
HISTORY OF COMMUNISM IN EUROPE 2 (2011) 281–308

Th e Finite Universe: Discursive Double 
Bind and Parrhesia in State Socialism

Márta B. Erdős 
University of Pecs

Gábor Kelemen
University of Pecs

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful tone, 
“it means just what I choose it to mean — neither more nor less.”

“Th e question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words 
mean so many diff erent things.”

“Th e question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master — that’s all.”
Alice was too much puzzled to say anything;1

Abstract: Readers are invited into a universe established by the discursive 
practices of “soft dictatorship” in Hungary between 1957 and 1989. Th e two 
major categories of our epistemic discourse analysis, representing the internal 
struggles of the intellectuals in the era, are manipulation and parrhesia. Ma-
nipulation is understood as an abuse of power; it impairs human collaboration 
and social development by delimiting social participation. Parrhesia is an act 
in which the speaker expresses his personal relationship to truth, taking the 
risks and responsibilities of veridiction in crisis situations.

1 Lewis CARROLL, Th rough the Looking Glass, http://www.sabian.org/looking_glass6.php 
(accessed June 12, 2011)
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A most eff ective form of manipulation is maintaining double bind relations 
by certain discursive techniques. Double bind is a habitual practice of mold-
ing one’s long-term expectations on social contexts: one’s physical and/or psy-
chological survival is at stake, but escape is made impossible. When helpless 
attitudes have been formed, due to confusion over inconsistent messages, no 
external threat is necessary any more. Double bind relations may result in self-
destructive forms of behavior, the construction of false selves, passivity and a 
visionless approach to life. Occasionally, it may foster transcontextual creativ-
ity, representing a precious but transitory resource for intellectuals to practice 
critical refl ectivity.
Th e authors analyze here contemporary texts (political speeches, philosophical 
papers, literary works, jokes and a fi lm). Portraits of intellectuals reveal that 
the immense power of truth and the inability to confess it is a torture in any 
communist system. Th ere are many victims of a dictatorship: those who were 
killed or prosecuted; the victims who could survive but society has not re-
sponded to their traumatic experiences; those who tried to fi nd compromises 
and found a purposeless life instead; those who believed in a single truth and 
were deceived; and those who were actively searching for truth and came to 
the conclusion that there might be many faces of truth – but none of these can 
be seen clearly in a false social context.

Keywords: Soft dictatorship, discursive double bind, parrhesia, critical refl ectivity

Th e Focus

When Alice, a child in the process of learning the conventions of her new 
environment, meets tyranny, she is exposed to a loss of common, regular 
meanings, and becomes paralyzed: an experience that those living in any form 
of dictatorship are very familiar with. In such a situation of ultimate decon-
struction by a predominant power, the arena for intellectuals is very restricted. 
In the current paper authors explore the seemingly fi nite and eternal universe 
delimited by the discursive practices of the “soft dictatorship” in Hungary 
between 1957 and 1989. What were the decisive features of such a discursive 
domain? How did the socio-cultural context aff ect the work of intellectuals 
of that era, whose role and mission in the society, by defi nition, is to promote 
constructive social change and contribute to shaping the context? Normally, 
an intellectual, “a person who uses the mind creatively”2, is expected to reason, 
think critically and refl ect on problems, outline an accurate “social diagno-
sis3”, and work on the solutions. A dictatorship, however, is a most conserva-
tive system where such activities are not tolerated, and the intelligentsia, to 

2 Defi nition for “intellectual” in an online dictionary, E-look: http://www.elook.org/dic-
tionary/intellectual.html (accessed June 12, 2011)

3 Elemer HANKISS, Tarsadalmi csapdák. Diagnozisok, Budapest: Magveto, 1983.
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use Gorky’s disparaging expression, “a nanny for the capitalists4”, is assigned 
the role to help strengthen the regime by working on techniques of manipula-
tion and support certain groupthink fallacies, biases, and doctrines through 
propaganda. 

A possible answer to the puzzle of the unexpected third wave of democratiza-
tion in Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries5 is related to modern-
ization processes and the role of the intelligentsia. In late modernity, dictator-
ships have become vulnerable as economic sustainability demands new infor-
mation and frequent external connections that entail an innovative approach 
and thought-provoking encounters with other cultures. As Moscovici and his 
associates have proven, the presence of a consistent minority, deviants from the 
manipulated consensus group, improves the level of overall problem solving6. In 
this view, change does not simply depend on the majority, or “masses”; rather, it 
is the activity of a committed minority that is decisive in the process. 

Constructive change and development is based on new perspectives shaped 
by veridiction. How could these “deviants” establish a socio-cultural context 
for refl ection? Th e authors are aware of the complexity of the problem, and of 
the many characters, prominent philosophers, artists, writers, sociologists and 
other professionals who have signifi cantly contributed to processes of democ-
ratization in Hungary. In the frameworks of the current paper, however only 
certain examples are used and analyzed to illuminate our ideas on manipula-
tion and veridiction in the context of the “soft dictatorship”.7

Discourse, knowledge and society

In early positivist conceptualizations, language merely refl ects our knowl-
edge of the world. Speech act theory8 posited speech as social action and em-
phasized the many more possible functions of language by identifying various 
types of speech acts. Refuting contemporary simplifi cations, the outcomes of 
misused linear logic, Austin outlined a refl ective view on the interrelation be-
tween speech and social reality. Speakers may not only want to share their rep-
resentations of the truth, but by changing the direction of “fi t word-to-world” 
to “fi t world-to-word”, they are actually changing social reality.9 Language 

4 Maxim GORKY, Az igazi kultura, Budapest: Szikra, 1950, p. 289.
5 Stathis N. KALYVAS, Th e Decay and Breakdown of Communist One-Party Systems, in 

Annu. Rev. Polit. Sci. 1999, no. 2, pp. 323-343.
6 Serge MOSCOVICI, Elisabeth LAGE, Martine NAFFRECHOUX, Infl uence of a Con-

sistent Majority on the Responses of a Majority in a Color Perception Task, in Sociometry, no. 
4, pp. 365-380.

7 Th e era between 1957 and 1989 in Hungary, with Janos Kadar as Prime Minister.
8 John L. AUSTIN, How to do things with Words: Th e William James Lectures delivered at 

Harvard University in 1955. (Ed. J. O. Urmson), Oxford: Clarendon, 1962.
9 John R. SEARLE, Expression and Meaning, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979.
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is eligible for constituting possible worlds. Wittgenstein’s10 ideas on language 
games, highlighting the above mentioned pragmatic aspects and outlining 
“grammars” as a set of conventions governing the games, were another theo-
retical development that undermined early simplifi cations. By studying dis-
course, the conventions of human behavior may be explored, along with the 
ways that conventions are co-constructed and reconstructed by speakers. As 
Crawford and Valsiner11 summarized, discourse is fundamental in the con-
struction of social reality and is constitutive of situational contexts, including 
the organization of personal experience and institutional practice.

In order to engage in discourse, a set of knowledge of the world is needed. 
Discourse processing is not only language processing, but also knowledge pro-
cessing.12 Knowledge is subject to continual change, and meanings are contin-
ually reconstructed by speakers. According to an early conceptualization13, the 
meaning of a word is identical with its use in the language; it is a perspective 
very close to recent approaches in discourse analysis. 

A human being, a homo symbolicus is living in two environments, a physi-
cal one and a cultural one, and is constantly engaged in co-constructing new 
signifi cations. Symbols14 work by shared understanding, and their meaning 
depends on one’s degree of participation in the culture15. Th e Greek word sym-
bola originally referred to pieces of a clay tablet with a written agreement that 
was broken and given to the contracting parties, so a symbol always hints at an 
invisible part, something that is missing but is well-known for the concerned 
parties16. “Most of what makes discourse meaningful is invisible.” 17 

General agreement, shared meaning and learned representations are the 
determining features of the symbol, which is an interface between personal 
and social domains18. It is communication as participation, which enables 
members of a culture to interpret, co-construct and reconstruct the meanings 

10 Ludwig WITTGENSTEIN, Filozófi ai vizsgalodások, Budapest: Atlantisz, 1998.
11 Valerie M. CRAWFORD, Jaan VALSINER, “Varieties of Discursive Experience in Psy-

chology: Culture Understood through the Language Used”, in Culture and Psychology, 1999, 
no. 3, pp. 259-269.

12 Th eun A. VAN DIJK. Discourse, knowledge, power and politics. Towards Critical Epistemic 
Discourse Analysis. Lecture CADAAD 2008, Hertfordshire, 10-12 July 2008. http://www.dis-
courses.org/UnpublishedArticles/Discourse,%20knowledge,%20power%20and%20politics.
pdf (accessed June 22, 2010)

13 Ludwig, WITTGESTEIN, op. cit.
14 A symbol is a type of sign the meaning of which is based on shared conventions.
15 Ozseb HORANYI, “A kommunikacio participaciora alapozott felfogasarol”, 

in Ozseb HORANYI (ed.), A kommunikacio mint participacio, Budapest: AKTI-
Typotex, 2007, pp. 246-264.

16 Mark O’CONNELL, Raje AIREY, Th e Complete Encyclopaedia of Signs and Symbols, 
London: Hermes House – Anness Publishing, 2005, p. 6. 

