailing Chernenko was overseeing the Soviet empire. In a curious way, already from 
1983, Hungarian opposition circles had a fairly exact knowledge of who Gorbachev, 
waiting in the wings, was, of his reformist and radical opinions, much earlier than most 
politicians in the West. The information came from the Hungarian reform communists, 
especially from Imre Pozsgay. They, just like the opposition, after many years of ups 
and downs, now moving ahead, now idling, were looking eagerly forward to a Soviet 
leader who would bring new tidings. With Gorbachev’s rise to power in the spring of 
1985, the activities of the Hungarian opposition and the courage of the reform Com-
munists blossom out as if from a magic touch, after years of relative hibernation after 
the shock of the Solidarity showdown in Poland. 

In the autumn of 1985, an important international event takes place in Budapest, a 
conference of the Helsinki process, the main instrument of global detente politics since 
1975. The debate of the so-called baskets of human rights and free exchange of culture 
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bring many prominent Westerners to Budapest, as members of their national delega-
tions. From the United States, the dramatist Edward Albee, modern dance artist Trisha 
Brown, essayist Susan Sonntag, and black Washington painter Sam Gilliam, among 
others. But the Hungarian public, artists and intellectuals can have hardly any access to 
these people. The guests are kept busy at the conference, which is taking place behind 
closed doors, under tight police security at the Budapest Congress Center and the ad-
joining Buda Penta Hotel. For instance, Albee is hardly able to sneak out to a perform-
ance of one of his plays, to give an interview to Hungarian television, and to private 
encounters with persons like me – a tight agenda that may also be a bureaucratic short-
sigthedness on the part of the international organizers. 

At the same time, Hungarian opposition intellectuals organize, with the help of the 
International Helsinki Committee, an alternative Budapest Forum. At the last moment, 
under obvoius government pressure, the original hotel venue is withdrawn from to the 
event. Some one hundred of us are crowding for three days, as a fast alternative solu-
tion, in a garret studio on the top level of an old villa on Gellért Hill, near the heart of 
Buda, less than a mile away from the official Forum. Among the foreign speakers are 
Susan Sonntag, Serbian-Hungarian novelist Danilo Kis, British journalist Timothy Gar-
ton Ash, Israeli novelist Amos Oz. The organizers are Vaclav Havel’s close friend and 
future adviser, Prince Schwarzenberg, an Austrian whose family had owned estates 
in Czechoslovakia up till World War II, and Jeri Laber, head of the American Helsinki 
Committee from New York. Many of these people are to become closer friends in the 
time to come. With Danilo Kis I will spend and unforgettable chat and walk on the mar-
gins of a conference in Albi in May 1988 – he already being fatally ill from cancer of the 
lungs, but playing it down with characteristic charm. With Jeri Laber, I will build up 
a personal hot line in the matter of human rights abuses, and the contact will become 
formalized in 1989 when the Hungarian Helsinki Committee is formed, where I am to 
serve as one of the two Co-ordinators. Prince Schwarzenberg, from Vienna, is in charge 
of the Committee’s operations in East Central Europe, and our professional friendship 
will widen from 1990 when he becomes Chief of Staff for President Havel, and I become 
the Senior Foreign Policy Adviser to Prime Minister József Antall.

Yet a vision of such developments, a matter of hardly more than four years, would 
have seemed wildly surreal to us in the Fall of 1985. At that moment we regarded the 
alternative forum as the best thing that had happened to us in many years. The alter-
native forum, at which most of the signatories of the Monor Declaration participate, 
cannot be dispersed by the police authorities, since that would destroy the image of 
tolerance the Hungarian goverment, heavily in debt, is so eager to preserve in the West. 
The Alternative Forum publishes a declaration demanding the upholding of human 
and minority rights in East Central Europe, protesting on behalf of free speech and 
the free exchange of ideas, and especially on behalf of Géza Szőcs, a Hungarian poet 
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in the Romanian city of Kolozsvár (Cluj), who is kept under house arrest, under police 
surveillance because of the publication of the samizdat Counterpoints. The resolution 
on behalf of Géza Szőcs is drafted and read out by my former student and friend Enikő 
Bollobás, who will fill important diplomatic positions in 1990-94. I keenly remember 
Hungarian poet and opposition leader Sándor Csoóri’s speech, in which he wondered 
whether the sufferings of Eastern Europe, and the spirit that unfolds and issues from 
it, will add a new dimension to the thinking of the West, as the special contribution of 
our wasted years. A question which was eloquently answered in 1989, but is harder to 
answer in the long run, it seems to me. 

