"Consumerism" in Hungary
THE POWERFUL ERUPTION of popular discontent in
October 1956 taught a lesson to the Communist rulers of
Hungary. Once the uprising was quelled through Soviet
intervention, and the one-party dictatorship firmly reestablished, the Kadar regime embarked on an economic
policy both more rational and more flexible that that of its
Stalinist predecessors. The chief economic aim of the
Rakosi regime had been to increase the quantity of production, regardless of the costs involved and the requirements
of the market. Since 1956, thanks to a political situation
that forced greater economic awareness on the Communist
leaders, the stress has shifted toward the quality of production and the needs of the consumer. The essence of
this change is expressed in a statement made by one of
Kadar's experts in 1959:
At present our economic policy has the important task of
complying with the demands of the domestic market and
of foreign trade to the greatest possible extent; production
should conform to changing requirements; factories should
product goods that the customer demands, in such a
quality and variety as he demands.1

The so-called "Guiding Directives" issued to the Eighth
Congress of the MSZMP (Hungarian Socialist Workers'
Party), held in November 1962, claim that the Five-Year
Plan for 1960-65 is going to give the population 215,000
vacuum cleaners, 128,000 refrigerators, 610,000 television
sets and 600,000 washing machines.3 It is assumed that by
1965 every third household will have a television set,
while about 40 percent of the households will have their
own washing machines. Cars, which are powerful status
symbols in Hungary, are going to stay status symbols for
some time to come. Before 1956 there were about 20,000
cars in the country,4 and from 1957 to 1959 some 17,000
more were imported (there is no local production in
passenger cars). The target figure of the Five-Year Plan
is 43,000. Thus, even if the plan is completely realized,
there will be no more than 80,000 automobiles in Hungary
against a population numbering over ten million. Since
in any case more than half of the cars are imported for
and owned by the state, it is clear that the average wageearner will have to wait a long time before he can buy a
car, however modest, for himself.

Kadar's "liberal" economic policy has been implemented
through a substantial loan from other Communist countries and has gained momentum through such measures as
the increasing participation of non-party experts in the direction of economic life. Cautious planning and rational
investment have had good results: both national and individual income grew rapidly until I960, slowing down only
in the last two years. The standard of living expressed in
real wages has risen considerably: according to official
statistics, since 1956 real income has grown by as much
as 34 percent.2 The demand for durable consumer goods
has increased accordingly. Such items as cars, television
sets and refrigerators—practically non-existent before the
revolution—have now become accessible to at least some
limited few in the population.

WHETHER OR NOT the promises of the Five-Year Plan
materialize, the figures quoted above indicate that there is
a trend towards consumerism in Hungary. How strong is
this trend, how deep does it go, who benefits from it, what
are its psychological and social consequences? Questions
like these are raised quite often in the Hungarian press,
and in October 1961 the literary monthly Uj Iras started
a discussion aimed explicitly at answering all questions
concerning "consumerism," or as some Hungarian writers
have nicknamed it "frigidaire-socialism."
In the course of this discussion various interesting viewpoints have emerged, with the opponents of consumerism
in the minority. Some of the opposition arguments have
reflected Stalinist prejudices, asserting in the usual jar-
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gon that "Western" gadgets have a demoralizing effect on
their owners, that private ownership fosters a "bourgeois"
mentality, and the like. But fear of consumerism has also
been expressed by socialists of an idealistic bent, who are
less concerned with the decline of ideological fervor among
former revolutionaries, the de-radicalization of society,
than with such psychological aspects of the acquiring
process as technical fetishism, superficial individualism, and
indifference toward social problems. These "idealists" regard consumerism with mixed feelings. On one hand, they
agree with the postulate that there can be no socialism
without high living standards, but on the other hand, they
are not convinced that the regime's present economic policy
will make the individual Hungarian conscious of his
rights and responsibilities in a socialist society. One exponent of this view is the young writer Imre Takacs, who
argues that although Hungary has a socialist economy,
socialist morality (simply denned as devotion to the common good) is far from being accepted by the masses as
their supreme guiding principle. Avowing that unprincipled consumerism—catching up by any means with those
who already have a car—is common in Hungary, Takacs
holds that the economic policy applied since 1956 has been
shaping "a mental attitude out of harmony with our
social system." 5
At present, acquisitiveness is certainly the strongest
popular mood in Hungary. It is usually combined with indifference and even with hostility towards politics. Nobody wants "to get involved," or (this is true for many
disillusioned Communists) "to be taken in" once again.
Even the young are disillusioned: though their elders may
have wanted "to save the world," all they want is a good
job or a successful career. In this situation private initiative is complementary to social inertia.
Some critics, while admitting that this inertia exists,
put the blame on the "mistakes and excesses" of the
Rakosi regime, or else try to explain it away in terms of
the transitional character of the present period:
. . . in general a popular mood lacking in any ideals is
about to take shape. Petty-bourgeois attitudes, philistinism,
bleakness, we are asked, is this socialism? I think we can
give no answer but—yes. Yes, this too is socialism. How
can we expect from the people of a transitional period the
moral and spiritual norms of communism? '•
THE CASE IN DEFENSE of consumerism, as it has
emerged in the Uj Iras discussion, maintains that there is
no reason for anxiety: technological development and
material improvements are not antagonistic to the cause of
socialism—on the contrary, no socialist society can do
without them. This, essentially, is the view of Khrushchev—and with him the Hungarian party leaders, with
some possible exceptions. As an economic spokesman of
the Hungarian party has put it: "Socialist construction
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is successful when it goes together with a regular and
permanent rise in the living standards of the population." r
Most participants of the Uj Iras discussion have accepted
this truism, some of them elaborating it even further. As
one journalist remarked, if the fears that affluence and
property-owning undermine socialist morals were brought
to their ultimate conclusion, the ideologically most conscious and most revolutionary people anywhere would be
the bushmen of central Africa, as "they do not own anything except a loincloth and a blowpipe." 8 The same
journalist comments favorably on the wave of acquisitiveness that has beset Hungary in recent years. He can see
nothing wrong in consumerism because it is the formerly
poor who now live better, consume more, and acquire television sets. This interpretation makes consumerism respectable, almost transforming it into a socialist virtue.

