


What came fi rst, understanding or loss?
Roger scruton, England: An Elegy S

o what was Europe, then? A woman who 
was mugged? A story that was always about 
something else? An impeccably tied Wind-
sor knot? Pablo Casals playing Bach? Witold 
Gombowicz in Buenos Aires? Liberty, 
equality, brotherhood? Dreariness, illusion, 
lie? Liberal democracy? Positive discrimi-
nation? Suchard chocolates? A hexameter 

from Th e Iliad? A Petri dish? Th e Morse code? Wolfgang von 
Kempelen de Pázmánd’s chess-playing Turk? Th e Berlin Wall? 
Its erection or its dismantling? Or perhaps Joseph Beuys’ pro-
posal for it to be raised? Is ground poppy seed sprinkled on 
pasta European? Ignaz Semmelweis washing his hands? Mar-
lene Dietrich’s electrifying Garb(o)? Th e Night Watch? Was 
Europe a joke in the Bauhaus cabaret? A teardrop in Adolf 

gábor néMeth

– clOsure and new begInnIngs –
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Dignity oozed from every line:
“Who art thou among the mortal male inhabitants, thou 
worthy?
I have not seen thee hitherto in combat,
Yet now ye outstrip everyone with thy bravery,
Valiantly waiting my long-shadowed spear.”
An Achaean addresses a Trojan thus:
“Menelaus, the son of Atreus, killed Scamandrius 
the son of Strophius, a mighty huntsman 
and keen lover of the chase. 
Artemis herself had taught him how to kill 
every kind of wild creature bred in mountain forests.
But neither she nor his famed skill in archery could now 
save him,
for the spear of Menelaus struck him in the back as he 
as fleeing.
It struck him between the shoulders and went right 
through his chest.”

Thus Homer  
on a slain enemy
The Kempf translation seems to have vanished into thin air; it 
is nowhere to be found. I had to quote from Gábor Devecseri’s 
translation instead. 

On the one hand, a detailed description of the dreadful la-
bor of slaughter, on the other, unconditional respect for the dig-
nity of the dead – which is to say, of man. That unconditionality 
was pooh-poohed by Achilles, and that is why he had to die, not 
because he was held by the heels when dipped in the Styx, the 
river of the Underworld. If Europe is that unconditionality, then 
we lost a very long time ago.

(sensual illuminati)
Only my Dad was able to leave our “living socialism” and visit 
the real Europe beyond, moreover, he was in fact duty-bound 
to do so. From time to time he was able to sit in some Euro-
pean grandstand and watch a football match so as to be able to 
write about it for the next day’s edition of People’s Sport. The 
trips rarely lasted more than two or three days. Europe, from 
the viewpoint of a four-year-old child, began at Ferihegy air-
port. And also ended there. What did you bring me? Suppos-
edly that that was always my first question. No kiss, not even a 
hug. He would come out of passport control, arms open wide, 
face beaming, but what does this mean? He later told me how 
badly he had taken that. He thought that I wasn’t glad to see 
him, but only the presents. Though I had no wish to possess 
any of the things he had brought with him, I simply wanted to 
see and touch them. I was curious about secret instructions 
from the fabled Far West; I wanted to see a bit of the unsee-
able. Touch a relic. Stick a finger in Christ’s wound.

Sometimes we got our hands on a piece of Europe in 
other ways, as arranged by the unreliable logic of world trade. 
That translucent, film-thin, handkerchief-sized wrapping in 
which the finest citrus fruits arrived at the greengrocer’s in 

Hitler’s eyes? A recipe for crème brulée? The Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus? Sock suspenders? Moses’ tablets of stone? Fil-
let of beef Wellington or chips? A photograph of a young girl 
from Lewis Carroll’s studio? Is Europe a textual corruption? 
The Dreyfus trial? Zyklon B gas or vitamin C? Was Srebrenica 
in Europe? And the Dutch government? Is Europe Lenin and 
Tristan Tzara’s game in Zurich? A wafer stuck to the roof of 
your mouth?

And where was this Europe? Where was it located?
Africa extends as far as Naples, Asia to Moscow.
Are the Balkans purely Balkan?
The residue is slowly being taken over by the USA. With 

the exception of Turulstan
No pasarán?
(Europe would be God’s baseball cap, in which case 

Hungary would be the… What, indeed? A little extra detail?

When did Europe finally become so dislocated?
In 1914? 1917? 1939? 1944? 1905? In 1956? 1989? Possibly 

in 1526? At Versailles or Yalta? In Auschwitz or in the Gulag? 
In the previous question?

Or is Europe a zombie?

About the shallows
Is it somewhat easier for me (“Me. Me, Me.”) to answer what 
Europe means?

When I was a child the word truly did mean West Europe. 
Europe in a geographical sense was the Empire that was pro-
tected by barbed wire from a kind of perestroika. As if we were 
living in a quarantined, infected territory. Suspected carriers 
of a virus from whom it was best to steer clear. But then again 
it was us, not them, who threw up the barbed wire. We were 
being protected from what was on their side. From the virus 
of freedom, we thought at the time.

The name “Western Europe” seemed rather inaccurate, 
as it included, for instance, Kefalos in Greece just as it did 
Elkskilstuna in Sweden. In contrast to that what was left for 
us from the former Europe was sometimes called Eastern 
Europe, sometimes Central Europe, even Central and Eastern 
Europe – a source of amusement for fussy philosophers of his-
tory, politicians, and other people with time to waste.

True, we preserved a faint memory of a time when the 
bit of land on which we lived counted as a borderland of the 
Empire, though opinions were divided on precisely how long 
that idyllic state lasted. In any event, each time we went up 
the Danube to Aquincum, just north of Budapest, I had the 
feeling that I was on a ship that had run aground and had, for 
some reason, been left behind, forgotten, for the Hungarians.

(Achilles heel)
I read The Iliad, breathlessly, for the first time when I was 
twelve, in a wonderfully complex translation by József 
Kemenes (Kempf), the 1902 edition published by Lampel 
Co. (F. Wodianer& Sons) Ltd (in the Classic Authors Picture 
Library series. Raging-mad, purple eyes, and gold-embossed 
garlands on the cover. 
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the Sixties likewise represented Europe. A few select items in 
every crate were picked out that way. The idylls of Spanish 
orange harvests and Greek lemon groves were stamped on the 
paper. Esoteric, gentle handbills. As if they wanted to incite 
with the whole thing in which we lived.