17 Th eun VAN DIJK, op. cit., p. 4.
18 Ozseb HORANYI, op. cit.
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they live by. Th e participation theory of communication highlights the issues 
that are at the center of epistemic discourse analysis: access to knowledge, 
legitimacy of the participants, individual agency and shared representations, 
power relations, knowledge authority, and dominant versus marginalized 
knowledge in the discourse19. Van Dijk’s epistemic approach directs one’s at-
tention to issues of collective memory: no society can be changed to make “the 
earth (…) rise on new foundations”20, and personal experiences or “histories” 
contribute to the success or failure of major social transformations.

Mate-Toth21, in his critical discourse analysis, proposes a framework based 
on Laclau’s and Mouff e’s discourse theory. In this perspective, anything that is 
articulated in a speakers’ community is considered part of the discourse. Th ere 
are certain elements outside the discourse that may or may not become part of 
the discourse in the process of articulation. Th is process is not predetermined, 
but is selected by the speakers. Th is theory is very sensitive to categories of 
transitions and to the relationship between discourse and hegemony, there-
fore it is most relevant in the current context: Permanence of transition is an 
important feature of CEE post-communist societies.22

In Laclau’s and Mouff e’s view, discourse is essentially dynamic; the stability 
of “permanent transition” is established by hegemonic nodes in the discourse. 
Hegemony is maintained by empty and fl oating signifi ers that represent these 
nodes and which have no distinct meaning, but are used in a wide variety 
of diff erent contexts. Th erefore, these concepts are loosely defi ned; they are 
eligible for establishing a common platform in the discourse for various social 
groups. Key meanings are determined by hegemony. Th ese discursive charac-
teristics of closed societies are also discussed by Terestyeni23, who highlights 
that in such systems there are huge diff erences between the normative, lexi-
cal meaning and the meanings defi ned by common use. To quote a recent 
example, Hankiss has identifi ed a great number of confl icting interpretations 

19 Ibidem, Th eun VAN DIJK, op. cit.
20 A quote form Th e International by Eugene Pottier, translated by Charles H. Kerr. http://

www.marxists.org/history/ussr/sounds/lyrics/international.htm , (accessed June 12, 2011)
21 Andras MATE-TOTH, Vallasi kommunikacio és vallasdiskurzus, Doctoral dissertation, 

Pecs, PTE, 2011. 
22 Arpad SZAKOLCZAI, In a Permanent State of Transition: Th eorizing the East-

European Condition, http://limen.mi2.hr/limen1-2001/arpad_szakolczai.html (ac-
cessed November 20, 2010)

23 Tamas TERESTYENI, “Egyuttmukodes es konfrontacio a kozeleti kommunikacioban”, 
in Bela BUDA, Erika SARKOZI (eds.), Kozeleti kommunikacio, Budapest: Akademiai Kiado, 
pp. 28-50.
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concerning transition24; similarly, Laszlo and associates25 have concluded that 
there is no fi gurative nucleus (a shared metaphor, a picture, a scene or a script) 
anchoring the social representation of the Hungarian social transition. 

Key concepts as “social consensus” “liberty” or “democracy” have had a long 
history of similarly colonized meanings in CEE countries. Empty (indiscern-
ible) signifi ers polarize the multiple voice discourse in society: they establish a 
boundary, designate the oppositions (the Us and the Th em, the Good and the 
Evil, the Past and the Future), and prevent the participants in language games 
from refl ecting on the boundary as a key to signifi cation processes.26 Foucault 
assumes that „Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also 
undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart”27 
Consequently, the power of truth may be detached from existing forms of hege-
mony: empty or fl oating signifi ers may become debatable.

Manipulation and Parrhesia

Concerning our theme, the two genres representing the internal struggles 
of the intellectual in the era are manipulation28 and parrhesia29. Manipulation 
is understood as an abuse of power: the manipulator has control over im-
portant social resources, including forms of public discourse. Manipulation 
impairs human collaboration and social development; it distorts and pirates 
knowledge, thereby delimiting the forms and intensity of social participation. 
Consequently, it is a practice of social exclusion that results in the atomiza-
tion of the society. Th e recipients of the discourse are not able to understand 
the real motives and anticipate the consequences of the beliefs or ideologies 
distributed as knowledge by the manipulator, but believe that the manipu-
lator serves their best interests30. How is this passive stance established and 
maintained on social and cognitive levels? What knowledge is needed and 
is accessible for interpreting such discourse according to the manipulator’s 
intentions? What type of knowledge may result in the formation of a counter-
discourse? 

24 Elemer HANKISS, Interpretations of the Transformation Processes in Eastern 
Europe, http://www.talaljuk-ki.hu/index.php/article/articleview/932/1/62/ . (accessed June 
25, 2010)

25 Janos LASZLO, Bea EHMANN, Orsolya IMRE, “Tortenelem tortenetek: a tortenelem 
szocialis reprezentacioja és a nemzeti identitas”, in Pszichologia,  no. 22, pp 147-162.

26 Andras MATE-TOTH, op. cit.
27 Michel FOUCAULT, Th e History of Sexuality, vol. 1, Victoria: Penguin Books, p. 100.
28 Th eun A. VAN DIJK, “Discourse and manipulation”, in Discourse & Society, 2006, no. 

2, pp. 359-383.
29 Michel, FOUCAULT, Discourse and Truth http://foucault.info/documents/parrhesia/

foucault.DT1.wordParrhesia.en.html 1983, (accessed December 10, 2010).
30 ibidem
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In his theoretical analysis on manipulation, Van Dijk employs a trian-
gulation framework connecting discourse, cognition and society. In order to 
achieve their goals, manipulators employ various discursive techniques. Some 
of these have to do with the participants to the discourse, as in the authority 
fallacy or some type of dogma of infallibility of the dominant group or per-
son. is Another frequently used technique is that of establishing the position 
of “the Good Us”, with special reference to fundamental values and norms of 
one’s own group, and references to the inferior position of the other group 
(“the Evil Th em”). Hegemonic ideology designates the boundaries and simpli-
fi es heterogeneous perspectives into a mere dichotomy. An example in com-
munist discourse is the axiom that communism is the only possible alternative 
to fascism (enmeshed with “reactionarism” and capitalism in the discourse). 
Epistemic distortions may include polarization of opinions, incomplete rel-
evant knowledge or lack thereof, and beliefs depicted as knowledge, together 
with discrediting of alternative sources. Manipulative discourse provides the 
individual with a false identity project to be realized.31

Political actors do not thematize the boundary, only the opposing contents 
of the political fi eld. “Th e empty signifi er is the empty throne awaiting for the 
King”32 It is the empty signifi er that stabilizes hegemony, serves as a basis for 
the self-defi nition of the various social groups, and promotes social cohesion. 
Manipulation, if successful, establishes a negative coherence, prohibiting con-
structive transformations; but such coherence is not stable enough to exclude 
any alternatives once and for all.

Intellectuals, by defi nition, should be sensitive to empty signifi ers; decon-
struct, refl ect on them and criticize them. Critical refl ection has a special role 
in the anomic setting of major transformations. Parrhesia, a constructive ef-
fort to solve major social problems, is defi ned as free speech, or speaking the 
truth, in which “the speaker expresses his personal relationship to the truth.”33 
Th e parrhesiastes is taking a risk by not bowing to the ruler or the majority, 
but telling them what s/he believes to be true. Telling the truth is regarded 
as a moral duty, valued more than one’s self-interest or safety. Parrhesia as a 
genre is connected to states of crisis in society. Th e parrhesiastes, by telling the 
truth, may be willing to sacrifi ce their lives; however, in a highly manipulative 
social context they also risk not being understood or considered insane. In his 
work on axial age and globalization, Szakolczai relates the original meaning of 
parrhesia as authenticity, the unity of theories with one’s personal lifestyle, the 
harmony between one’s words and acts.34 Authors assume that there may be 

31 Ibidem.
32 Andras MATE-TOTH, op. cit., p. 112.
33 Michel FOUCAULT, op. cit. 
34 Arpad SZAKOLCZAI, “Az axialis kor, avagy a globalizacio uj megvilagitasban”, in: 

Szociologiai Szemle, 2004, no. 1, p. 52.
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parrhesiastic moments in a person’s life related to states of social crisis even if 
s/he is forced to surrender to the system.