A particularly touching moment closed the events of the forum. After the final speech-
es, Prince Karl Schwarzenberg, who had not spoken up to that point, only strolled up 
and down the span of the studio, with a cavalry officer’s stiff steps, suddenly asked for 
the virtual rostrum. He briefly introduced himself to the audience, and as an organizer 
thanked them for the discipline and good feeling with which they conferred in the tight 
studio for two days. Then, with an unexpected turn, he asked for the forgivingness of 
Hungarians for what his family did against them in the 1848-1849 War of Independence. 
(His forefather, Prince Schwarzenberg, was the Chancellor of Austria at the time, and he 
was personally responsible for the atrocious execution of the first democratically elected 
Hungarian Prime Minister, Count Lajos Batthyány.) The event may sound enigmatic to 
a modern Westerner – yet for us it was extremely moving. It was an eloquent and grace-
ful expression of the sense of living history, so important for all us in the region. Beyond 
the words, it was also an indirect response to Csoóri’s speech. It was an exquisite em-
bodiment of the best spirit of East Central Europe, indeeed the European spirit of broth-
erhood, which arose with the Hungarian intellectuals’ protest against the imprisonment 
of the Charta 77 group, and was fortified in the secret contacts which the intellectuals of 
the region had maintained with the underground Polish Solidarity. This was the spirit 
which made so many events of 1989 possible – the flow of opposition information across 
the borders, the mutual participation in events of protest, and the Hungarian opening of 
the Austrian border for East German tourists on August 20th. 

Apparently we find less sympathy with Timothy Garton Ash, to whom Sándor 
Csoóri talks with eloquence about the plight of the Hungarian minorities in Romania on 
one evening during the alternative forum, at the apartment of György Konrád. Enikő 
Bollobás and myself do the translation. Garton Ash finds the event somewhat pathetic 
and amusing in his book, striking him as a court situation, with an unnamed and self-
subjecting team working for a ”populist” leader. It does not occur to him that Csoóri, 
though a major poet translated to a dozen languages, is a first generation intellectual 
who was barred from learning Western languages during the Stalinist era – neither does 
Garton Ash attempt to talk to us interpreters personally in any depth, to find out who 
we actually are and where we are we heading. The cool mind of the journalist, too often 
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a mere spectator, misses essential points here, in a situation that will often repeat itself 
in the times to come. The asynchronicity of the encounter of Garton Ash and Csoóri was 
one that could have easily taken place in Russia with Solzhenitsyn some years before. A 
non-meeting of two cultures, two traditions, two levels of understanding. 

Through our contacts to the American Embassy, my wife and myself are able to attend 
a small, closed performance of artists of the Western delegations on one night during the 
official Helsinki Forum. We are walking toward the Congress Centre building through 
an almost empty and dark parking lot in the misty cold night. The main entrance is 
closed. At a side entrance Hungarian police and state security examine our invitation 
cards and identity papers, casting at us furtive glances that strike me as unusually icy 
even for them. A moment later, composing myself, I remember: the day is October 23rd, 
the anniversary of the 1956 Hungarian Revolution, the day of the year when Kádár’s 
police are put on the highest alert. Inside, in a chamber room, we admire Trisha Brown’s 
solo improvisation, among some thirty other spectators, mostly non-Hungarian. 

At this time the regular contact I have had with Western diplomats for many years 
begins to take on a different character. Earlier the cultural aspect dominates: through 
the years, I am organizing readings at the university for such guests of the USIA as Al-
len Ginsberg, Robert Hass, Paul Theroux, Ihab Hassan, and many others. From relaxed 
fraternizing and socializing, with occasional spans of serious affairs to talk about, it be-
gins to develop into a close follow-up on things that seem to happen in Hungary now 
from month to month, week to week. The Americans are the most alert, and I develop a 
friendship which Richard Baltimore III, head of the political department of the Ameri-
can Embassy in Budapest. Through Baltimore and other diplomats, who maintain a 
network of such acquaintances, US diplomacy is able to continuously keep track of 
ideas and plans of the Hungarian opposition, of their interpretation of affairs. A stream 
of political visitors, journalists and politicians, begins to flow from the US, whom we 
meet in dinners, receptions, at café tables or in our homes. My friendship with Balti-
more is infused with new life when he returns to Budapest in 1990. This time he is First 
Counsellor and Deputy Chief of Mission, and I am Senior Adviser on Foreign Policy to 
the Prime Minister. Call yourself Special Assistant to the Prime Minister, Richard tells 
me in my new office in May in the neo-Gothic building of the Parliament, as I am com-
posing my official name card. I am incredulous, not knowing that indeed the National 
Security Adviser is called a Special Assistant in the White House. Richard grins with a 
radiant smile, recording precisely the glory and the irony of the situation.

Between the two postings of Baltimore, in 1988-89, another head of the political de-
partment of the US Embassy, Tom Lynch follows developments in Hungary closely 
and with the same interest, sympathy and ability. A dynamic and flamboyant Ameri-
can Ambassador, Mark Palmer, will arrive in Budapest in 1988. He will make his ap-
pearance with his youthful looks and ”propeller tie” at the mushrooming opposition 
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events everywhere, testing the Hungarian government’s idea of diplomatic propriety 
-- a circumstance that may have contributed to his early recall in late 1989. His enthu-
siasm and his easy manner of communication wins most of us, even though we gradu-
ally discover that his sympathies are not impartially distributed, as they should, among 
the various opposition groups or the reform communists.

There is a lot to keep track of indeed beginning with the Fall of 1985 – but I can 
only mention the milestones. In November 1986 the Congress of the Writers’ Union 
ends with a slap in the face and a scandal for the Communist Party. The writers, for 
the first time since 1956, do not accept candidates for the Presidium from the Ministry 
of Culture and the Central Committee of the Communist Party. During the three-day 
closed event the writers do not only elect their own alternate candidates, but they also 
hold forth amply and with great rhetorical gusto on the failure of the government in all 
walks of life – which the top officials sitting on the rostrum listen to with incredulous 
and boiling indignation. The challenge of the writers is so dangerous that the officials 
secretly engineer the forming of an alternative Union for loyal writers – a ”voluntary” 
alternative Union with government backing. 