With some straining of the imagination Eurovision could 
also be seen as a picture of Europe on our Munkácsy black-
and-white TV set. It used to be shown for minutes on end 
while we waited to switch over to the European Figure Skating 
Championships. It was like a remote, ever-unapproachable 
Milky Way; there may have been space ships in the playground 
but they disguised themselves as climbing frames. Genuine 
ones were only sent from Baikonur, as I was able to see on 
grainy shots. I watched as people boarded with a tremble, 
as if they were scared something would fall to pieces at any 
moment. (The first and last Hungarian cosmonaut, when he 
returned from his fantastic voyage – according to one of my 
friends: “they went up, for fuck’s sake, and they soldered two 
bits of metal together” – and he was asked what it was like 
up on high. He replied that it was “a sensual illuminatya.” So 
much for those of us who were stuck back here on Earth.)

(the Balkans are the 
Balkans are the Balkans)
Examination pieces for Budapest’s University of Theatre and 
Film Arts are produced within the framework of a voluntary 
scheme under which the actors come free and even the teach-
ers will leap at the chance of smaller roles.

I am playing the part of an aesthete in the pilot for a sit-
com, and it so happens that I am choosing wine in a 24-hour 
grocery store. The role requires me to be self-satisfied, a snob 
and semi-educated, so it’s well within my grasp.

 I am taken to be of no account, my money is lost.
You call this Europe, I squawk, and I ask for the com-

plaints book.
I am humiliated and bundled out of the place.
I tinker around a bit with the dialogue.
Pure Balkans, I fume, as I am kicked out the door.
 For our crappier moments just one truly appropriate 

word has been coined for the grey swamp in which we are 
obliged to wade.

We called it the Balkans. 
Everything non-“European” was (and has remained) 

“Balkan.” Filthy lavatories, crummy eating joints, ghastly hos-
pital corridors, rude taxi drivers, preposterous ready-to-wear 
suits, buildings jerry-rigged from shoddy materials, only par-
tially implemented plans, the yelling at railway stations, ciga-
rette butts dropped on the sidewalk. “Balkan” was a magic 
word by means of which we demarcated ourselves from it, for 
after all if we had called everything the Balkans that was none-
theless identical with us, then – it is not too hard to analyze 
– we can declare that it truly has nothing to do with us. We 
were hostages to a passing moment. That is what we asserted 
when we called our own reality Balkan.

The Balkans are Europe’s subconscious. At least for peo-
ple who live elsewhere. The Balkans are everything that Europe 
is ashamed of and suppresses in itself, all its private, mucky 

thoughts, its barbaric intentions, its bestiality, its dirty tricks, 
every evil banality that it has ever committed, is committing, 
and has yet to commit. That is why Serbia has to be kept apart 
from the EU as long as possible. Because it is the remnant of 
the Balkans that is not further divisible, Montenegro is the 
beach for Russian billionaires. (Thermal baths are to be found 
in former Karlsbad.). It is still possible to believe that Croatia 
can be de-Balkanized. Perhaps Albania as well – but never 
Serbia: it is the very Balkans themselves.

And Europe needs this black sheep.

(as it could be)
A good few years ago several colleagues and I reported on the 
Frankfurt Book Fair for Hungarian Radio.

It takes hours for one to get out of the “aerodrome,” as 
it was called.

I may already have started feeling the cold before I left it.
Frankfurt was in practice built from money; you walk on 

solid money, you are enveloped in soft notes, even the air that 
you breathe may be made of it. A city where everything is in 
order, the villas, the hotels, mass transport, communications, 
the dinners, and the wines. Money is the passport to that or-
der. You get exactly as much as you pay for.

It was a marvelous autumn, the sun was sparkling; I dis-
guised myself as a European on the terrace of the Tower Coffee 
Bar at the foot of the Eschenheimer Turm. Wearing a brand-
new Danish woolen jacket, a soft scarf from Scotland with my 
feet in a pair of Spanish shoes, I ordered a caffè corretto; it was 
aromatic, strong, and the Germans really had put a shot of 
grappa in it.

Despite which God’s own cold nearly chilled me to the 
bone.

I felt cold throughout the entire trip, excepting maybe 
twenty minutes.

One night, finding myself unable to sleep, I went on 
my own for a stroll in the streets. I strolled and felt cold and 
eventually peckish. There was nothing anywhere until I finally 
found a small Turkish buffet. I entered. There were two lads 
busying themselves behind the counter; they looked so alike 
they might have been twins; they happened to laughing about 
something. They were watching Arash sing Boro-Boro on a 
TV monitor fixed to the ceiling. I asked for a doner kebab and 
a beer. The beer was German and cold, the doner steaming hot 
and spicy, just as Turkish as it could be in Frankfurt. It was as 
warm as in Grandma’s kitchen. I looked at the vulgar, garishly 
colored poster of the Hagia Sophia. I ate the doner sipping the 
beer alongside that, listening to the laughter of the two lads. 
I tried to square up to the sensation that at last I felt at home 
somewhere. 

Translated by Tim Wilkinson

The text was presented during the First Budapest Debate on Europe, 
in December 2012. 

The author is a Hungarian essayist and screenwriter.
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Reflections on  
the (Re-)Institutionalization  

of Sociology

It has been fifty years since Sociology regained its place among the scientific disciplines in Central 
Europe. It was in 1963 that the Institution of Sociology was established in Hungary. At that time, 

Societies of Sociology were re-established; research work, publications, and scientific journals were 
once again initiated in Poland a few years earlier and around that time in Czechoslovakia. No doubt,  

it was Polish sociology that was the first to be brought back to scientific life after 1953, always 
remaining a constant driving force in the region. The Czechs, together with their Slovak colleagues, 

soon witnessed a “sociological explosion,” which drew to a sudden close in 1968.  
Last but not least, in the context of severe repressions introduced after 1968, their peers in Hungary 

were eager to catch up with their neighbors. 
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E
ven if equally influenced 
by the suffocating pres-
ence of a superpower, i.e. 
the Soviet Union, which 
furnished the whole re-
gion with a rather tight 
and uniform schedule, 
each country still had 

its own distinctive political, social, and 
scientific life. All local traditions, ideo-
logical debates, and not least personali-
ties, proved to be decisive factors in their 
stories, so close and yet so far from each 
other. As distant as it might have seemed 
at that time to the older generations, the 
parallel may still seem fitting to that pe-
riod of time. This is partly so because so-
ciology, under the tutelage of party-state 
control and Marxist ideology, was among 
the ideologically and politically most 
sensitive disciplines. Moreover, for a de-
cisive period of time, it was not regarded 
as a tolerable discipline at all. 