 Schizmogenesis and Discursive double bind. Th e trickster in permanent limi-
nality

According to a popular saying in the countries of the former Soviet Bloc, 
“You can be honest or intelligent or a member of the Communist Party. 
In fact, you can be any two of the three; but you can not be all the three 
simultaneously.”35 Th e destructive features and the impossibility of the system 
to be sustained on long term are very well captured by the above saying. Our 
thinking has been greatly infl uenced by the idea of the survival of the fi ttest; 
even if we encounter a relatively great number of counter-examples36, we tend 
to judge a relatively stable social order as “fi t”. Horvath and Th omassen, in 
their analysis on communist systems, ask how the error can survive and thrive 
to the satisfaction of the members of a given society. Th e authors, taking a 
political anthropological approach, provide us with an explanation based on 
exploring the possible connections between Turner’s concept on liminality 
and Bateson’s idea of schismogenesis.37

Turner, relying on Van Gennep’s theory of rites of passages in core process-
es of major transformations in social states and roles, examined the middle, 
liminal phase, between the initial stage of separation from previous condi-
tions and the concluding stage, that of reintegration into new settings. In the 
betwixt and between of liminality, communitas, a special and very powerful 
community experience comes into being, where temporary marginality, infe-
riority and equality are manifested. Participants share a vision on the future of 
the community and are introduced into shared ideals, such as liberty, equal-
ity and fraternity. Turner assumes that communitas is normally a mode of 
society, complementing the hierarchy of structures and (possibly) establishing 
a dialectic balance. Human values and the generic bond to humankind are 
manifested in such communitas experiences. Turner provided a taxonomy of 
three diff erent manifestations of communitas: 

– Existential or spontaneous communitas, free from structural requirements; 
Normative or existential communitas, which is organized into a social system; 

35 E.g., http://vicctanya.hu/vicc_kategoriak/35/Politikai_viccek , (accessed June 16, 
2011)

36 E.g., suicide and other forms of self-destruction.
37 Agnes HORVATH, Bjorn THOMASSEN, “Mimetic Errors”, in Liminal Schismogenesis: 

On the Political Anthropology of the Trickster, in International Political Anthropology, 2008, vol. 
1, no. 1, pp. 7-24.
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– Ideological communitas, referring to utopian models38 39

Turner claims that any type of communitas, a normal but transitory phe-
nomenon, will end by “decline and fall into structure and law”.40 To try and 
maintain communitas in the long run is an erratic mode of the society; it 
entails chaos and the loss of norms. 

Bateson also addresses the problem of order in his works; the way we shape 
our epistemologies, form our categories, arrange them in a system, err, and come 
up with an order out of our errors41. Schismogenesis, an ancient Greek term 
reintroduced by Bateson to characterize and interpret his puzzling observations 
on the destructive cultural phenomena he had witnessed during his fi eld observa-
tions, is a process leading to fragmentation, continual clashes and destruction in 
society. It connects personal and social pathologies, either in the form of escalat-
ing confl icts or in rigid hierarchies with unconditional submission.

Authoritarian regimes are systems where all information is under strict 
control, where communication as participation, the co-construction of new 
knowledge is severely limited. In a show trial, a favorite technique of such sys-
tems, all the answers are given in advance, and every other aspect of discourse 
is carefully devised. All public meanings are successfully controlled; but what 
about the participants’ private cognitions? Deep diff erence between public 
and private meanings entails aggressive methods of rule if manipulation is not 
successful. Recipients do not believe that the manipulator is acting on their 
behalf. A possible solution to the manipulator’s problem is forming and main-
taining double bind relations by certain discursive techniques. Double bind 
is an impasse occurring between two or more parties, shaping one’s long-term 
expectations on relational contexts. In a double bind situation, one’s physical 
and/or psychological survival is at stake, but escape is made impossible. An 
order, received from a fi gure of authority, is simultaneously denied on a more 
abstract level. Double bind is not equal to confl icting messages with alterna-
tive solutions, but works on diff erent levels: on the “report” (content) and the 
“order” (relational) levels, invalidating and contradicting the relationship. Th e 
presuppositions that normally make the relationship work are seriously chal-
lenged. One would be wrong regardless of the choice or action taken. When 
learning objectives are met, and helpless attitudes have been formed due to 
mental confusion over inconsistent messages, no external threat is necessary 
any more42. Double bind relations may result in destructive forms of behavior, 

38 Mathieu DEFLEM, “Ritual, anti-structure, and religion: A discussion of Victor Turner’s 
processual symbolic analysis”, in Journal for the Scientifi c Study of Religion, 30, no. 1, pp. 1-25.

39 Victor W. TURNER, Th e ritual process: Structure and anti-structure, Chicago: Aldine, 
1969.

40 Ibidem, p. 132.
41 Agnes HORVATH, Bjorn THOMASSEN, op. cit.
42 Gregory BATESON, “Double bind”, in Steps to an Ecology of Mind, New York: Ballan-

tine, 1972, pp. 271-278.
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such as suicide or addictions, the construction of false selves or a visionless ap-
proach to life. Smith43 in his anthropological study on Hungary and Belarus 
posited that double bind relations are a key to understanding how authoritar-
ian regimes operate. In such systems, certain actions are required and retali-
ated against, which is a most confusing experience for individuals, since there 
are no explicit rules to be deduced and followed. Th e conventions govern-
ing social life are paradoxical, and this is how the ruling regime can exercise 
control. Th e rule is that their order is not consistent across diff erent persons, 
groups and situations. Context markers (empty and fl oating signifi ers in the 
discourse) are ambiguous and can not be commented on, what results is the 
subjective experience of uncertainty and ambivalence, paralyzing social col-
laboration and participation. A constructive solution to double bind is to take 
a refl ective stance that facilitates transcontextual creativity, a reconstructive 
discourse on the context (meta) level. To quote an example of double bind 
discourse, let us consider the following example, a Hungarian joke from the 
years of state socialism: 

Two people are talking in 1956:
– What is your opinion on the political situation?
– I have an opinion, but I don’t agree with it.44

Denial does not refer to the content, but to the category of ‘opinion’: if one 
does not agree with one’s own opinion, ‘opinion, as a higher order category, 
has become an empty signifi er. Th e joke itself is an example of transcontex-
tual creativity: a deconstruction of the deconstruction which was enacted by the 
empty signifi er.

Contrasting the discursive patterns of open and “soft” dictatorship

After the Soviet invasion in 1945, a Stalinist form of totalitarian rule 
emerged in Hungary. Th e beginnings of communist rule were the beginnings 
of a discursive turn. Th e fi rst King sitting on the throne of empty signifi ers 
was “Comrade Rakosi”, the Prime Minister. In some respects, contemporary 
texts are highly manipulative: the earthly representative of an absolute power 
is portrayed by using Biblical expressions and imitating the sacred. Military 
power as “unquestionable truth” and certain liminal characteristics detailed 
in the previous section may explain why Rakosi could fascinate Eastern and 
Western intellectuals.45

43 Jeff rey A. SMITH, “Suicide in Post-Socialist Countries. Examples from Hun-
gary and Belarus”, in Anthropology of East Europe Review, 2002 http://condor.depaul.
edu/~rrotenbe/aeer/aeer20_1.html (accessed October 17, 2009)

44 A collection of political jokes, http://www.vicc.net/index/vicc.php?kat=politikai_
vicc&sorsz=22 (accessed June 15, 2011)

45 Agnes HORVATH, Bjorn THOMASSEN, op. cit.
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Th e problem for the recipients of the discourse (various groups in Hun-
garian society and the Soviet rulers) existed on the level of context models. 
Participants in the discourse had to make a choice between the dominant 
group of a powerful regime and the silenced majority. Both literal and ironic 
readings of contemporary discourse were possible for the interpreters, the lat-
ter via a simple semantic inversion of key words (love, peace, independence, 
friendship). As Mate-Toth pointed out in his analysis, such discourse and the 
accompanying political measures failed to erase the validity of past discourses, 
but rather maintained them, in spite of the fact that these could not be pub-
lic.46 It is worth noting that such contrasts between public and private dis-
courses, demanding the management of a dual set of conventions, are a heavy 
mental burden on children and adolescents, who have not yet acquired all the 
relevant context markers, and are very sensitive to inconsistencies.

Van Dijk emphasized an important aspect of successful manipulation: 
“it is crucial that the recipients form the mental models the manipulators 
want them to form, thus restricting their freedom of interpretation or at least 
the probability that they will understand the discourse against the best inter-
ests of the manipulators.”47 In view of his arguments, the Stalinist rhetoric 
of the 1950s was not a successful case of mass-level manipulation in every 
respect. Denial, inverse interpretations and the accompanying opposing at-
titude, widespread in the Rakosi era, culminated in the 1956 Revolution. 
Retaliation was severe: leaders of the revolution were executed or imprisoned 
and tortured. Unresolved traumas make people more vulnerable to manipula-
tion, therefore the silenced stories of the Revolution, termed as a “reactionary 
counter-revolution” in the political discourse between 1956 and 1989, served 
the interests of the subsequent regime very well. 