Already in 1984, the so-called national opposition sets up the Bethlen Gábor Founda-
tion for the support of Hungarian culture beyond the borders, and for understanding 
among the East Central European intellectuals. This is the first attempt in decades to 
form a public foundation based on civil initiative and citizens’ money, and based on 
open operation, probably in the entire Eastern bloc. As permission to operate is de-
layed by the authorities for four years (and eight years form the inception of the idea) 
the Foundation begins its operation illegally, and from the autumn of 1985 we grant 
the Bethlen Prize twice a year to banned Hungarian writers. The money comes from 
private sources – I collect the money together with psychiatrist and philosopher Ber-
talan Pethő, and among our permanent donors are such prominent figures as Sarolta 
Péczely, the widow of Zoltán Kodály, and Béla Bartók Jr., and the families of the origi-
nal founders, Gyula Illyés and László Németh. The Prize along with a bottle of Tokay 
with our handwritten label, is awarded by my mother-in-law, widow of the poet Gyula 
Illyés, in a small private ceremony in our house, in the presence of Bertalan Pethő and 
other leading figures of the Foundation. 

When we can award the Bethlen Prize openly and publicly, from November 1988, re-
cipients will include major Central European figures like Czech novelist Bohumil Hra-
bal and Polish poet Zbigniew Herbert, as well as Hungarians from beyond the borders, 
among them Géza Szőcs. The Bethlen Gábor Foundation is also important as the seed 
of full-fledged opposition politics because members of its boards will be the organiz-
ers of the Lakitelek meeting in September 1987, where the Magyar Demokrata Fórum 
(Hungarian Democratic Forum), the first free political association since 1956, is created 
in a Declaration, signed by 172 intellectuals – and unpublished in the official press. The 
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meeting takes place on the family grounds of Sándor Lezsák, poet and opposition intel-
lectual, in a farming village some 90 miles southeast of Budapest. 

By the time of the Lakitelek Meeting, the Hungarian opposition is split again. Even 
though György Konrád, whom I drive to Lakitelek, brings an eloquent and generous 
greeting speech from the other camp, only a handful other leaders of the ”democratic” 
opposition are present. Their ranks are not invited, as the ”national” opposition re-
sents their publishing, without a previous co-ordination, the famous Social Contract 
in the summer of 1987. In that piece – perhaps giving a precedent to the 1988 stance of 
Solidarity – the leaders of the movement, after a stark assessment of the country’s situ-
ation, call for a joint management of the crisis by the opposition and the communists, 
and demand the demotion of János Kádár. The other historical cause of the absence of 
the ”democratic” opposition at Lakitelek is that the fledgling Hungarian Democratic 
Forum invited Imre Pozsgay to the meeting, who accepted the invitation and even 
spoke there, in the pouring rain, under a big army tent. His participation was to create, 
as he expected, a big scandal in the Communist leadership and a special investigation 
against him within the Political Committee of the Communist Party. But to speak there 
along with the authors of the Social Contract in the Lakitelek tent would have been 
more than he could defend before a personally insulted and raging Kádár. 

However, Pozsgay does not budge in his loyalty to the Meeting, and under pretence 
of an interview conducted with him some weeks later, he manages to publish the Lak-
itelek Declaration in the daily Magyar Nemzet. (Pozsgay, 160-163) The ”democratic” 
opposition, on the other hand, will soon create its own organization, the Szabad Kez-
deményezések Hálózata (Network of Free Initiatives), which in 1989 will grow into a 
party, the Alliance of Free Democrats. 

The split between the two major wings of the opposition was lamentable, and over 
the years the gap became ever wider from this point on. Many of us suffered wounds 
which healed slowly or never. It was to cause bitter breaks in old friendships, and many 
personal charges of failed loyalties to each other and to the political cause. However, 
the split was also inevitable. The two groups, the ”democratic” opposition and the ”na-
tional” opposition were to become the cores of the future center left and center right of 
free Hungarian politics. The left liberal to anarchist on the one side, and the Christian 
Democratic to right liberal bodies on the other. The positions, differing in ideology and 
strategy, become articulated more and more clearly in the course of Spring 1988 at the 
debates of the Jurta Theater in Budapest, to serve as the beginning of a seriously articu-
lated and ideologically based parliamentary party system in Hungary.

In 1988 the movement against the Hungarian-Czechoslovak dam project on the Dan-
ube between Gabcikovo and Visegrád also picks up momentum. The barrage system, 
which we soon begin to call Dunasaurus, is regarded as a Soviet-inspired megalomaniac 
plan of engineering, with its history going back to the Stalinist Fifties. The electric energy 
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to be gained from the monster is insignificant, the environmental damage to be caused 
is inordinate, threatening to destroy Europe’s finest riverbank wild life reserve in the 
northwest of the country, and to pollute Hungary’s biggest drinking water reservoir, 
deep in the pebble bed under the same banks. Also, as oposition intellectuals argue in 
public appeals to the government, it will undermine the whole ecosystem of the regions 
on both sides of the Danube from the northwestern border down to Budapest. After futile 
interventions with the Academy of Sciences (where opinion tilts toward the environmen-
talists) and an equally futile call to the Parliament and the government, signed by the best 
known intellectual authorities of the country, the Danube Movement takes to the street. 