From potential modus 
vivendi to actual modus 
operandi (1945-1951)
In what follows, which is an attempt to 
reflect on the history of sociology, it is 
important to note that in the post-war 
period, particularly after 1948, the en-
suing tabula rasa gave the young, the 
formerly neglected, and marginalized in-
tellectuals with scientific or political am-
bitions an opportunity to enter the local 
scene. With primarily left-party domi-
nance in the public arena, many of the 
intellectuals nurtured serious hopes for a 
new order – in which sociology, with its 
expertise in methodology and teaching, 
and potential for social management, 
could play a leading role. However, their 
optimism for a “new beginning” was soon 
confronted with the rigid policies of the 
Communist Parties that took over full 
control of their countries’ governments 
(1947-1948). Following a brief period 
of restricted democracy and freedom, 
all the Communist Parties gave up their 

“tolerant” attitude to any alternative po-
litical, social, or intellectual movements. 
Similarly in each country, the extreme 
centralization of all powers, accompa-
nied by growing political and ideological 
control, usually described as the he-
gemony of Stalinism, must be stressed in 
describing the history of sociology from 
institutional and personal perspectives.

Still, in a somewhat alternate inter-
pretation, by challenging grand narra-
tives based on ideological pressure and 
focusing on the restrictions imposed on 
intellectuals under the ensuing totalitar-
ian rule, Michael Vorisek argues that the 
young generation enjoyed a unique mo-
ment of extraordinary opportunities.1 
In the so-called Soviet bloc countries, 
representatives of the young generation, 
an age cohort born between 1920 and 
1930, assumed greater responsibilities 
(i.e., positions) in various scientific fields, 
but even more so in the social sciences, 
philosophy and philology, compared to 
their peers in Western countries. A new 
generation suddenly gained access to the 
academic centers. To be sure, their hopes 
and ambitions were restricted to forms 
of institutional careers within a Stalinist 
framework, especially after 1947-1948, 
but nonetheless fueled by unique op-
portunities to rise to top positions. It is 
noteworthy that the reason was simple: 
basically no alternative remains open in 
any of these countries.

According to this analysis, this gen-
eration was formed by its shared expe-
rience prior to, and still decisive to, the 
“socio-explosion in the 1960s,” which can 
be characterized as follows.2 On closer 
inspection, the specific trait of exclusiv-
ity can be detected both in practical and 
ideological terms. All the institutional 
and ideological alternatives were erased 
with the assistance of the new intellectual 
elite, against ambitions expressed by the 
older generation to find a modus vivendi 
in ideological and practical – i.e., institu-
tional – terms. All these changes affected 
strongly the possibilities and activities of 
the older generations, continuously stig-
matized as “part and parcel of a bourgeois 
past.” Thus, following a bitter defensive 
struggle and the expulsion of those re-
luctant to accept the new order, a young 
elite gained access to ruling positions. As 
it was said in Poland at the peak of the 
Stalinist purges, Sociologists should not 
focus on “the ideological background” of 
their discipline, as it was only a choice in 
a box of chocolate.3 

Marxist social science in the 
Stalinist interpretation, called histmat, 
offered the only key to history, univer-
sal and exclusivist such as it was. In dis-
cussing the relevant literature, Vorisek 
points to the fact that the unprecedented 
character of their new science had to be 
understood in a given political perspec-
tive, as a modus operandi. In short, sci-
ence should rely on its action potential 
in mobilizing social resources under the 
hegemony of state-party control. In this 
sense, it was not only loyalty that was 
expected from the new ruling elite, but 
active participation in mobilizing social 
forces and the youth in particular – first 
and foremost, against the representatives 
of the old regime. 

Further, in this narrative, the young 
generation had a common experience 
soon to be loaded with bad conscious-
ness. The dilemmas in Kwasniewicz, with 
special emphasis on sociology (as a sci-
ence closer to social reality than philoso-
phy), are described as the moral dilemma 
of scientific research and publication.4 
Along with the adaptive strategies by 
which researchers tried to accommodate 
themselves to the given conditions they 
maintained their scientific autonomy 
even if running counter to the official 
visions, thus suffering restrictions or an 
explicit ban on lecturing or publication 
from authorities. 

However, this trait of bad con-
sciousness and the will to correct mis-
takes would in fact strengthen their “élan 
vital” in the debates to combat Stalinism 
after 1956 and the quest for democrati-
zation in the early 1960s – all that could 
not be explained by purely scientific am-
bitions. On the other hand, it may also 
explain the sudden extinction of sociol-
ogy after the invasion of the Soviets and 
the allies in August 1968. Sociology was 
simply too closely linked to the genera-
tion that started its studies and scientific 
career shortly before, and especially after 
the revolution in February 1948.

As a consequence, this generation 
acquired a special identity by regarding 
itself as a missionary group for society, 
with an exclusive position and role in 
understanding and planning the mod-
ernization of its respective societies. 
Thus, intellectuals were ready to assign 
themselves an exclusive position over the 
society with 1960s missionary zeal; para-
doxically enough, still preserving fea-
tures from their positions in the Marxist, 
or even Stalinist, intelligentsia. 

Attila Pató 
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Sociology as  
“bourgeois pseudo-science:”  
reality or 
misunderstanding?  
(1951-1955)
The Stalinist order and the elite’s isolation 
were broken down in a brilliant and in-
tensive – though historically short-lived 
– excursion of intellectual life gradually 
speeding up after 1956, reaching its peak 
in the mid-1960s. Both before and after, 
withdrawn from the normal course of so-
ciety, they were left alone in their strug-
gle to survive in an academic setting that 
required them to pursue research, teach, 
and publish their results, confined by 
strict limits and a nonsensical language. 
As for sociology, none of these activities 
was made possible, especially between 
1950 and 1955, as an acknowledged sci-
entific branch. Throughout these coun-
tries, in a very short period of time, 
between 1949 and 1951, Institutions of 
Sociology were closed or transformed 
into Marxist-Leninist organizations; 
with staff members and teachers often 
dismissed, education gradually ceased 
and professional societies dissolved. 

The reform generation had a privi-
leged position. Although compromised 
by its participation in the Stalinist era, 
later it was precisely its eagerness to 
combat Stalinism that played a forma-
tive role in its struggles to establish new 
institutions. The fight against Stalinism 
meant redemption of the “original sin” 
of the young generations. According to 
Vorisek, this is the main reason that the 
commonly accepted misunderstanding, 
that sociology was regarded as a “bour-
geois semi-science” under Stalinism – 
could take hold. 

Sociology and the 
Communist Parties  
in search of legitimacy: 
reforms and international 
perspectives  
(1955-1963) 
The Communist elites, restricted by 
close dependence on the ruling elites in 
Moscow, were entrusted to introduce 
Soviet hegemony after 1945. Later on, in 
the context of the Khrushchev reforms, 
a modified strategy came to the fore. 
Large-scale repressions and imprison-
ments were no longer enough to secure 
stability in Central Europe. In the con-
text of changing strategies to precipitate 
variegated competition with the West, 
Communist Parties attempted to find in-

ternational connections. It was therefore 
also important that some of the margin-
alized (or non-Marxists (Král, Ossowski) 
and pre-war Marxists prosecuted under 
Stalinism (Adamec, Sándor Szalai), all 
with international connections, acquired 
rehabilitation. In the case of sociology, 
the International Sociological Associa-
tion provided an excellent opportunity 
to combine scientists’ expectations with 
the need for the Communist Parties to 
seek ground for legitimacy by establish-
ing international relations. 