Kadar and double bind discourse

In 1957, a discursive change predicted the oncoming years of the “soft 
dictatorship”. Th e Prime Minister, Janos Kadar, was considered both a victim 
and a loyal follower of the Soviets: in 1933, he was sentenced to two years of 
imprisonment as a communist; in 1952, after a show trial, he was imprisoned 
by his former comrades. In 1956 he was a minister in the revolutionary gov-
ernment for a couple of days, but left for the Soviet Union in November and 
returned as the only candidate approved by the Soviets to restore “order”.48

In the subsequent years of the Kadar era, Rakosi’s slogan (“anyone not 
with us is against us”) was reversed: “anyone not against us is with us”. “Pax 

46 Andras MATE-TOTH, op. cit.
47 Th eun VAN DIJK, op. cit., 2006, p. 367.
48 Tibor HUSZAR, Kadar Janos politikai eletrajza, vol. 1–2, Budapest: Szabad Ter-Kossuth, 

2003.
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Kadariensis” resulted in a most successful form of manipulation. A person 
saying neither yes nor no, who is neither for nor against, will implicitly con-
tribute to maintaining and unanimously confi rming the discourse of the sys-
tem. As a Hungarian poet, Babits, put it in the era before World War II, “the 
silent among the guilty is their accomplice”49. In a few years, the era of the soft 
dictatorship signifi cantly increased the number of Good Us by supporting 
processes of identifi cation. As the events in 1956 clearly showed, identifi ca-
tion with the aggressor, Rakosi, was limited to the group of dedicated believers 
and to the most vulnerable victims. Kadar, unlike Rakosi, was a person that 
the majority of the people could identify with. First, the defeat of the 1956 
Revolution taught the Hungarian people that they were in a helpless situation 
and could not hope to change the basic frameworks of the system. Second, 
children brought up in the threatening world of the 1950s appreciated their 
new freedoms, not knowing any better than the system they lived in. Th ird, 
in compliance with the limitations set by the Soviets, Kadar introduced a new 
welfare policy to soothe the people and smooth the narrow and risky path 
towards socialist development. In some contemporary jokes he is represented 
as an amiable trickster of state socialist folklore who is more loyal to his own 
people than to the Soviets, succeeding in gaining a temporary victory over the 
oppressing powers:

Kadar and Brezhnev wanted to decide if the Soviet tank or the Hungarian bull 
was more powerful. Th ey could not come to an agreement so they put the 
problem to the test. Before the trial Kadar whispered something into the bull’s 
ears and, as a result, the bull ran over the tank and completely destroyed it. „It 
is amazing” – said Brezhnev – „Tell me, please, my dear Johnnie, what did you 
tell the bull? „I just told him that it was the tanks that took all the cows after 
World War II” – Kadar answered.50

Th e tank was a symbol of the overwhelming military force of the Soviets in 
1956, just as it had been in 1945; it was also the symbol of the inevitable de-
feat of the Hungarian revolutionaries. Manly power associated with the bull, 
as a key symbol of cognitive restoration, may also refer to the strong develop-
ment potential of Hungary captured in the metaphor of “goulash commu-
nism”, an envied position for the country within the Soviet Bloc. As a result, 
the country ran into debt in the 1970s in order to maintain living standards, 
which were thought to be crucial to sustaining communist rule in Hungary. 

Ambivalent attitudes to the ruling regime of that society were nonethe-
less present; and these were connected to the discursive double bind practices 

49 Mihaly BABITS, Jonas konyve, http://esca.atomki.hu/~cserny/vers/babits/jonas_k.txt 
(accessed June 30, 2011)

50 http://www.viccek.org/annak-idejen-kadar-es-brezsnyev-vitatkoztak (accessed 
June 30, 2011)
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of communist regimes, which had a solid foundation in the ideological dis-
tortions of dialectic philosophies. Th ese philosophies emphasize interdepen-
dence, qualitative change and internal dialectical contradictions as a source of 
social development. However, the lay public does not insist on scientifi c ideas, 
but elaborates and circulates forms of consensual knowledge.51 Distortions of 
the original theory always refl ect the interests of a given social group. Hegel, 
Fichte, Marx, Engels and Lenin were reinterpreted to underpin nicely the 
perceived political needs of the system. Nobody could fi ll any leading position 
without having been indoctrinated into “dialectical materialism”. Th e ideol-
ogy for the acts of destruction under the communist regime had its origins 
in this philosophy: to preserve and create, one must make “sacrifi ces”. Th e 
original idea on thesis, anti-thesis and synthesis was reduced to an “anything 
goes” stance, paralyzing critical thinking. Let us consider the excerpts taken 
from Kadar’s speech below:

No one is prosecuted for one’s political views in Hungary, but anyone com-
mitting a crime that is illegal, political and is against the system will be severely 
punished. […] In Hungary, there is no censorship, there has never been cen-
sorship, but provocation against the system by using the press violates the law 
and is punished. [1968, November] 52

Th e recipients’ interpretative method of simple inversion for an ironic 
reading, readily applicable in the Rakosi era, is not feasible in such contexts, 
as there are no explicit rules any more. According to the above rhetoric, one is 
entirely free in the people’s democracy unless they violate a rule that is neither 
specifi ed nor communicated. Th ere is an internal inconsistency in the mes-
sage on political freedom. Th e text begins with a sentence that might as well 
be included in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, but is directly 
followed by an explicit threat: should anyone take the fi rst sentence abso-
lutely seriously, they will be punished. Recipients of such discourse develop 
self-censorship and a passive attitude, where not taking any action seems the 
only safe alternative. “Partial or incomplete understanding is in the best inter-
ests of a powerful group or institution.”53 Censorship, whatever language it is 
expressed in, equals to carrying out an act, a process, or a practice of censor-
ship; it occurs when a person is “authorized to examine books, fi lms, or other 
material and to remove or suppress what is considered morally, politically, or 
otherwise objectionable”54. “No censorship” in the text above as contextual 

51 Janos LASZLO, “A szocialis reprezentaciorol”, in Istvan, BERES, Ozseb, HORANYI 
(eds.) Tarsadalmi kommunikacio, Budapest: Osiris, pp. 129-138.

52 Janos KADAR, Válogatott beszédek és cikkek 1957-1974, Budapest: Kossuth, 1975, pp. 
264-265.

53 Th eun VAN DIJK, op. cit., 2006, p. 366.
54 http://www.thefreedictionary.com/censor (accessed June 30, 2011)
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denial represents a condition where the social institution of censorship can 
not be commented upon in a people’s “democracy”. Unlike the Rakosi era, 
when inverted meanings were the key to interpretation, words tend to lose 
their meanings in such paradoxical contexts, and empty signifi ers dominate 
the discourse. Lexical meaning is referred to in the above fragment, but is 
immediately withdrawn. As a result, a word can mean anything and nothing. 
How could one participate in a discourse that, due to the loss of meanings, is 
unintelligible for the participants? Interpreting the message of semantic satia-
tion is interpreting the message of hegemony: social change via reconstructive 
discourse is rendered impossible. 

Striving for parrhesia is present in Kadar’s very last public speech, which 
was made on 12th April, 1989 at the assembly of the Central Committee of 
the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party. Th e topic of the speech is the 1956 
Revolution and Kadar’s role in the subsequent reprisals. Th e confusion pres-
ent in the speech is probably due to his impaired mental condition associated 
with old age and to the state of crisis he experienced. A brief content analysis 
on word frequency is very telling: the high rate of negation and self-reference 
refer to a state of psychological crisis, a very similar ratio to that found in 
suicide notes, and neither of these linguistic markers is under the speaker’s 
conscious control55. Furthermore, words related to hypothetical impeachment 
(ask*, respond*/respons*, answer*, forgive*, fault*, sorry, couldn’t, torment*) 
also have a very high frequency in the text. 

Table 1. Results of a quantitative content analysis 
on Kadar’s last public speech in 1989

Code Frequency 
Percent (N=total number of words, 
5279/100%)

Reference to own self 236 4,47

Negation 196 3,71

Responsibility 65 1,23

Kadar is tormented by guilt and doubt. In the fragment below he refers to 
the lack of intelligibility of his discourse in the contemporary political rheto-
ric, “When I made that statement I termed it [the 1956 revolution – the 
authors] a peaceful student demonstration, an uprising, and I did not label 
it a counter-revolution. I referred in that way to the participants and to the 
processes as well. Nobody could understand why I spoke the way I did.”56

55 Balazs KEZDI, A negativ kod, Pecs: Pro Pannonia, 1995.
56 Janos Kadar’s speech in 1989, (Hungarian transcription by Mihaly Kornis), www.kornismi-

haly.hu/a_kadar_beszed.pdf . (accessed May 14, 2010).
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Th e next quotation from the speech is an alternation between two possible 
discourses: “If I don’t take a historical perspective I can tell you now, after 30 
years that I am sorry for everyone.”57 Th e term “historical” in the contempo-
rary Marxist-Leninist rhetoric referred to dialectical materialist philosophy 
meant for daily use. Th e sympathy expressed for the victims of 1956 is a sign 
of striving for parrhesia. In the speaker’s context model formed by his previ-
ous experiences of Soviet dictatorship, impeachment seemed very probable 
in those historic moments of social transition; but that was not the intention 
of the politicians who initiated and managed the transformation. Kadar was 
ruled insane and died in 1989, that same year.

Philosopher kings and humanists behind the mask of the trickster

All communists systems insisted that their rule was based on a scientifi c 
world view, Marxism-Leninism. By doing so, their rulers adopted a modern 
secularized view of Enlightenment, one in which science is put in place of 
God, but one which is also related to an ancient tradition. Th e Platonic no-
tion of philosopher king was an experiment to reconstruct divine order based 
on human knowledge and ethics. According to Szakolczai,58 the failure of that 
experiment is exemplary: Alexander the Great, educated by Aristotle, became 
the fi rst tyrant to conquer the world. Similarly, Lenin’s attraction to philoso-
phy did not save the people either from communism or conquest. Spreading 
the singular “truth” proved a core ambition. 