On May 27, 1988, the unimaginable happens. On a beautiful Friday afternoon, three 
to five thousand people gather in the heart of Pest, on Vörösmarty Square. In a cheerful, 
peaceful march, we walk down Andrássy út, occupying half of the magnificent avenue, 
and then at the Körönd (Round Square) turn right to the Austrian Embassy in Benczúr 
utca. Two of our spokesmen deliver a written protest addressed to the Austrian gov-
ernement which provides financial guarantees to the Austrian firms that are to partici-
pate in the accelerated construction of the barrage system after a temporary halt of a 
few months. On the hand-made posters we are carrying – messages to the government 
– political humour dominates defiance. The atmosphere is hard to describe – it is so 
elevating. The miracle happens – for the first time since 1956, a spontaneous mass dem-
onstration. We all realize the significance of the historical moment – it is in this moment 
that we have entirely left our fear behind, that we have assumed our full freedom, that 
we have recognized the upward thrust of common action. A serene ecstasy overcomes 
us, in the constellation of joy and love. 

This ecstasy of joy and love were hallmarks of the movements of Hungary in 1987-
90, and indeed of all the revolutions of 1989. They added a spiritual dimension, which 
gave them a unique significance beyond the political. They declared and reinforced the 
freedom of the individual and the community at a historical juncture when it was in 
deadly peril in the West, too, under the uniformizing pressure of the consumer socie-
ties, French Catholic philosopher Chantal Delsol said. Someone with strong and friend-
ly connections in the region, she holds that these revolutions “aimed at restoring the 
rights of true humanity”, at “a restoration of the order of being”, and the key concepts 
of this historical effort were “singularity”, “the person” and “human dignity” (66). 
These values culminated spectacularly in the “Velvet Revolution” of Prague -- while 
the communal dimension of this restoration of the order of being was nowhere more 
remarkably presented than in the “Singing Revolution” of Estonia starting in 1988, and 
the Baltic Chain of August 23, 1989, where two million people joined hands serenely 
and fraternally, from Tallinn to Riga in a peaceful protest against the Soviet occupation. 

No doubt, the pursuit of the authentic and the spontaneous, often running to the 
extreme, was a celebrated cult in alternative and opposition circles in the closed-in so-
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cieties of communist East Central Europe. What may have appeared as the eccentricity 
of Bohemians, self-fulfilling slaps in the face of a monolithical, ossified and absurdly 
dumb power, in fact all contributed to a restoration of the authenticíty of the person, 
of human dignity. Legendary stories about authentic individuals, sometimes apocry-
phal, were a nourishment for our survival techniques. Their authenticity was unlike 
the media staple of stardom – it sprang from a deep connection with present, past and 
future. Out of this authenticity a unique sense of creativity, of humor emerged, cul-
minating in these singing revolutions, satirical posters and chants, and human chains, 
before which a brutal and inwardly broken power often stood helpless. These authen-
tic acts, to quote Delsol again, “created a human unity in time”, a community of free 
individuals in space and time, “since it is possible that the dead are more alive than 
we are.” (70) 

On May 27, 1988, the Hungarian police, who on March 15, ten weeks earlier, brutally 
dispersed the 1848 celebration of the opposition leaders, ensure the safety of the march 
in a calm professional manner in the peak hour traffic. Pedestrians and drivers are 
astounded at the sight, and no bad word passes from either side. Only a middle aged 
man with a rumpled face jumps out of a car, shouting in characteristically agressive 
Budapest humour: ”Could you not do this at some other time?”

What happened during the intervening ten weeks – not so short a time in that hectic 
year? What changed the attitude of the police? One cause was the very bad reception of 
the March 15th police brutality in the international press. The government recognizes 
that such action must remain a final resort in the times to come. The second cause, not 
unrelated to the first, is a more sweping development: an epochal change takes place in 
the party leadership.

Two weeks before our march, at the Party Congress of early May, the senile János 
Kádár is pushed back to a nominal position as President Emeritus. In the person of 
Károly Grósz a younger, more flexible and pragmatic leader steps to the first place, 
who will soon visit the United States, to negotiate, among other things, about the al-
leviation of Hungary’s debt burden. We feel that an era is over, and the date is June 
6th, 1988. But the communist system dies with a long agony, and the semblance of its 
power survives for a while. There is division in the ranks of the party itself, and the 
ability to handle a protracted civil movement with nerve and flexibility had not been 
a subject taught at Marxist political academies. Nothing underlines this better than the 
extremely rude behaviour of the police just a week later, on June 15th, in Budapest. A 
small demonstration of the opposition elite commemorates the execution of Imre Nagy. 
Police mounted on motorbikes drive into the march, injuring and beating up people, 
among them prominent leaders of the opposition movements.