In this period of time, Polish sociol-
ogy seemed to have three major advan-
tages over its peers in Central Europe. 
First, excellent sociologists from the pre-
war generation were very energetic. On 
the one hand, while restrictions were im-
plemented by Stalinism and sociologists 
lost their institutional positions, some of 
its representatives had not been entirely 
outlawed prior to 1953. Ossovsky was 
banned from publication for a few years, 
but some disciples of Znaniecki remained 
active – such as Jozef Chalasinski, who 
was a rector at Lodz University, to be fol-
lowed by Jan Szczepanski (after a period 
of restrictions). 

Second, a new generation was ready 
to set off, with all its missionary zeal, soon 
to join the core of Polish sociology, and 
be first in criticism after 1953. Zygmunt 
Bauman and Jerzy Wiatr were the first 
to overcome obstacles in expressing 
their opinions against Stalinist manners. 
Bauman and Hochfeld are typical in the 
sense of Vorisek’s description: the re-
form generation came to the 1960s with 
its shared experience within Stalinist 
institutions. In this sense, Chalasinski 
was not a real exception either. We may 
also recall Adam Schaff, whose talent in 
system-building seemed unquestionable 
– although he was more reluctant in ad-
vocating the reform process. 

Third, the international reputation 
of sociology (based on its pre-war institu-
tions and scientific achievements) made 
possible that Ossowski gain access to the 
International Sociological Association, 
being present at its Constituent Congress 
held in September 1949, and elected as 
its Member of Executive Committee (re-
elected in 1952 and 19565). His connec-
tions and activities made possible not 
only the revival of sociology in Poland, 
but assisted the formation of sociology in 
Czechoslovakia and Hungary, too.

Although two representatives of 
pre-war sociology in Czechoslovakia, 

Bláha and Chalupny, were forced into 
retirement and deceased by 1960, Josef 
Král and Ludvík Fischer played a rele-
vant role, symbolically and through their 
connections and advice in editorial and 
organizational matters, throughout the 
1960s. Andrej Sirácky in Bratislava also 
played a key role in revitalizing sociology 
in Slovakia, as well as integrating the dis-
cipline into Czechoslovak scientific life. 
Still, the pre-war tradition did not offer a 
path that was continued after 1945; it was 
all but forgotten by the 1960s. 

The box  
of chocolate  
revised
The conditions whereby sociology re-
gained its status were also affected by 
the fact that sociologists played their 
role on the ideological battlefield, ei-
ther at the introduction or during the 
period of overcoming “mistaken” views. 
To be sure, ways of identifying alterna-
tives, while at the same time legitimiz-
ing research in its own scientific right 
and provoking conflict with authorities, 
were only made possible during periods 
of “liberalization.” In practice, this meant 
that the more possibilities guaranteed 
and the less punishment meted out, with 
restrictions and bans imposed to carry 
out efficient work of any kind, the more 
“liberal” the officials were deemed. 

There seems to be a paradox here: 
the very places of ideological discourse 
were exactly the Institutes of Philosophy 
in each country, which otherwise hosted 
the most rigid institutional centers of 
ideological production. To be sure, philo-
sophical articles ab ovo in Stalinism were 
confined in an ideological straitjacket, 
but argumentation was simply a matter 
of profession. In the process of legitimiz-
ing sociology as a discipline, sociologists 
were ready to launch into ideological dis-
course in defining the precise position of 
sociology in the perspective of the official 
Marxist interpretations, often counter-
ing each other in fierce debates.

In fact, it was left to practice to de-
cide on the question of legitimacy, while 
all discourse was abandoned as purely a 
means for more practical goals. As soon 
as sociologists succeeded in their goal – 
namely bringing sociology to academic 
institutions – all ideological interpreta-
tions were basically replaced by debates 
on theoretical and methodology issues, 
and debates on relevant social policies, 
etc. All the ideological discourse was 
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Sociology in Central Europe: 

Selected bibliography

This bibliography contains one item by each author active in his or her native land in 

the post-war period, before 1968 – possibly the most significant works in sociology. 

Hungary is an exception, since the listed authors were already active in the 1960s, 

although their relevant works were published a bit later in Hungary. 

Poland

Ossowski, Stanisław (1897-1963): Struktura klasowa w społecznej świadomości. 

Łodz, Zakład narodowy im. Ossolińskich, 1957. (English translation: Class Structure 

in Social Consciousness (New York, Free Press of Glencoe, 1963)

Ossowska, Maria (1896-1974): Socjologia moralności: zarys zagadnień. Warszawa: 

Książka i Wiedza, 1963. (English translation 1971: Social determinants of moral 

ideas. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1971 edition London/New York: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul.)

Chałasiński, Józef (1904-1979): Kultura i naród. [Culture and Nation]. Warszawa: 

Książka i Wiedza, 1968. 

Szczepański, Jan (1913-2004): Inteligencja i społeczeństwo. [Intellectuals and 

Society]. Warszawa: Książka i Wiedza, 1957. 

Bauman, Zygmunt (1925-): Wizje ludzkiego świata. Studia nad społeczną genezą i 

funkcją socjologii. [Visions of a Human World: Studies on the social genesis and the 

function of sociology]. Warszawa: Książka i Wiedza, 1965. 

Wiatr, Jerzy Józef (1931-): Naród i państwo: socjologiczne problemy kwestii 

narodowej. [Nation and Rule]. Warszawa: Książka i Wiedza, 1969.

Present-day Czech Republic and Slovakia

Bláha, Inocenc Arnošt (1879–1960): Sociologie. Praha: Academia, 1968

Chalupný, Emanuel (1879-1958): Sociologie. I.-V. 10 Vols. Praha, Tábor, various 

editors, 1916-1948.

Fischer, Josef Ludvík (1894-1973) – Petrušek, Miloslav (1936-2012) – Strmiska, 

Zdeněk: Maly sociologicky slovnik. [A Short Dictionary of Sociology]. Praha: Svoboda, 

t. Rudé právo, 1970.

Machonin, Pavel (1927-2008) et al.: Československa společnost: Sociologicka 

analyza socialni stratifikace. [Czechoslovak Society: Sociological analysis of its social 

stratification]. Praha: Epocha, 1969. (Studies by the representatives of Czech and 

Slovak sociologists, including Strmiska, Petrusek, etc.)