Foolishness is only a small step from courage. In rigid feudal contexts, 
court jesters assumed the role of parrhesiastes59: riddles and humor counter-
balanced monolithic authority, and off ered new pieces of wisdom60. Accord-
ing to Horvath and Th omassen61, when schism takes place in a community, 
the social arena will open for the trickster. As he is crisis and disintegration 
itself, his interests are in maintaining chaos and confusion, his own life-world. 
Th e trickster as an archetype is a liminal fi gure representing ambivalence and 
controversies: wisdom and foolishness, destruction and creation. “While ap-
pearing to have a destructive eff ect, through his mischief he helped people to 
see that there was more than one way of looking at things.”62 Th e trickster’s 
mode of existence is anarchy and rebellion; a fi gure upsetting the status quo, 
accompanied by arguments and provocation, however, sometimes his actions 

57 Ibidem. 
58 Arpad SZAKOLCZAI, op. cit., 2004, p. 52.
59 Ibidem, p. 36.
60 Mark O’CONNELL, Raje AIREY, op. cit., p. 53.
61 Agnes HORVATH, Bjorn THOMASSEN, op. cit., p. 13.
62 Mark O’CONNELL, Raje AIREY, op. cit., p. 53.
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may signifi cantly contribute to human development63. Th e trickster solves the 
crisis “by turning things to his own image.”64 

Horvath and Th omassen follow Girard’s analysis, who claimed that an in-
nocent victim used as a scapegoat was designated and ritually sacrifi ced by 
the trickster, who thereby could become the priest of a new religion. Such 
rituals in a schismogenetic system ensure that resistance to it further increases 
its power. Similarly, Zizek stated that we were living in a post-ideological age 
in which cynicism prevails: “Cynical distance is just one way – one of many 
ways – to blind ourselves to the structuring power of ideological fantasy: even 
if we do not take things seriously, even if we keep an ironic distance, we are 
still doing them”65. In such a milieu, parrhesiastes are silenced, declared insane 
or are sacrifi ced (scapegoats and/or saints). Prominent fi gures in intellectual 
life may have their parrhesiastic moments, but they can not assume such an 
identity, publicize their ideas and adopt parrhesia as a lifestyle. Th e system will 
admire and broadcast trickster fi gures. 

Can the trickster’s mask be used for telling the truth and deconstruct de-
construction by examining the boundary separating the Evil Th em from the 
Good Us? What are the consequences of miming the Trickster, a mime him-
self? Th e mask of the Trickster is a signifi er of the questionability and invalidi-
ty of the signifi ed: a meta-communication that the message is not valid and he 
has been uncovered. In Bateson’s view, this is a contextual change, a creative 
step involving very high risks. Such experiments are possible in postmodern 
art and literature; but are they tolerated in a communist society? Ironically, the 
liminal role was delegated by the regime to the intelligentsia by categorizing 
them as “others”, outsiders in the communist “order”. 

In the following part of the paper, the authors outline brief portraits of the 
intelligentsia of the time to illustrate the ideas above and deepen the analysis; 
they are portraits of philosophers and artists. All of them were tempted by 
aspirations of veridiction, but they had very diff erent ways and possibilities of 
reacting to issues of invasive manipulation.

Georg Lukacs66 was probably the most infl uential and internationally re-
nowned political philosopher of the era. As Agnes Heller, an autonomous stu-
dent of Lukacs’s assumed, a major diff erence between literature and philoso-
phy is that only one coherent world may exist in the latter, but that a writer or 
a philosopher must not lie in their works.67 For Lukacs, that “one world” was 

63 Ibidem, p. 123.
64 Agnes HORVATH, Bjorn THOMASSEN, op. cit., p. 15.
65 Slavoj ZIZEK, “How Did Marx Invent the Symptom?”, in: Th e Sublime Object of Ideol-

ogy, London: Verso, 1989, p. 33.
66 Ferenc L. LENDVAI, Magyar Virtuális Enciklopédia, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 2005, 

http://www.enc.hu/1enciklopedia/fogalmi/fi loz/lukacs_gyorgy.htm (accessed May 10, 2011)
67 Agnes HELLER, Bicikliző majom (Interviews by Janos, KOBANYAI), Budapest: Mult 

es jovo konyv- es lapkiado, 2004.
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Marxism; he joined the communist movement early68 and spent considerable 
time in the Soviet Union. For most of the time he was an accepted ideologue 
of the system, but he was accused of “right-wing deviations” and revisionism 
several times during his career; and was silenced after the 1956 Revolution69 
for almost ten years as a “number one danger to ideology”. In a schismoge-
netic system, participants in public discourse must share a collective para-
noid stance with fantasies of “enemies”, “vigilance” and a “permanent state 
of siege”. Further, the system was said to be based on “scientifi c ideology”, 
consequently to be studied and developed by philosophers; however, the way 
in which it was to be studied was determined by the ruling regime. Th erefore, 
philosophers had a salient and risky position within society:

For the classics of Marxism it was obvious that science furnishes the materials 
... on the basis of which political decisions are taken. Propaganda and agita-
tion receive their material from science, from scientifi cally elaborated practice. 
Stalin reversed this relationship. For him, in the name of partiinost, agitation 
is primary. Its needs determine [...] what science must say and how it must 
say it. One example will make this clearer. In the famous Chapter IV of the 
Short History, Stalin defi nes the essence of dialectical and historical materi-
alism. Since we have to do with a popular work written for the masses, no 
one could fi nd fault with Stalin for reducing the quite subtle and complex 
arguments of the classics on this topic to a few defi nitions enumerated in 
schematic textbook form. But the fate of the philosophical sciences since the 
publication of this work shows that this is a matter of conscious methodology 
and of a deliberate cultural policy. [...] Stalin’s propagandistic simplifi cations 
(often vulgarizations) at once became the unique and absolutely binding norm 
and the utmost limit of philosophical investigation. If anyone were to venture 
[…] beyond the defi nitions in Chapter IV, or to simply supplement them, 
that person was courting ideological condemnation and could not publish his 
research.70

Heller, former student of Lukacs’s belonging to the Budapest School of 
philosophers, also struggled with the problem of truth. She is recognized as 
one of the leading thinkers to emerge from the tradition of Western Marxist 
critical theory. In collaboration with other members of the Budapest School 
she worked within Lukacs’s program of “Marx Renaissance” and considered 

68 As a fi rm believer in communism and a commissioner of the Hungarian Red Army, he 
ordered to shoot several soldiers in 1919 as they were reluctant to fi ght. http://5mp.eu/web.ph
p?a=tanacskoztarsasag&o=Z6fcQXuebO 

69 Magyar Eletrajzi Lexikon, 1000-1990, Lukacs Gyorgy, Hungarian Electronic Library, Th e 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences, http://mek.niif.hu/00300/00355/html/ABC09006/09682.
htm (accessed June 29, 2011)

70 Gyorgy LUKACS, Refl ections on the Cult of Stalin, 1962 http://www.marxists.org/ar-
chive/lukacs/works/1962/stalin.htm (accessed May 15, 2011)
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herself as a humble interpreter of Marx.71 She welcomed the 1956 Revolu-
tion, but was soon forced to practice “self-criticism”, which she did in 1959 
in a letter to the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party. She apologized for her 
“political mistake” and “incorrect evaluation” as well as for having considered 
Marxism a theoretical science only. She was asking for guidance from the 
Party72. Th ese statements are more telling about the era than about the person: 
momentary parrhesiastes were silenced or, as scientifi c authorities, were used 
to provide the underpinnings of communist rule. Heller’s remaining illusions 
concerning the system vanished with the Prague Spring in 1968. Heller signed 
Charter 7773 and left Hungary the same year to start a new career in Austra-
lia. She, as a refl ective postmodern philosopher, assumes that “philosophy re-
mains rational self-refl ection concerned with demythologisation, critique and 
self-orientation”74. She was engaged by a number of questions that are deeply 
connected to her autobiography: the issue of self-refl ection and sense of re-
sponsibility instead of moral certainty, as well as the paradoxes of modernity 
and dual commitments75. Her career is typical for that of intellectuals living in 
a dictatorship: she fi nally left for the Western world to escape a forced choice 
between intellectual moratorium and party infl uence. 

For Istvan Bibo, another important political philosopher of the era, the 
one world was democracy. Although Bibo had had very limited possibilities to 
infl uence the public in his time, his ideas on liberty and social solidarity sig-
nifi cantly contributed to the peaceful transformation of Hungary in 198976. 
In his view, a society, a necessary structure to combat the threats and fears 
coming from people’s refl ection on their mortal state, is either based on the 
minimization of rule and operates as a system of mutual services and demo-
cratic socialization, or is based on repression and exploitation. Th is is an idea 
transcending the fascist-communist dichotomy and refl ecting on its bound-
ary, transforming it into a question of moral choice between dictatorship and 
democracy.77

Bibo, a parrhesiastes both in the traditional sense and in Foucault’s terms, 
did not only communicate his theories on socialist liberalism and democracy, 
but lived according to them. As an employee of the Ministry of Justice during 

71 John, GRUMLEY, Agnes Heller: a moralist in the vortex of history, Ann Arbor: Pluto 
Press, 2005, p. 2.

72 A facsimile on http://www.kalkulus.hu/media/Image/blog/5396a.jpg . Retrieved 
27th June, 2011.

73 Charter 77 was a memorandum initiated by Czechoslovakian intellectuals on the viola-
tions of human rights in the country.