The third explanation for the changed behavior of the police at the May anti-dam 
demonstration lies in the peculiar advantage environmentalist movements developed 
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during the Hungarian Transition. Indeed, the movement becomes one of the two big 
grassroots bases of the peaceful revolutionary process. It possesses a special lure for 
thousands of people who are wary of an open confrontation with the government. 
The Danube issue appears to have placed its premises outside the main political dis-
pute, and appears to bypass the government-opposition dichotomy. And although the 
communist hardliners are angered by the emergence of an unexpectedly popular and 
strong foe, it is harder – if not impossible - to send out the police against an agenda that 
is based on scientific and economic arguments, and indeed the arguments are ration-
ally presented. (The core of the movement, the Duna Kör (Danube Circle), receives the 
alternative Nobel Prize for environmental protection in 1987 – an event downplayed, 
in fact, almost kept a secret in the official Hungarian press at the time.) The movement, 
to sum up, is at the same time able to span the entire spectrum of opposition thought 
and politics, and as such it works as one of the great unifying forces for more than two 
years. On July 28, 1988 it will create a new co-ordinating forum, the Nagymaros Com-
mittee, in which the entire spectrum of the political and civil movements is represented.

For the above reasons, the Danube movement becomes the school of civil politics for 
many people who will later enter the national arena. The feeling against the Danube 
barrage system remains so deeply ingrained in the spirit of the revolution, that as late 
as 1998, the socialist government of Gyula Horn loses the elections because of clandes-
tine talks with the Slovaks about the resumption of the construction work.

At the same time, on a hot mid-summer morning, July 8th, top diplomats of the Ameri-
can delegation in Vienna, Ambassadors Warren Zimmermann and Sam Wise receive the 
representatives of the Hungarian Democratic Forum, in their air-conditioned office on 
the Ring. The two envoys, Rudolf Joó and myself spend there about a hundred minutes, 
and we talk about the Romanian refugee crisis, the people pouring into Hungary, but are 
also given a fair chance to talk about our party and our perception of the political situa-
tion at home to attentive American ears, in an official diplomatic setting for the first time 
outside Hungary, with notetakers present. On the evening of the 10th, as I am boarding 
my train back to Budapest, the fresh edition of the evening Kurier strikes my eyes with ite 
bold front-page news: Gorbachev is to announce the following week the withdrawal of 
Hungarian troops from Hungary. The source of the news is a briefing at the White House 
on the 9th, based on a confidential source. It occurs to me: Ambassadors Zimmermann and 
Wise must have been fully aware of the information at the time of our Friday meeting. 
The momentuousness of that Gorbachev move must have lent a special significance to our 
meeting. At the moment, outside the Communist Party, the Hungarian Democratic Forum 
is the only alternative political network – though without legal permission to operate, it is 
a responsible partner that communist power will badly need in the times to come. 

From among the meetings we as oppostion representatives had with American politi-
cians during this season in Budapest, let us mention at least one, a dinner with Undersec-
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retary of State Richard Schifter, whose special responsibility was human rights. Arriving 
from Bucharest, he met us on July 15th at the Béla Király Út residence of Tom Lynch, with 
Chargé D’affaires and Deputy Chief of Mission Kursch also present. We are seated at 
round tables of eight, but there is chance for Schifter to talk to many of us while drinks are 
served before dinner on the wonderful terrace of the small residence, overlooking a steep 
and lush valley in the Buda Hills, and the conversation continues after dinner too. Some 
spouses are also present, and the atmosphere, though often serious and businesslike, is 
also leisurely and friendly. There is a good list of guests: Sándor Csoóri, István Csurka 
and myself from the Hungarian Democratic Forum, János Kis, Miklós Vásárhelyi and 
Ferenc Kőszeg from the Alliance of Free Democrats. No one is invited from among gov-
ernment and Communist Party dignitaries. At our dinner table the prominent television 
anchorman János Betlen, with strong ties with the opposition, translates the conversation 
betweeen Schifter and Csoóri, with Kis, Kőszeg and myself joining in. 

*
To return to our narrative, in July 1988 I am suddenly and unexpectedly encouraged 
by the editors to publish an essay against the barrage project in the cultural weekly Új 
Tükör (New Mirror). I wrote the essay in the spring, but for a long time there seemed 
to be no chance to have it published. This is the first time that the arguments of the 
Danube Movement appear in the official press – whatever had been written so far, 
was printed illegally, for samizdat circulation. Although my article, and the rejoinder 
of editor and novelist Imre Szász is to provoke a rude attack from Professor Miklós 
Kozák, a communist representative of the hydroelectric lobby in Új Tükör the following 
week, the mere publication of my views indicates that in the secret background of party 
offices a debate began within the communist leadership itself over the issue. 

And in November 1988, the month the new reform-communist Prime Minister, 
Miklós Németh is appointed, ten thousand of us will participate in a torchlight march 
against the dam project along the Budapest banks of the Danube. To suggest the speed 
of the snowballing effect, in June 1989 a hundred thousand will march to the Parlia-
ment, demanding the suspension of the construction. A few days later the new reform-
communist Prime Minister Miklós Németh receives the delegation of the Hungarian 
Democratic Forum for a civilized discussion of the same demand – the future Speaker 
of the House, György Szabad, engineer Csaba Ferencz, the future adviser on national 
security, and myself, the future senior adviser to the Prime Minister. 