Musil, Jíři (1928-2012): Sociologie soudobého města. [Sociology of Contemporary 

City] Praha: Svoboda, 1967.

Sirácky, Andrej (1900-1988): Sociológia, metódy, problémy. Bratislava: 

Vydavateľstvo Slovenskej akadémie, 1966

Hungary

Szelényi, Iván (1938-): Az értelmiség útja az osztályhatalomhoz. (with György 

Konrád, 1974, circulated as manuscript.) Bern – Paris: Európai Protestáns Magyar 

Szabadegyetem, 1978. (English translation: Intellectuals on the Road to Class Power. 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich; 1st edition 1979).

Kemény, István (1925-2008): A magyarországi cigány lakosság. [The Roma 

Population in Hungary], Manuscript, 1976. (English edition East European 

Monographs, 2006)

Ferge, Zsuzsa (1931-): Fejezetek a magyar szegénypolitika történetéből. [Chapters in 

the History of Poverty Policy in Hungary], Budapest: Magvető, 1986. (English edition: 

A Society in the Making: Hungarian Social and Societal Policy, 1945-75, London: 

Pinguin, 1979)

abandoned as a ladder, as if just to escape 
the Stalinist world order. 

In short, the metaphor of the box 
of chocolates seems to describe the situ-
ation rather well. If it was in 1951 that 
histmat must not have been regarded 
only as an option in a box of chocolates, 
then by the mid-'60s, Marxists and the 
authorities had to cope with the loss of 
their hegemony. 

Sociology  
as the daughter  
of reforms 
As the ideological debates indicated, it 
was not by chance that the Institutes of 
Philosophy hosted the first “embryos” of 
sociology in their respective countries. 
The general framework of the institu-
tionalization was gradually achieved in 
each country: Institutes of Sociology pro-
vided background for scientific work, so-
ciological journals were soon established 
to create a space of communication, and 
departments of sociology served to edu-
cate new generations. 

On the other hand, social reforms 
to gain internal stability and a more-
or-less clear picture of social transfor-
mation could no longer be postponed. 
In this context, sociology – in both in-
ternational and domestic policy – was 
suddenly allowed, and even invited, to 
participate in the post-Stalinist transfor-
mation. The real necessity for efficient 
social management was a key factor that 
called on sociologists to participate with 
their expertise in a new era known as the 
age of reforms. The “reform generation” 
was not only ready to accept such a call, 
but was eager to participate in the social 
and national revival. The party and soci-
ologists agreed on the need for moderni-
zation in which consensus provided the 
ground for an acceptable compromise 
regarding their requests for research, 
academic institutions, and some civic 
activities as well.6

In this context, many of these in-
stitutions successfully implemented 
projects to assess the consequences of 
modernization in many areas. Sociology 
of industry, education, urbanization, sur-
veys on health, life style and youth, etc. 
suddenly became an everyday practice in 
all the countries. Accordingly, sociologi-
cal research was able to coin its own ter-
minology – and debates evolved around 
practical or scientific issues. 

Thus, finally, sociology found its 
place in the practical arena, in all the 
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countries involved, but it was once again 
that (post)totalitarian generation that 
came to realize the very limits of its mod-
ernization by reforms. With the crisis of 
democratization and modernization, 
the reform generation was to suffer the 
logical consequences of that inability. 
Their efforts and contribution to the re-
vitalization of social sciences in Central 
Europe nonetheless provide ground for 
the meaningful interpretation of our own 
past still today. 

The history of sociology offers an 
extremely complex story, interrelated 
with political and social conditions, not 
least trapped by the bewildering lan-
guage of the Stalinist era. Still, it is a story 
of human effort, of success and failure, 
and apparently not without lessons con-
cerning our past and present. Let the 
story of sociology in Central Europe be 
part of our common history, one that is 
worth analyzing and remembering. 

Here I would like to express my 
grateful thanks  to UP Iván Balog (Dep. 
of Sociology, University of Szeged), as 
well to Attila Jankó for their professional 
consultance. 

The author is a lecturer at Charles Universi-
ty,  Prague and an editor of Ex Symposion.
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C
orruption is one of many 
causes of frustration in 
Central Europe. It is, 
however, an unusual 
experience. It is unam-
biguously condemned 
in the West and toler-
ated in the East. But 

here it is condemned and thriving, hunted 
down and explained away, stigmatized and 
tempting. It is characteristic that, although 
corruption is generally viewed as being 
negative, it is often possible to justify the 
reasons for its existence. The Slovak writer 
Anton Hykisch defended the persistence of 
corruption during communism as a form 
of self-defence in a  world with no prod-
ucts or services. I  personally have heard 
arguments against corruption as ethically 
indefensible – though no attempt is made 
to rehabilitate corruption; it can be seen 
as a necessary evil when battling an even 
worse system. It can be a means to coun-
ter the indifference of the civil service, the 
callousness of the medical profession and 
the pedantry of the police. It also provides 
hope in overcoming bureaucratic barriers, 
a flawed legal system, and overzealous in-
spections. It provides the prospect of well-

being at a time of general non-being, it can 
be a source of self-appreciation in a system 
that holds human dignity in disdain, and it 
can of course serve as proof of power over 
the rest. These arguments explain the situ-
ation well.

Central Europe is different. Although 
I dislike the term “bridge,” I cannot shake 
the feeling that it is only in Central Europe 
that such an interlacing of values is visible. 
Furthermore, it provides interesting exam-
ples of how society mobilizes itself against 
this particularly potent form of social can-
cer. In a situation of difficult therapy, the 
examples are not invariably effective but 
they attempt to resist what runs against the 
system in which people would like to live. 
And this is not only about those in power 
but concerns all human interaction. Here 
are a few of them:

Czech enterprise
In 2011, the Czech financier Karel Janeček 
established the Nadační fond Proti korupci 
(the National Endowment against Corrup-
tion). It would seem that it is nothing more 
than the latest initiative riding the wave of 
social discontent regarding corruption 
aimed at the self-promotion of a wealthy 

person. Although the endowment ob-
serves the same principle as all respect-
able NGOs of not accepting funding from 
any kind of government agency, there is 
something exceptional in this initiative. It 
is a response to someone’s observation that 
corruption, like a weed, can flourish in any 
soil and that the Czech Republic’s political 
life over the last twenty years has brought 
forth a critical mass of arguments for the 
need to put a social muzzle on its citizens.