74 John GRUMLEY, op. cit., p. 213.
75 Ibidem, pp. 215-275. 
76 Robert N. BERKI, “Th e realism of moralism. Th e political philosophy of Istvan Bibo”, 

in History of Political Th ought, 1992, vol. 13, no. 3, pp. 513-534.
77 Endre J. NAGY, tettbeszed: Bibo Istvan 1935-os “megterese”, in Ivan, Z. DENES (ed): 

Megtalálni a szabadság rendjét, Budapest: Uj Mandatum, 2001, pp. 111-144.
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World War II, he saved the lives of several Jewish persons. After 1945 he criti-
cized the forced repatriation of Germans. Between 1945 and 1950 he worked 
as a university professor, a researcher, and a member of the Hungarian Acad-
emy of Sciences. In 1950 he was declared “unfi t for ideological development” 
and was deprived of his positions78. In 1956, when the defeat of the revolution 
was anticipated and members the revolutionary government resigned or sur-
rendered, he as a Minister of State declared:

I, István Bibo, a Minister of State, as the only representative of the only legiti-
mate Hungarian Government stayed in Parliament alone. Hungary […] wants 
to live in the community of Central and Eastern European nations, which 
desire to live their lives in the name of liberty and justice in a society free from 
exploitation. […] I refuse the calumny that the glorious Hungarian Revolu-
tion is a manifestation of fascism or anti-Semitism […] this was a fi ght against 
the conquering foreign power and the home executioner brigades.79

Bibo knew that for the communists there were only two types of persons: 
communists and fascists. In his speech he commented on this maneuver of 
belittling the revolution. He concluded his speech by appealing to the United 
Nations for intervention, but to no avail. In 1958 he was sentenced to life in 
prison. He got amnesty and was released from prison in 1963. He was not 
enthusiastic about the Kadar system: he found it demoralizing. Even though 
he continued his work until his death in 1979, he lived in a kind of “internal 
emigration”, away from intellectual life both at home and abroad.80 Th at was 
the price he had to pay for his loyalty to his values.

Critical refl ection by artists often included miming the trickster, manifested in 
their choice of grotesque, burlesque-like and absurd elements in their works. Such 
experiments in modern art were rather popular among the intelligentsia. Kadar 
commented to the contrary: “Comrades, a bean soup should be a bean soup.”81 
Th at is, “true” representation is resemblance and simplicity: the artist’s goal should 
be to mime the real, not the trickster – without refl ecting on meanings.

Two well-known Hungarian writers, Tibor Dery and István Orkény, were 
not only contemporaries, but were close friends. Both Dery and Orkény were 
born in a middle-class family and joined the communist movement in their 
youth; both of them suff ered from the consequences of the communist dic-
tatorship.

78 Gabor, KOVACS, Elszigeteltseg és nyitottsag dinamikaja ket tudossors tukreben. 
Horvath Barna es Bibo István tudomanyos palyafutasa, In: Bela, MESTER, Laszlo, PERECZ, 
Kozelítések a magyar fi lozofi a tortenetehez, Budapest: Aron, 2004, 392–419.

79 Istvan, BIBO, Nyilatkozat, 1956. november 4. Hungarian Electronic Library, http://mek.
niif.hu/02000/02043/html/524.html (accessed May 12, 2011)

80 Gabor KOVACS, op. cit.
81 E.g., http://wita.hu/index.php?show=post&post=1095 (accessed June 30, 2011)
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Dery was arrested after the defeat of the Hungarian Soviet Republic in 
1919. When he was released form prison he emigrated and returned to Hun-
gary as late as 1926. In 1945 he joined the Communist Party and became a 
well known author. In 1952 his new novel Felelet (Response) was published, 
and a long debate ensued on the “artistic value” of the novel: Dery’s work was 
not free from criticism from the system.82 In 1956, Dery as member of the 
Petofi  Circle, a cultural arena for contemporary writers, held a speech on the 
tasks of writers and journalists and was expelled from the party as a result: 

I would like to say some words on the role of the intelligentsia, on what I con-
sider to be the obligation, fi rst and foremost, of writers and journalists […] I 
am afraid [our criticism] attacks only the surface and we do not pay attention 
to the essence; the pathogenic factor beneath […] Th e question of how we 
got where we are now is not asked clearly enough. What is the reason for our 
economic problems? What is the reason for our psychological problems? Why 
is an entire society not comfortable with their situation? […] I think the origin 
of our troubles lies in the lack of liberty […]. Let us examine the contemporary 
situation. Th e comrades participating in and listening to the debates did not 
pay attention to a specifi c circumstance. Th ey have not realized that they can 
enter into these discussions only because they have the license to do so from “above”. 
Th ey have not realized that they are involuntary protagonists in a game that was 
not devised by them83 (June 27, 1956, italics belong to the authors).

“Criticism” was a favorite genre in the communist system with its two 
predominant forms: “self-criticism”, a paradox itself since such criticism was 
imposed on the speaker by an external power; and “constructive criticism”, 
where “constructive” applied only at the surface: the ideological foundations 
or the communist system were not to be made object of any substantial cri-
tique. In his speech, Dery defi nitely assumed the role of the parrhesiastes and 
referred to the manipulations of the system by which criticism and resistance 
were shaped to strengthen the ruling regime. Further, he added, “I would like 
to ask young people, the Hungarian youth, to remember their predecessors, 
the March84 youth that we name the 1848 youth; Comrades, I would like to 
have a 1956 youth to help the nation conquer our future.”85

Shortly after the defeat of the Revolution he criticized the new govern-
ment and was imprisoned. Th e 1957 “writer trials” were show trials; writers 
were accused of fomenting the 1956 revolution. Dery, who had a young wife 
living in poverty and a 93 year-old sick mother, wrote a letter to the Minister 

82 Magyar Eletrajzi Lexikon, Dery Tibor, Hungarian Electronic Library, http://mek.niif.
hu/00300/00355/html/ABC03014/03266.htm (accessed June 1, 2011)

83 Tibor TEMESVARI, Dery Tibor a sajto szabadsagarol 1956-ban. http://historiamozaik.
atw.hu/dery_tibor.html (accessed June 15, 2011)

84 A reference to the Hungarian War of Independence in 1848 against the Austrian rulers.
85 Ibidem.
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of Internal Aff airs and appealed for mercy, confessing that, “I committed a 
grave sin against the Party and the people’s democracy.” At the show trial he 
continued: “I feel guilty of having been a bad communist, I have erred.”86 He 
was sentenced to nine years and received amnesty in three years. In one of his 
short stories, Niki, he commented on the victimization process of imposed 
“self-criticism”, carefully devised by the ruling regime. An engineer, Ancsa, 
loyal to the system but fair in his decisions, is dismissed from a leading posi-
tion because he had accused a “good comrade” of theft: “He [Ancsa] was 
trying to fi nd faults in himself and could fi nd a dozen, as any scrupulous 
person would.”87 Guilty or innocent, doubt is always present in any person 
living in a totalitarian system. Very soon, Ancsa was imprisoned and his wife 
lived alone and in poverty. An old friend „sometimes asked her if she got any 
news about her husband […] he was so impertinent […] as to ask the party 
secretary if it was absolutely necessary to condemn a political criminal’s wife 
to starvation in the name of socialism.88 In 1977, having learned the lesson 
and having been “encouraged” by Comrade Aczel, the Minister for Culture, 
Dery expressed open disapproval of those Hungarian intellectuals who had 
signed Charter 77.89

Orkeny was recruited to the army during World War II for labor service, 
a special kind of unarmed service required of those determined non-reliable 
(Jewish people, communists and national minorities). In 1943, in a Soviet 
prisoner-of-war camp, he was delegated to an “antifascist” school. After re-
turning to Hungary he enlisted in the Communist Party and became a re-
nowned writer.90 In 1956 he held a speech on Hungarian Radio which has 
been quoted many times since. Th e original text in 1956 is as follows “Radio 
has been a tool of lies for many years. It executed orders. It has lied in the 
night, it has lied during the day and it has lied with every wave.”91 In an in-
terview in 1981, Orkeny quoted the original text in the fi rst person plural: 
“We have lied in the night, we have lied during the day and we have lied with 
every wave.”92 According to an interpretation, this is how he identifi ed and 
took responsibility for his contribution to 1956; he might have also referred 
to the impossibility of escaping the false contexts that had been created by the 
ruling regime. After the defeat of the Revolution he was given a possibility to 

86 Ibidem.
87 Tibor DERY, Niki es mas tortenetek, Budapest: Mora, 1979, pp. 204-205.
88 Ibidem, p. 238.
89 Gyula, ILLYES, Naplojegyzetek, 1977. Hungarian Electronic Library. http://mek.niif.

hu/01200/01271/html/01.htm , (accessed June 26, 2011)
90 Magyar Eletrajzi Lexikon, Orkeny Istvan. Hungarian Electronic Library, http://mek.niif.

hu/00300/00355/html/ABC11561/11569.htm (accessed June 15, 2011)
91 Zsuzsa RADNOTI (ed.) Orkeny Istvan es 1956, http://orkenyistvan.hu/hazudtunk 
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“admit his faults”; that he was not too willing to do, and was eliminated from 
Hungarian intellectual life for several years. 