The external incongruencies of this meeting are characteristic of the time, and they 
are underlined by the list of the positions we were to occupy a year later. At the mo-
ment the three of us are mere academics, myself also a writer, with a rising intellectual 
and public prestige but no formal rank whatever. We are voluntary and unpaid experts 
and officers of a party which has no representative in Parliament, yet it is a major force 
at the National Round Table talks. For me, it is the first time, at age 47, that I have en-
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tered the magnificient building of the Parliament where the Prime Minister also has his 
offices. But, also charateristically, Németh treats us with civility and something more, 
as befits political partners. (It is hard to forget that right there, outside of the offices of 
Németh on Kossuth tér, a few days earlier a peaceful and cheerful rally of 100.000 de-
manded the acceptance of the verdict of the first national referendum, the suspension 
of the building of the barrage system.) He agrees with our analysis, and construction 
work in the Danube Bend, at Visegrád, northwest of Budapest, is indeed suspended in 
the matter of a few days by the Hungarian government. 

The other grassroots base of the Hungarian Transition is the movement for the rights 
of the Hungarian minority in Romania and Slovakia. After strong antecedents and a 
wide underground network of support burgeoning as early of the late seventies, the 
movement catches up momentum as the problem becomes part of the international 
agenda. The infamous new Ceausescu initiative of the destruction of villages and the 
concentration of their inhabitants in industrial centres, and the pouring stream of refu-
gees from Romania, Hungarians and Romanians alike, inspires the huge candlelight 
demonstration and meeting at Heroes’ Square in Budapest in late June 1988. More than 
eighty thousand people attend the march that remains the biggest for a while in the 
history of the peaceful revolution in Hungary. It also creates the atmosphere of good 
feeling and co-operation among Hungarians and Romanians that will be so conspicu-
ous during the 1989 Romanian revolution – a good feeling that all but evaporates in the 
extreme nationalist atmosphere of Romanian politics from the Spring of 1990 onward. 

These two movements, let us repeat, create the common undercurrent and the res-
ervoir of energy and new talent for opposition politics in Hungary in 1988-1989. The 
strength of the emerging opposition political parties could not be understood without 
awareness of the confidence that these mass movements gave to opposition leaders, 
and of the strong personal and organizational contacts opposition politicians had with 
these mass movements. 

*
The recapitulation, however summary, of the events of 1985-88 brings us back at this 
point to the story of the Western and international reception. The awareness that some-
thing is brewing in Hungary is auspiciously reflected around 1988 in the posting of 
new ambassadors and diplomats, who significantly raise the awareness and alertness 
of the Budapest diplomatic corps. I have already mentioned Ambassador Palmer and 
the Americans. But it is noteworthy that the Soviets also send a remarkable man for 
ambassador. Ivan Aboimov, a former Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs and the new 
doyen of the Soviet diplomatic corps in East Central Europe arrives in 1989, and he and 
his embassy also builds strong contacts with the opposition. Aboimov makes an os-
tentatious appearance at the Congress of the Hungarian Democratic Forum in October 
1989, along with western politicians and diplomats. Moreover, he also speaks impec-
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cable Hungarian, and he will act as an excellent intermediary between Prime Minister 
Antall and the various governments in Moscow for many years.

But the new political movements were registered already in 1988 by the attention of 
European parties and governments. The Austrians, our historical neighbors with many 
personal ties are the first to make official notice that what is taking place in Hungary is 
more than a matter of narrow intellectual circles, and it points far beyond what reform 
communists are prepared to imagine and accept. The second man of the Austrian People’s 
Party and the Minister of Culture, Dr. Erhard Busek follows with special sensitivity the 
events. As early as July 1988, in the wake of the torchlight demonstration in Budapest, he 
organizes a rally in Vienna against Ceausescu’s policies, his destruction of the villages and 
his latest wave of terror against dissenters and minorities. It is noteworthy that the Vienna 
conference of the Helsinki process is taking place at the same time, and to the dismay of 
delegates, the Romanian delegation is the only one unwilling to sign the final protocol, as 
Warren Zimmerman and Sam Wise tell us in detail at the meeting mentioned before.

Erhard Busek keeps on the interest, and he will be the first Western politician to of-
ficially appear and speak at a major opposition event in Hungary. This takes place on 
September 10, 1988 in Esztergom, the old royal seat on the Danube – the first national 
conference on environmental problems and on the Gabcikovo-Visegrád barrage sys-
tem, under the auspices of the Hungarian Democratic Forum, with myself as the organ-
izer of the agenda. About six hundred people attend the event, which is upgraded in 
the press and the national attention by the presence of Busek, as well as leaders of the 
Forum and the Danube movement. József Antall happens to preside at the conference, 
and characteristically for his unpublic reputation, he is the Hungarian politician whom 
Busek singles out there for a private talk. The Austrian connection will also play an 
important role in passing the word over to the West Germans, in raising awareness of 
the Hungarian opposition in the German political elite. 