Janeček has joined forces with Karel 
Randák, a  former counter-intelligence 
agent who specialized in the fight against 
organized crime. One of the reasons be-
hind Randak’s celebrity was his exposure 
of politics’ seedier side by revealing Prime 
Minister Mirek Topolánek’s links to lob-
bies. The aim of this partnership is to 
support whistleblowers convinced of the 
legitimacy of the fight against corruption. 
The entire initiative is based on the motto, 
“Don’t be afraid and don’t steal, and don’t 
steal and don’t be afraid.” This, in its own 
way, is a social summary of the current role 
of an everyday politician in Central Europe 
– a base opportunist who abuses the power 
bestowed upon him by the nation in every 
possible way.

Central Europe provides interesting cases for how society may mobilize itself 
against a form of widespread social cancer, regardless of what political system 
is in place. In a situation of difficult therapy, the examples are not invariably 
effective, but they attempt to resist what runs against the system in which people 
would like to live. This is not only about those in power but concerns all human 
interaction.

Teach Your 
Government 

To 
   Be  
Honest
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In pursuit of the goal of protecting 
entrepreneurs from the government and 
politicians, Janeček has chosen to pro-
vide financial support to people who take 
a  stand and reveal examples of corrupt 
practices. He has also stated he would pro-
vide them with legal assistance if necessary. 
In a sense, this is fighting fire with fire. It 
is, nevertheless, a new, more assertive ap-
proach to corruption. The possibility of 
receiving a million koruna (approximately 
166,000 PLN) for revealing a serious exam-
ple of corruption is of particular interest.

Although the endowment aims to 
combat bad laws and to promote ethical 
behavior in society, the focus remains on 
gathering data on examples of corruption. 
The current emphasis is placed on issues 
concerning healthcare and the energy in-
dustry. The initiative has no intention of 
replacing the justice system or the organs 
responsible for combating corruption. Its 
aim is to publicize the problems and to 
ensure that there are adequate resources 
for those who are willing to stand up to 
the system. This leads to politicians being 
made aware that exercising power cannot 
be a way of life, but must be a public ser-
vice. As Janeček himself puts it, it is a re-
sponse to the boundless possibilities that 
opened up to those in power following the 
political transformation. In a nutshell, the 
whole issue amounts to the application 
of significant fines for giving bribes – the 
bigger the fish, the better. And although 
Janeček is under no illusions that the 
courts and police perform optimally, his 
philosophy is based on the predictability 
and responsibility of the state institutions 
that have legitimacy in a democratic state 
of law.

Polish  
supplementation  
of the state
The fall of the previous system paved the 
way for necessary social changes. At the 
same time, corruption quickly found its 
footing in the new reality and began to 
dynamically take control of all the com-
mercializing areas of life. It is true that 
Poland has achieved tangible results in its 
fight with the scourge of corruption, such 
as enacting and effectively launching a legal 
framework, tracking down and punishing 
the guilty, and the creation of appropriate 
institutions. Nevertheless, social awareness 
also played a considerable role in combat-
ing the corrosive effects of corruption.

Social awareness of corruption’s 
negative effects grows in line with life ex-

perience. However, experience comes at 
the price of the time it takes to make the 
destructive influence of corruption appar-
ent in the wider perspective. In the con-
text of this challenge, Centrum Edukacji 
Obywatelskiej (the Center for Citizen 
Education) made a change to its KOSS pro-
gram (Kształcenie Obywatelskie dla Szkół 
Samorządowych – Citizen Education in 
Municipal Schools), which has been in 
operation since 1995 to introduce les-
sons for gimnazjum students (age 13-16) 
geared towards the concept of civil society 
and ethics in public life. The name of the 
program itself points to the concept of de-
centralization and how young people may 
identify themselves with their immediate 
surroundings – this is a step that simulta-
neously limits the role of the government 
and fortifies the conviction that an impact 
can be had on the surrounding reality.

Furthermore, the section called 
“Young people against corruption” sup-
plements knowledge of the role of public 
institutions, the law, and the principles of 

tion that a human being is the basic social 
cell that gives form to reality. By opening 
young people’s minds to relations with 
government, a seed is germinated which 
leads to clear engagement in civic activ-
ity, to responsibility, and, above all, to 
social sensitivity. As the authors of the 
program have themselves observed, “It 
is not possible to eliminate the breach of 
the ethics of public life, including corrup-
tion, from Polish public life overnight; it 
is only possible to gradually weaken their 
impact.” According to data from CEO, in 
the 2012/2013 school year over a  third 
of schools in Poland taught the subject 
“Knowledge about Society” on the basis of 
KOSS, i.e. on the basis of a program devel-
oped by the NGO.

Hungarian knowledge
Transparent.hu, aka Átlátszó.hu (www.
atlatszo.hu) is a  Hungarian NGO focus-
ing on investigative journalism. Its role, 
however, is not concentrated on revealing 
the hypocrisy of power, but on the active 

social life. It does so by providing examples 
of corrupt practices from everyday life, so 
that they may serve as a starting point for 
further reflection on the concept of the 
common good. This is more the case since 
the program prepares young people to take 
advantage of the rights they are entitled to 
in their relations with the government at 
all levels.

The concept of the program appears 
to be based in the fundamental assump-

formation of reality by publicizing the 
mechanisms of the functioning of public 
institutions at all possible levels. The act 
on access to information is a  particular 
instrument that makes it possible to carry 
out public scrutiny of the actions of the 
government. Nevertheless, the founders 
of Átlátszó.hu have noted that the act itself 
is not sufficient to establish an appropri-
ate level of transparency. This is why the 
organization has used litigation in the dis-

Karel Janeček:  Don’t be afraid and don’t 
steal, and don’t steal and don’t be afraid.
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closure of public documents to find a way 
to shed light on the practices that are pre-
dominant in government. In practice, Át-
látszó.hu has been effective enough to lead 
the government to launch amendments to 
the Act on Public Information. The media 
has called this Lex Átlátszó.

Átlátszó.hu’s success lies in its sim-
plicity. The entire system is in practice 
based on the co-ordination of appropriate 
measures with the help of social media and 
on borrowing instruments that already ex-
ist around the world. Social media allow 
people to be informed and mobilized as 
to the possibilities of asserting their rights 
and gaining information, which enables 
them to understand how the government 
behaves. Átlátszó.hu protects anonym-
ity and creates a level playing field for the 
person on the street against the govern-
ment. The organization uses an inquiry 
generator (Alavateli) in conjunction with 
the Access to Information Act to allow the 
chronological development of correspond-
ence between an institution and an indi-
vidual in public affairs to be gathered and 
tracked. At present, the web-page http://
kimittud.atlatszo.hu/ was launched on the 
basis of experiences from other parts of the 
world. Its aim is to generate inquiries and 
it is becoming increasingly popular among 
journalists and politicians.