THE RECENT discussion has produced still a third view,
with more point to it than the arguments of either the
"idealist" critics or the "realistic" defenders of consumerism. This view suggest that improvements in living
standards have not been far-reaching enough to concern
the population at large, since the wages of the average
worker are still barely sufficient to cover his everyday
expenses. Uj Iras printed the letter of such a worker, underscoring the fact that Hungary is still no consumer's
paradise. "A car, a weekend-cottage?"—says the letter—
"those are but dreams." 9
The most outspoken contribution in this vein was a
recent commentary by a practically unknown young writer,
called Asperjan. He evaluates consumerism positively but
not without certain qualifications. Echoing the letter-writer,
he remarks that only very few workers could be "demoralized" by bourgeois comforts, since most workingmen cannot affort to buy "gadgets" with their present wages. Who,
then, reaps the benefits of affluence? Some small artisans,
some doctors, scientists and intellectuals, and last but not
least—the functionaries. According to Asperjan, most of
these functionaries who have risen to high position from
humble origins have made their career through the party,
yet once they achieve success, they forget about service to
the people and to socialism. It is not the car that corrupts
them, but rather their anxiety to keep the car and with it
the job: "It is painful to see that some of these promoted
cadres will do anything in order to preserve the material
wealth they have already acquired." 10 Such an outlook,
says Asperjan, is the first step towards a "petty-bourgeois"
mentality. He further resents the fact that some careerminded people infiltrate the Communist Party with the
sole aim of building their "private" socialism behind the
protective shield of party membership.
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IN LIGHT OF ITS limited scope, consumerism must be
called a trend rather than a reality in present-day Hungary. The relative affluence achieved since 1956 is likely to
continue but not to increase rapidly. At present, it does not
affect the whole of society: despite the initial rise in real
income, the majority of workers are still caught in a bind
between low wages and high production norms, and there
has been no substantial improvement in the lot of the
collectivized peasantry for the last three years. On the
other hand, living standards have continued to improve
for the technical intelligentsia, and for all state and party
functionaries, as well as for certain small artisans and
professional groups. Although the latter elements have

benefited, the regime's economic policy basically reflects
the consumerism of the new class, comprising the upper
layers of Communist society. It remains to be seen whether
the further development of this trend will be directed
toward the increase of new class privileges or toward the
wider distribution of material wealth among the masses.

George Gomori
(A Hungarian journalist and writer who fled his native
country in 1956, Mr. Gomori is now on the staff of St.
Antony's College, Oxford University.)

Khrushchev on Stalin
FEW THINGS ARE MORE hazardous than predictions
of Soviet policy moves, but it appears likely that still
another chapter in Stalinology may yet be forthcoming.
Between 1956 and 1961, despite occasional mild qualification, Khrushchev succeeded in transforming the image
of Stalin into that of the great villain in the development
of Soviet communism. In retrospect, it seems that he was
driven to adopt this course largely because of his own involvement in the struggle for supremacy.1 In "exposing"
Stalin, however, Khrushchev has not really eliminated
falsehoods but has added to them. More importantly, he
appears to have carried the assault on Stalinism beyond
the limits of compatibility with long-term Soviet interests.
For Khrushchev, anti-Stalinism—the break with the
past—has served since 1956 primarily as a platform
around which he could rally considerable forces within
the party and throughout Soviet society against his rivals
for power, the "men of the old order." To castigate
Stalinism was to promise, by implication, a change of
methods. But also, by disclosing the "crimes of the Stalin
era" and presenting the dead dictator in a most unfavorable light, Khrushchev was making certain that those of
1
E.g., See A. Avtorkhanov, Stalin and the Soviet Communist
Party, New York, Praeger, 1959, p. 338 for a comparison of
Stalin's purges of the 1920's and Khrushchev's in 1956-57.
Even Stalin was more "democratic' than Mr. Khrushchev, according to the author, since he allowed publication of opposition speeches in the proceedings of the l4th Congress. What
Molotov or Malenkov said in 1956 or later was never made
known.

his rivals whose association with Stalin, both personal and
ideological, was closer than his own would have no room
for maneuver. In all this he was following the reverse of
Stalin's tactics of 1924. Whereas Stalin, after Lenin's
death, had created a cult of Leninism and made himself
its archpriest, Khrushchev was destroying any possibility
of Stalinism's survival as a heritage, and he himself assumed the principal role in this destruction.
It was Khrushchev's immediate purpose of enhancing
his prospects in the struggle for power, however, that led
him to give his denunciation of Stalin an extreme form
which is really untenable. While his own primary objective—the isolation and defeat of his domestic rivals—has
been amply fulfilled, the long-range validity of his position
is in doubt. His leadership of the international Communist
movement has weakened over the years, and the Stalin
question has been far from resolved.

TO BEGIN WITH 1956, the picture Khrushchev drew of
Stalin for the benefit of the delegates to the 20th CPSU
Congress was a strange one. Stalin's career was divided
into two basic periods: the first from prerevolutionary days
down to approximately 1935; the second from 1935 to
1953. During the earlier period Stalin was apparently a
party stalwart who fought for the revolution and against
the Whites; for Leninism and against the Trotskyites,
Zinovievites, and all manner of deviationists; for the industrialization of the USSR and against the kulaks. Admittedly, even in this period, Stalin occasionally showed
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