In 1964 he wrote his most famous masterpiece, Welcoming the Major, an 
“allegorical transposition”93about the techniques of totalitarian systems: how 
power is misused to terrify and control people whose worry for their loved 
ones make them surrender fully to authorities. Th e context is World War II, 
therefore the play could be read, and was read, as a criticism of fascism, but it 
had a more general message.

In his ars poetica, Orkeny defi nes the grotesque as a typical liminal genre 
“the grotesque unbalances ultimate constructions; it always questions but never 
states; it opens, not closes” 94 He refl ects on the paradoxical social settings of state 
socialism: “I, as a writer, have given up the right to explain, I can not explain, I 
don’t understand the world that surrounds me; how could I explain?”95 Orkeny, 
although wearing the mask of the Trickster, is a humanist, loyal to his own values 
“the most what people can give one another is solidarity […] humankind is not 
irredeemable as long one person is capable of saving another.”96 

Gyorgy Schwajda, belonging to a new generation of absurdist playwrights, 
had been born in a working class family and had his own experiences of be-
ing a blue collar worker before he started his career as a writer. His play, Th e 
miracle (1978), is a direct criticism against the shortcomings of the system of 
his times. Th e story is the following:

A typesetter, Vencel had lost his eyesight and as he was not entitled to dis-
ability pension, he was declared healthy and capable of work. Although his 
family was hoping for the „nice and normal life of the disabled”, they had to 
adjust themselves to the situation.  Th e socialist brigade helped Vencel pass 
his exam and deceive the social security offi  cer. Vencel was not suspicious, 
because he did exactly what the others did: disturbed and destroyed the work 
of the few competent persons. Very soon, Vencel adopted a new and more 
common lifestyle: took to drinking, regularly abused his children and wife, 
and exploited a fellow worker who died from the extra workload. He realized 
his “ultimate happiness” and wanted to commit suicide. He tried to jump out 
of the window several times but he did not succeed, because their window 
opened towards a common corridor.97

93 Peter SZIRAK, A Grotesque Allegory on Human Dignity. Istvan Orkény: Welcoming the 
Major. http://orkenyistvan.hu/sites/orkenyistvan.hu/fi les/welcoming_the_major_full.pdfg (ac-
cessed June 15, 2011)

94 Istvan ORKENY, “Szeljegyzetek”, in Zsuzsa RADNOTI, Visszanezve/A mesterseg titkai-
ból. Arcképek, korképek, Budapest: Palatinus, 2003, p. 269.

95 “Eletrajzi beszélgetések”, in Zsuzsa RADNOTI (ed.), Parbeszed a groteszkrol, Budapest: 
Palatinus, 2000, pp. 138-139.

96 Ibidem, pp. 78-79.
97 Tamas TARJAN, “Totagas (Schwajda Gyorgy: A csoda)”, in Szinhaz, 1990 March, vol. 

23, pp. 12-16.
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Th e double bind setting, the characteristic context of state socialism, is 
explored in the play, together with all the social consequences such as coun-
ter-selection, compulsive helping, aggression and self-destruction. Schwajda’s 
play is a direct message about the exploitation of working class people by the 
“proletariat” in the communist system and the impossibility of the Kadar regime 
to be sustainable. 

Th e dog’s night song – an act of ultimate deconstruction

A powerful deconstruction of deconstruction, a refl ection on the schismoge-
netic society of his time and its double bind discourse can be seen in a 1983 
fi lm, Dog’s Night Song, by Gabor Body. In 1983, Hungarian suicide statistics 
had reached a peak, with a world record of nearly 5000 suicides a year. Th is 
rate remained very high until social transformation could commence.98 Th e 
number of suicides, as the most important measure of mental health in a soci-
ety, was an indisputable message on the anomic state of the late Kadar system 
and the overall “success” of ultimate deconstruction achieved by communists. 

Body was born in Budapest in 1946 in a middle-class family. In his cur-
riculum vitae he writes about his early years as follows: 

In 1956 my parents were divorced, and we, children stayed with our mother. 
At that time I happened to spend three month in the “Pioneerepublick Wil-
helm Pieck” camp in the GDR [the former East Germany- the authors] which 
was organized as an international charity. […] It was the fi rst time I was away 
from home, and my experiences of childhood sexuality, aggression and Ger-
man culture each left deep impressions on me. […] Th e new school made me 
love the pioneer movement so much that I remained a member of the pioneer 
group as a “junior leader” even when I went to grammar school. At the same 
time, however, I was not able to come to terms with the Young Communists’ 
League, which was partly due to the fact that junior leaders and members of 
the Communists’ League in this district of Budapest were in some ways op-
posed to each other. Although the junior leaders were, of course, members of 
the Communists’ League, they represented a more militant sect, which led to 
the dissolution, or rather the reorganization of their ranks. I, too, was kept out 
of the movement and this solved my existing confl ict, in that for some time I 
was in parallel a peripheral member of my initial street gang in Budapest, the 
Ilka-Street Band”99

98 Tamas ZONDA, Elod VERES, “Az ongyilkossagok alakulasa Magyarorszagon (1970-
2000)”, in Addictologia Hungarica, 2004, no. 1, pp. 7-23. 

99 Translation in the original; authors corrected only minor grammatical mistakes present 
in the original text.
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He encountered some problems in high school as well; as an eminent student 
of history he was admitted to the university and studied history and philosophy. 

I was very negligent in studying at the University; I even took off  a semester 
twice. Th e cause of the fi rst delay was boredom, disappointment and passion-
ate love. In those days I spent a short time at a provincial mental hospital (…) 
I went there out of curiosity, and extreme empathy, but had an insight into the 
realm of the dead and the living dead. […] I found my way to the essence of 
Marxism through the short writing “Preface to the Criticism of Political Eco-
nomics”, and the Marxist way of thinking had a great infl uence on my ideas. 
In spite of the didactic oppositions disseminated at the University, I could 
agree with each philosopher in the context of his own place and language.100 

He was also interested in Sociology, and a new branch of science intro-
duced in Hungary at that time, semiotics, the study of signs and meanings. 
In 1972 he was admitted to the Academy of Th eater and Film Art: “Th e 
atmosphere in the Academy was hysterical and the activities were at a low 
standard (…) Th e four years I spent at the Academy left bad memories, and 
my impression of it as a bad institution of education and ideology has become 
even worse since then.”101

In 1975 he graduated, found employment at MAFILM, the Hungarian 
state fi lm company and made several fi lms; he worked for four years on Psyché, 
a defi nite home and international success. He commented his work as fol-
lows, “If I did not have doubts about the general situation of my «profession» 
I would enjoy working at this company, which helped me in all the possible 
ways.”102 His personal life changed for better in 1980 when he met his wife: 
“Th is put an end to my emotional deprivation”103. His wife, a Hungarian Ger-
man, lived in West Germany, outside the Soviet Bloc. In 1981 he applied for 
a scholarship to spend more time with her wife. His ending words in his CV 
are the following, “I have decided to continue to dedicate my life to liberty, 
love, arts and sciences.”104

After the transition, Body turned out to have been a secret agent of the 
communist system under the cover name “Pesti”. Th e documents also re-
vealed that Body’s superiors were not satisfi ed with his work; he tried to fi nd 
excuses in his worsening alcoholism. He was probably discharged as unfi t for 
service – or he changed cover name and fi le. Some of the original fi les con-
cerning his secret agent past are missing. Th is piece of information, however, 
contributes greatly to understanding his tragic fate, in which the fate of some 

100 Ibidem, pp. 12-13.
101 Ibidem, p. 13.
102 Ibidem, p. 14.
103 Ibidem.
104 Ibidem, p. 15.
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of the Central and Eastern European intelligentsia is refl ected. Body “died 
under unclear circumstances” on 24th October, 1985. He committed suicide 
and was found two days after the muted anniversary of the 1956 revolution. 
He cut his arm deeply with a knife that had been given to him as a gift by one 
of his students.105

In an interview in 1983, Body said about the Dog’s Night Song: 

I had to make this fi lm, this was a matter of conscience. Yes, returning to 
“simple truths”. More and more I feel the desire to deal with the issue of spiri-
tuality: what kind of breathing space is aff orded by society to people’s spiritual 
needs? […] do people know what roles they play? […] they take them [values 
and norms – the authors] for granted and do not question […] the audience 
should be ready to explore.106

Th e story of the fi lm is as follows: a false priest comes to a small village and 
starts his missionary work with local people. Other characters in the fi lm are the 
former council president, a family with a ten year-old boy, an astronomer from 
the nearby observatory, and a woman infected with tuberculosis living in a sana-
torium. Th e false priest is acted by Body; as he commented as an 1983 interview, 
“I thought I could play the role authentically”107 [italics belong to the authors].