It is interesting that the social need 
for such a  mechanism is revealed in the 
ways the actions of Átlátszó.hu are sup-
ported. Global Voices online is a  large 
international network for volunteers, and 
seeks to internationalize information on 
important social issues that fail to break 
through into the media due to national 
languages. In pursuit of this aim, Global 
Voices online creates a  digital commu-
nity that enables volunteer translators to 
translate texts together. Using joint writ-
ing programs such as PiratePad, it is pos-
sible to translate a text quickly with only 
a  small effort for one individual. This in 
turn helps Átlátszó.hu’s particular issues 
to be internationalized quickly. In this way 
the effects of Átlátszó.hu in its fight against 
corruption are publicized and magnified, 
but of equal importance is the fact that the 
translators themselves become part of the 
movement, since their work draws them 
in to social problems. The founder of the 
initiative medium.com, Marietta Le, wrote 
on the portal, “…what I’m trying to do 
here is to show people that even one word 
blinking on the screen, one word that they 
wrote, can make a difference and it means 
a lot to atlatszo.hu, and it means a lot to 

everybody who is fighting corruption in 
our country.”

Slovak patience
The patience of Slovaks with regard to 
political corruption was tested when Tom 
Nicholson revealed the Gorilla scandal 
connected to the influence that a Czech fi-
nancial group had on the decision-making 
process of the Slovak government in 2002-
2006, and the subsequent cheating by insti-
tutions responsible for state security. This 
was more the case since leading Slovak 
politicians were directly implicated in the 
issue. By defining the scandal as a process 
of “state takeover,” Nicholson laid bare the 
mechanisms of the functioning of the state 
and presented facts to support what peo-
ple had felt. It was not necessary to wait 
long for a reaction. Thousands took to the 
streets to demand the lifting of political 
immunity for legal liability, a change in the 
electoral system, and an explanation for 
what had happened.

Although the prospect of a gray man 
standing up to the system is not attractive, 
there have nevertheless been examples of 
people prepared to take on the task of re-
sisting clear abuse of power. In 2009, Erika 
Lakatosova, an accountant in the small 
Ruska municipality near the border with 
Ukraine, noticed that the mayor, László 
Lakatos, was making payments with his 
municipal card that were difficult to justify. 
An audit launched after a lawsuit was filed 
for the embezzlement of public funds did 
indeed reveal the misuse of funds. A state-
ment from the mayor was enough to close 
the case, however. In February 2010, Ms. 
Lakatosova was dismissed for “purposeful-
ly conducting accounts against his person.” 
Although the declaration of embezzlement 
was supported by four councillors, it was 
only Ms. Lakatosova who was given fifteen 
minutes to clear her desk. In a moment, 
she had fallen victim to her own integrity 
and had to stand alone in her confronta-
tion with a mayor who was re-elected in 
November 2010. However, the Slovak 
NGO Fair-Play Alliance has a yearly award 
called the White Crow (Biela Vrana) for 
those unique, rare, and special people such 
as Erika Lakatosova, who tried to fight for 
honesty and bore the brunt of ungrateful-
ness. In February of last year, the court in 
Michalovce ruled that Erika Lakatosova’s 
dismissal was unjust.

The politikaopen.sk project is the next 
challenge of the Fair-Play Alliance. Its aim 
is to establish higher standards of trans-
parency and public responsibility among 

politicians than those laid out in Slovak 
legislation. The idea is based solely on the 
soft power of social morality and represents 
an opportunity to adopt honest and open 
relations between politicians and citizens 
by a detailed disclosure of assets, links, and 
the financial ties of individual politicians. 
What is crucial is that the people joining 
the project are registering themselves vol-
untarily and are themselves responsible 
for keeping data up-to-date and trustwor-
thy. According to statistics on the project’s 
page, in the last three terms of Slovakia’s 
parliament, the majority of politicians have 
ignored the initiative. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to observe that the proportion of 
those registering is growing. In 2010–2012, 
over 21% of MPs were registered, although 
this figure currently stands at 16%. If we 
take into account the fact that this term 
ends in 2016, it is possible that the result 
will improve. Only 4% were registered in 
2006–2010, so we can see that there is an 
upward trend. With this project the rules 
of play are significant and are dependent 
on the politicians themselves. The found-
ers of the project are honest enough to 
stress that at best it is only one aspect that 
people should take into consideration when 
voting. It is, however, worth noting that by 
simply being involved in the project, politi-
cians see a red light that constantly makes 
it clear to them that they should be working 
for the common good.

When civil society can develop freely, 
the possibility is created for social senti-
ment, sensitivity, and the evaluation of re-
ality. Although politicians believe they are 
able to create reality, the shrewder among 
them know that they need to track what 
normal people think and feel. When the 
government neglects its duty and vocation, 
people will effortlessly find examples of 
abuse of power. In a free society, however, 
normal citizens are able to play the role of 
counterbalance to the temptations of the 
trappings of power.

Central Europe is different. A post-
communist country needs help in be-
coming democratic in the same way that 
a criminal needs to be reformed to re-enter 
society. An active, critical and constructive 
social stance may not immediately solve 
the problem of corruption, but it certainly 
bolsters the common effort to bring about 
the common good. 

Translated by Nicholas Furnival

The author is  a lecturer of politics and internation-
al relations at the Lazarski University in Warsaw.
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T
he V4 states have had their 
quarrels and animosities, 
but they belong to the 
same family and this is 
encouraging. During the 
windy course of transition 
each of the four states de-
veloped its own interests 

and consequently separate areas of ex-
pertise. At present, the public sphere of 
Visegrad countries – its decision-making 
processes and political participation en 
dash resembles those of one of the older 
democracies, with the exception of de-
mocracy assistance. Ten years after go-
ing from being a recipient of aid to what 
is diplomatically called an “emerging 
donor,” the development aid of Visegrad 

countries is still in its infancy. 
The international community has a 

long record of setting unrealistic targets 
in international aid, with 2013 mark-
ing the 55th anniversary of a proposal 
by the World Council of Churches to 
raise official development assistance 
(ODA) spending to 1% of donors’ na-
tional income. That never happened, 
although a majority of the members of 
the Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC) of OECD generally accepted the 
challenge. The value has been subse-
quently lowered and currently the best 
known target – established by the United 
Nations – is set at .7% of GNI.1 As part of 
the so-called Monterrey Consensus, the 
European Union – provider of more than 
half the development assistance world-
wide – has agreed to meet the target by 
2015. Meanwhile, separate intermediary 
goals have been adopted and none of the 
V4 countries has reached them. 

Out of .17% GNI projected to be 
met in 2010, the Czech Republic has 
been the closest with .13%, followed by 
Hungary and Slovakia ex aequo at .09%, 
concluding with Poland at a tiny .08% of 

GNI. Although the 33% target of 2015 
trimmed specifically for new EU mem-
bers is still in place, it is considered al-
most impossible to achieve. 