1989 is already a high pressure year from the beginning, and I only mention here a 
few events from my perspective, to suggest the upgrading of our relations. It is espe-
cially noteworthy to mention the contacts of József Antall. In the spring of 1989, owing 
to internal rivalries, Antall is still not elected to be a member of the Presidium of the 
Hungarian Democratic Forum, yet he is already acknowledged in political circles as the 
mastermind of the entire constitutional transition – a quality he will soon demonstrate 
as the prominent strategist of the National Roundtable Talks. Antall was the only one 
there on the opposition side who knew what he wanted, recalled Imre Pozsgay seven 
years later (Tar, 107). And even if this is an overstatement in view of the contributions 
to the Talks by people like György Szabad, Péter Tölgyessy, László Sólyom and Imre 
Kónya, it does bespeak the appreciation of the other major political players.

In the third week of July – right after the Budapest visit of President George H. W. 
Bush in which the future Prime Minister plays no part whatsoever - Antall flies to 
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Brussels where he is invited to talk to the Christian Democratic faction of the European 
Parliament about the prospects of the changes in Hungary and the significance of the 
opposition. At the meeting he is introduced – quite bravely but appropriately -- by an 
European diplomat in Brussels as the future Prime Minister of Hungary. After his talk, 
Antall sits down for a confidential conversation with the leaders of the faction - West 
German politician Egon Klespsch, the former Prime Minister of Belgium, Leo Tinde-
manns, and Otto von Habsburg – the latter a devoted and eloquent supporter of the 
transition internationally and in Hungary. (Tar, 108). They are encouraging Antall and 
his advisers to build a broad based Christian Democratic party in Hungary, to which 
their faction would give political and financial support. 

In mid-November Antall travels to Munich, where he participates at the annual con-
gress of the German government coalition party, the Christian Socialist Union (CSU). 
Moreover, Antall is invited to give a speech at the congress where Chancellor Kohl (CDU) 
is a keynote speaker. The first meeting of the two politicians begins a life-long friendship 
– Antall spoke good German, and had a deep understanding of the political tragedies of 
modern German history. Kohl’s message for Antall, and through him to the entire Hun-
garian opposition elite, is to keep the revolutionary transformation in check, not to hurry. 

This was a warning repeatedly heard from Western leaders at the time. At the Brus-
sels meeting in July, Klepsch and Tindemanns judged Gorbachev’s position precarious, 
and support in Hungary for Kádár’s party still strong. Margaret Thatcher echoes Kohl’s 
warning to Antall during a visit to London in January 1990. By that time word about 
Antall’s exceptional grasp of political strategy has spread around in earnest among 
the top European leaders – Alain Juppé and Nicolas Sárközy of the French RPR fly to 
Budapest to see Antall and the HDF leadership in December 1989, whereas the Socialist 
President of France, François Mitterrand holds a long confidential conversation with 
him in January at the Residence of the French Ambassador in Budapest, during a state 
visit. On his arrival back at the airport in Paris, Mitterrand is received by Defense Min-
ister Joxe. ”What happened in Budapest?”, Joxe asks. ”I met the future Prime Minister 
of Hungary,” the President sums up his visit… The word, coming this time from one 
of the shrewdest political pros of Europe, three months to go before the Hungarian 
national elections, carries real weight. (Joxe confirmed to Antall and his delegation this 
story at a dinner in Paris in June 1990). 

But let us return to the warnings given to Antall by Chancellor Helmut Kohl and 
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, because they probably hold the key to the subdued 
American attitude to the Hungarian opposition in mid-1989. The key is indeed, I be-
lieve, the anxiety I mentioned earlier, and transmitted eloquently by Kohl. President 
Bush understands only too well the high stakes of his negotiations with Gorbachev: 
they are nothing less than freedom for East Germany and East Central Europe. But to 
gain that goal, one had to avoid „“making the wrong mistakes”, as one of the favorite 
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maxims of the President went (Hutchings, 52). And among the wrong mistakes were 
counted rash steps that would de-stabilize Gorbachev at home. 

The Americans made up for their delay by arranging a week’s visit for Antall and fu-
ture Foreign Minister Jeszenszky in February 1990. It is an interesting indication of the ac-
celerating developments that the Hungarian Foreign Ministry participated in the organi-
zation of the trip, paying in fact the air fare for the two Forum politicians. I was planned to 
be the third member of the party, on invitation by the Americans – ultimately I could not 
undertake the trip. American Hungarian emigré organizations also sponsored the visit, 
which proved immensely useful with some forty meetings and events on the Washington 
circuit, a good overture to the excellent relations the Antall government was to develop 
with President Bush and his administration, and American politicians in general. 

However good the informations of the American government were on the Hungarian 
opposition in mid-1989, they could probably not bolster expectations that a world class 
leader would emerge from among their ranks in the person of Antall, a politician tempera-
mentally moderate, who has a wide outlook and a professional style of negotiation. They 
could not envisage that a new capable political elite of the opposition would emerge at the 
Roundtable Talks, which will carry through, with great legal acumen and a great sense of 
responsibility the task of peaceful transition – the channeling of revolutionary energies 
into constitutional architecture. Future leaders like László Sólyom, Viktor Orbán, Péter 
Tölgyessy, Imre Kónya and others were cutting their political teeth at these Talks.