Th ere are many contexts and genres in the fi lm open for veridiction, but all 
the eff orts made by the characters to tell their personally experienced truth are 
doomed to failure. Confessions, police investigations, prayers, quasi-therapeutic 
interventions, spying and documentation: all these eff orts prove useless:

In the case of the false priest and the council leader I would like to describe 
and to defi ne two extreme values or features of our Hungarian or Eastern 
European life. Th e common feature in them is that both are self-appointed 
prophets or self-appointed intellectuals. I would not say they are without in-
tellectual awareness, but in any case they are without social form, without the 
support of society. In a sense it is a self-destroying acceptance, or challenge, of 
an intellectual role. I think this type is very characteristic of Hungarian society. 
[...] it produces only fragmented faces.108 

105 Vilmos CSAPLAR, Body Gabor titkos tortenete, Nepszabadsag, 2005, http://www.nol.
hu/archivum/archiv-385435 (accessed: June 11, 2011)

106 Searching for simple truths. Interview with Gabor Body (Joachim, STARGARD), In: 
Laszlo, BEKE, Miklos, PETERNAK, Body Gabor 1946-1985, eletmubemutató, Budapest: 
Mucsarnok, Filmfoigazgatosag, Muvelodesi Miniszterium, 1987, p. 152.

107 Ipari rituale es nyelvi mitosz. (Beszelgetes Body Gaborral) (András, B. KOVACS), in 
Laszlo BEKE, Miklos PETERNAK, Body Gabor 1946-1985, eletmubemutató, Budapest: 
Mucsarnok, Filmfoigazgatosag, Muvelodesi Miniszterium, 1987, p.155. 

108  Gabor BODY, “Gondolat - és jelentesvazlatok”, in Laszlo BEKE, Miklos PETERNAK, 
Body Gabor 1946-1985, eletmubemutató, Budapest: Mucsarnok, Filmfoigazgatosag,Muvelodesi 
Miniszterium, 1987, p. 148. 
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Th e discourse of artistic reality is deconstructed: some of the characters are 
not played by actors and actresses, but by their sociological counterparts, e.g. the 
village people of the Matra Mountains, or Attila Grandpierre, astronomer and 
ethno-punk band member109. Th e false Catholic priest is in many ways more 
genuine and congruent than his “real” and rather earthly colleague in the neigh-
boring parish. Th e question may arise which role is legitimate in the fragmented 
Hungarian society of the 1980s? Th e false priest is in constant dialogue with the 
local communist party leader, who was paralyzed after being shot in 1956. Th e 
party leader could not believe that anyone is able to love him: “all my life has 
been an accident”. After several attempts he commits suicide (possibly a suicide 
assisted by the priest – the issue was left open by Body). 

Another character, the woman infected with tuberculosis visits the priests and 
wants to confess her sins. Th e woman is unable to tell the truth about her feel-
ings concerning her romantic relationship, and is given a hatpin to prick herself 
whenever she knows that she is not near enough to the truth. Th e truth game 
of self-examination is reinterpreted. Again and again, she keeps repeating the 
sentence “I was holding him in the middle of my heart” and is pricking her arm 
more and more fi ercely with the needle. Th e woman dies in an accident when she 
is trying to pray with the hatpin in her hands, and her friend gives her a pat on 
the hand. Her heart is stabbed through by the pin. In the process of deconstruc-
tion, the truth game is transformed into a death game. Knowing the circum-
stances of Body’s death in 1985, this is a very clear reference to his own tragedy.

A professional soldier with severe alcohol addiction is writing a love letter to 
his wife, Marika, who has recently abandoned him. His sincere and responsible 
words about love and bonding are very moving; but suddenly he tears the letter 
apart and starts to write a new one to his old comrade, inviting him to help him 
fi nd his wife. Searching for Marika involves lots of drinking and aggression.

Showing the characters’ internal struggles, Body invites us to contemplate 
and refl ect on truth and pretending. In the parrhesiastic game of the fi lm, 
contextual denial is deconstructed. Words, the carriers of empty meanings are 
turned into simple vocalizations. Th e music and singing of the ethno-punk 
band Galloping Coroners is characterized by simple vocalizations or by repeat-
ing and distorting the words. Going back to the dawn of human evolution 
and changing words into mere vocalizations is a refl ection on the loss of shared 
and personal meanings concerning truth, human relations and emotions. 

Behind all these characters there is a single person suff ering and striving to 
confess the truth. Th e immense power of truth and the inability to confess it is 
a torture in any authoritarian system. Th e false self is vulnerable: characters in 
the fi lm must die or live in an agony, destroying their selves in many diff erent 

109 Now a member of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. Th e Galloping Coroners are 
witnesses of a dead world, whereas his recent publications are about the universe as a living 
system. E.g., http://www.grandpierre.hu/200209/elo.html (accessed June 30, 2011)
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ways. Pictures making up the semiotic structure of the fi lm are about crisis and 
destruction. Th e dark blue and black colors of the night as a death metaphor are 
complemented by the reds of love, rage, and communism. Frequent downward 
motions (a ball dropped and followed by the camera, the wheelchair going down 
a steep slope etc.) are the gravitation metaphors for states of crisis. Th e social 
gravitation point of the fi lm, 1956, is mentioned several times.

At the end of the fi lm two of the characters die, the woman with tubercu-
losis and the council leader; the false priest, claiming that he has performed 
his mission, is about to leave the country. Th e police are after him, being 
suspected of murdering both victims. Th e priest’s ending dance in a bar is the 
dance of a kamikaze. He is warned by a Judas-like character: “Flee, Father, I 
called the police.” A wild run begins in the night, accompanied by the signals 
and short conversations on police radios.

In Body’s fi lm, we constantly see the artist and we see the crime he commits 
when he records, that is, transforms life into an object, into evidence, into an 
imprint, into a suspect when he observes and unveils personality […] he gets 
in the position of a judge or voyeur, and, since the comprehensive, great cul-
tural metaphor of the fi lm refers to it, in the position of a coroner.110

Trickster-like features are apparent in the fi gure of the false priest: a pretender 
who mimes, an outsider, one that does not belong, simultaneously bringing lib-
eration, joy and destruction to the people he is connected to. He is amoral and 
sacred, thought provoking, and teaching the people around him to see things 
diff erently. Th e priest’s fi erce and devilish dance underlines these trickster char-
acteristics. At the same time, the false priest seems to assume the role of the in-
nocent victim to be sacrifi ced: he is accused of two murders, but in legal terms 
he is defi nitely innocent in one of the cases. Mechanisms of scapegoating (police 
investigations with show trial elements) are deconstructed in the last scenes of the 
fi lm. Th e issue of his moral responsibility remains open. 

Conclusion

Discourse is fundamental in the process of enculturation. Manipulation 
in discourse equals to building a culture of pretense, ambivalence, passivity 
and fear. Manipulation may take diff erent forms, but has one basic function: 
to exploit and extend control over certain social groups. Manipulative discur-
sive frameworks render communication as participation impossible: recipients 
practically live their lives enclosed in the quotation marks of blurred mean-
ings. Empty and fl oating signifi ers, together with silenced stories of the past 

110 Akos SZILAGYI, “Morbiditas es borleszk”, in Laszlo BEKE, Miklos PETERNAK, Body 
Gabor 1946-1985, eletmubemutató, Budapest: Mucsarnok, Filmfoigazgatosag, Muvelodesi 
Miniszterium, 1987, p. 160.
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on the events related to the Soviet invasion and to the 1956 Revolution in 
Hungary, ideological manipulations legitimized by philosophical distortions, 
and playing the Nazi card against those “reactionaries” who formed an alter-
native opinion to that of the system were eff ective discursive means of atomi-
zation in Hungarian society. Schismogenesis and continuous strife go hand in 
hand, therefore it is in the best interest of a communist system to maintain the 
discourse on fascism. Th e only way out of the discursive trap is to transform 
the dichotomy into a new construct of dictatorship versus democracy.

Portraits show that there are many victims of such a system: those who 
were killed or prosecuted; the victims who could survive, but for whom so-
ciety neither responded to their traumatic experiences, nor was it receptive 
to their ideas; those who tried to fi nd compromises and found a purposeless 
life instead; those who believed in a single truth and were deceived, and those 
who were actively searching for truth and came to the conclusion that there 
might be many faces of truth, but that none of these can be clearly seen and 
made seen in a false social context. Still, the intelligentsia had a major role in 
revealing that the King on the throne of empty signifi ers is naked: the scary is 
turned into the ridiculous by acts of deconstruction on deconstruction. Th e 
ridiculous may put an end to a false order, but it is not order itself.

Processes of democratization may proceed rapidly in many spheres in CEE 
countries, but are relatively slow at the level of context models. Transition in 
the social system is not a moment, a year or a decade, but extends over the 
lives of several generations. Current problems in Hungarian society, such as 
social anomie, a “depressed” and hesitant world-view, a lack of vision and poor 
psychological well-being111 can not be addressed exclusively on economic and 
legislative levels. Remembering the past is a road to re-membering: becoming 
fully functioning in a human community. In order to remember and tell our 
stories, the meanings of our words must be restored fi rst in a refl ective discur-
sive process and in an extended community dialogue. Discursive reconstruc-
tion, now a genuine possibility, involving the deconstruction of manipulative 
discourse and overcoming the dread of parrhesia, may signifi cantly contribute 
to processes of democratization and the pursuit of happiness, “Happiness is 
when what you think, what you say, and what you do are in harmony.”112
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