To understand – to anticipate – such a development requires a knowledge of the 
lasting relevance of the Hungarian constitutional tradition, and especially the Compro-
mise of 1867 with Austria. The prudent statesmanship of that negotiation process, the 
restraint and pragmatism that came to fruition there, have remained an organic part 
of Hungarian political tradition, and have helped Hungarian politicians in good, bad 
and worse ever since. We boast of our revolutions – 1848 and 1956 – but we have sur-
vived because of the discipline and stamina of this other tradition, written deep into the 
thinking of generations of politicians ever since. A tradition of political negotiation that 
sustains itself on the moral nourishment of those revolutions, but its wisdom consists 
of steering through hard passages, including the hardest, as in 1939-44 and in 1945-48, 
when national survival itself was at stake. And let us face it – who in our own networks 
would have presaged, say in 1987, that there are to emerge among us people like Antall 
or Szabad, in whom this tradition lives on coupled with professionalism, to take the 
helm as a major factor in a historical moment?

Yet to call the Hungarian events of 1989 simply a short and fast “negotiated revolu-
tion”, as American political historian Rudolf Tőkés and one of the chief negotiators of 
the opposition, head of the Independent Lawyers’ Forum, Imre Kónya have put it, sim-
plifies the truth. As I have tried to demonstrate in this essay, the Hungarian Revolution 
was a far more complex phenomenon, and its connections and implications embedded 
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it in a larger drama of world politics. To present it adequately, the time span should be 
opened much wider, to include the entire period of 1987-1990, and the more appropriate 
description is a “lawful revolution”, a phrase Béla Király borrows from historian István 
Deák. The latter used that phrase in his book on the Revolution and War of Independ-
ence against Austria in 1848-49, where the Hungarian political leaders acted throughout 
according to the spirit and letters of the Constitution, and violence and bloodshed only 
followed upon provocations and unconstitutional acts from the House of Hapsburg. 

It is important to note that Ralf Dahrendorf, writing in 1990 about the unfolding 
events in East Central Europe, stated that true revolutions were always lawful and con-
stitutional – at a time when this debate had been nowhere in sight yet.

Most Western political observers could not fully fathom what I have tried to indicate 
through my story – the depth and extent of popular support that our various marches 
and public events have communicated to us in the course of 1987-89. The rumblings 
that we felt deep in our guts.

But – no wonder. If Western politicians and diplomats underrated the strength of 
the public sentiment in Hungary, and overrated the cohesion of the communist state 
structure, so did even the leaders of the opposition – though to a lesser extent. At the 
end of the National Round Table Talks, in September 1989, the leaders of the Hungar-
ian opposition still seriously counted with the possibility of a communist victory in 
the Spring 1990 elections. The final agreement of the Talks clearly indicated such a pre-
monition. So much so, that in the last moment two major parties, the Free Democrats 
and the Young Democrats, refused to sign the Agreement document in a surprise deci-
sion, as if shunning a share in a possible future co-habitation. The chief architect of the 
Agreement on the opposition side, József Antall of the Hungarian Democratic Forum, 
thought the refusal an irresponsible act, which was serving to maintain the public im-
age of staunch anti-communism on the part of the two parties.

As a result of the Agreement, on October 23, the anniversary of the 1956 Revolution, 
the new Hungarian Republic was inaugurated by interim President Mátyás Szűrös, a 
committed reform Communist. On the same day, Antall said: ”Without the Hungarian 
Socialist party (the reform communists) there can be no stable governing coalition in 
the future, one that serves the national interest.” Even though a calculation of appease-
ment and a gesture to the opponent may have contributed to the tenor of the statement, 
Antall could not think entirely differently at that point. 

On the eve of that watershed day, Prime Minister Miklós Németh, at the demand of 
the opposition leaders, in a surprise action, disarmed the Workers’ Militia, the Com-
munist Party’s hated paramilitary body. The modified Hungarian Constitution stated 
in its first paragraph: ”The Hungarian Republic is an independent, democratic state, 
based on the rule of law, in which the values of civic democracy and democratic social-
ism are equally valid.”
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In its summary of these Hungarian events, the Pravda of Bratislava, in Husák’s 
Czechoslovakia, commented on October 25: ”A political coup d’état, executed by par-
liamentary methods.” 

Yet, for us, players on the opposition side, the day, with its immense symbolic and 
legal significance, was only one of many milestones on the way that began in 1987. 
Where we would be actually arriving, only a few of the most daring suspected. To the 
outcome of the democratic elections of March-April 1990.

The ultimate result of the elections surpassed the wildest dreams of many - and it 
brought immense responsibilities for us, the new Hungarian political class, on which-
ever side. The reformed inheritors of the Communist Party, the Hungarian Socialist 
Party received less than ten percent of the vote, and came in to a humiliating sixth place. 

”In dreams begin responsibilities”, as the famous saying goes by the great British 
poet Wystan Hugh Auden. Responsibilities, indeed – and insomnia. József Antall, as 
he recalled, hardly slept an hour after the day, April 8th, when his party, the Hungar-
ian Democratic Forum, won the elections of 1990, and he became, unchallenged in his 
party, the candidate for the Prime Minister’s title. 

He knew the going would be hard, with a vicious new opposition, and with much 
trouble and bungling from his major coalition partner, the Smallholders’ Party, as well as 
with a heavy burden of national debt, and an electorate that expected miracles, and fast.
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