In 2011, the combined ODA of 
Visegrad countries amounted to 900 mil-
lion US dollars, falling under less than 

1/6 of what has been spent by Sweden.2 
Visegrad countries spend ca. 14 USD per 
capita on ODA compared to ca. 589 USD 
expended by Sweden in the same period. 
One would argue that even nowadays the 
V4 is not that developed either – think of 
the rolling back of Hungarian media free-
doms or the terrible road infrastructure 
in Poland. Add the recent financial crisis 
and the question arises: 

Why help others when 
there’s so much to do in 
your own backyard? 
Depending on who is asked, we would 
probably hear different answers. Just as 
our economies and social structures dif-
fer, so do the approaches to democracy 
assistance.3 A veteran diplomat or sea-
soned politician would reply that it is 
our moral duty to help – that phrase is 
echoed in many speeches. Although gen-
erosity rarely is the sole driver of political 
activities, after it is stripped of its gran-
diloquence, moral duty may mean some-
thing ordinary like: “We were helped 

once, now it’s our turn to repay the debt.” 
How? By further conveying the message 
that has been instilled by foreign donors 
in our own countries. This attitude as-
sumes discretion and a willingness to 
help, and has been questioned a number 
of times by skeptics who point to a very 

Khadiya Ismayilova  It's neither Norway nor GB that should 
take leadership on democracy assistance in EaP – V4 should.*

Tarek Osman  What we need is citizenship linked to 
representation: from Alexander the Great to Naser in 1953 not a single 
Egyptian ruled the country.*

Krzysztof Stanowski  At my first job my wage was 11$ 
per month. So when we speak about developing countries, there is an 
experience we can draw from.*

ordinary motivation – Visegrad countries 
have been forced to establish themselves 
as donors simply by accession to the Eu-
ropean Union. It is nebulously expressed 
in Article 6(1) TEU values of the EU – 
democracy, freedom, human rights, and 
the rule of law – that impose obligations 

on the new member states. 
Whatever the reasons, it is challeng-

ing to translate them properly to the so-
cieties of respective countries, especially 
facing a gradual decline in the acceptance 
of foreign aid among EU citizens in re-
cent years.4 Different levels of approval 
to help others is probably the most vivid 
inconsistency within the Visegrad group 
itself – with Poland and Hungary liter-
ally on two ends of the spectrum.5 Such 
modest support from Hungarian society 
causes quite severe consequences for the 
whole sector in the country – ranging 
from minimal interest in articulating aid 
strategies on the political level to limited 
private philanthropy. 

Among others differences, the geo-
graphic spread of interests of citizens of 
V4 countries is quite surprising. When 
asked which of the regions of the world 
are most in need of development aid, 
Czechs would answer the MENA region, 
whereas Hungarians would mention 
Pakistan and Bangladesh. Compared to 
the EU27 average, citizens of V4 coun-
tries demonstrate relatively low concern 
for helping Sub-Saharan Africa or Latin 
America, on the other hand showing 
above average sentiments towards The 
Pacific and Oceania, with two of four 
Visegrad countries leading the survey6. 

Our approach differs in the un-
derstanding of thematic areas that are 

most important for development policy. 
While the Czech Republic, Hungary, and 
Slovakia unanimously declare that agri-
culture and food security should be our 
primary concern, Poland is concentrating 
more on democracy assistance, like shar-
ing transition experiences, rather than 
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Aung San Suu Kyi  Good governance for me is very simple: it's 
about the governing respecting the governed and vice versa.*

Karel Schwarzenberg  What motivates us: love for 
democracy or hatred for tyranny.*

fighting hunger. Remarkably, the Czech 
Republic reaches the highest level in EU27 
in terms of importance of gender equal-
ity, while only 15% of Hungarians consider 
human rights worth focusing on.7 

Diverse, as it may seem, the Visegrad 
Group shares certain qualities that make 
it a unique entity in the donor landscape. 
First and foremost, we have recent transi-
tion experience and quite a fresh memory 
of what it means to live in a non-free so-
ciety. The world has changed much in the 
last three decades and so did the means of 
struggle against oppressive regimes, which 

makes some of our experiences applicable 
at a level of mindset and empathy rather 
than practicalities. 

Subsequently, as we have switched 
to being a donor only recently, we under-
stand what it means to be in the position 
of aid recipient and all that it entails. The 
intricacies of grant writing are not a se-
cret anymore and some of the V4 coun-
tries have a remarkable record in fund 
absorption and project management. On 
the other hand, we can easily identify the 
downsides and shortcomings, like donor-
driven aid not suited to local circumstanc-
es, incomprehensive grant guidelines, or a 
lack of long-term planning. 

Growing from recent experiences, 
the V4 thinks that economic growth 
should be fostered at all times and that 
trade and finance have a grave impact 
on developing countries. In this sense, a 
pragmatic approach can only turn to our 
competitive advantage. 

What unites us most – however – is 
the hardly measurable trait of boldness 
and confidence. We know that democ-
racy promotion is political and we are not 
afraid to admit it. Be it because of lack of 

business ties with developing countries 
or the relatively short record of donor 
practice, we have the guts to call a spade 
a spade. That could easily become a trade-
mark of Visegrad countries foreign aid 
– linking development aid to democratic 
progress, straightforwardness in terms of 
grant making, or leveraging private sector 
resources. 

Practice turns out not to be a fairy 
tale though – at the level of declarations, 
all stakeholders agree on the need for co-
operation; yet when it comes to practice, 
no substantial progress can be noticed 
and joint efforts in the field of aid are hin-
dered by colliding interests in other areas. 

Senior donors tackle their own prob-
lems with a flagship sense of development 
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aid itself. And there’s a lot to be dubious 
about after discovering that the link be-
tween aid and GNP growth of developing 
countries cannot be proven.8 

Indeed, to deny the sense of aid would 
mean to question half a century of foreign 
policy in Western countries. For this rea-
son, an ongoing, never-ending discussion 
comes under a mild name: aid effectiveness. 
This magical phrase in the realm of devel-
opment aid places the user on the side of 
modernizers who really care in what man-
ner colossal funds are being spent. Recalling 
the shared V4 viewpoint that it is the most 
important at this point to strengthen the re-
lations that have already been established, it 
is a good moment to reflect on and verbal-
ize our own game-changing ideas. 

The author is a Project Coordinator at the Lech 
Walesa Institute and editor at Res Publica Nowa.

*�Forum2000 tweets on democracy assistance, 
Prague, Sept. 15-17th, 2013

1 Too small to fail.   
Get realistic. No matter what happens, 
the V4 will remain a modest donor. The 

situation necessitates strategic planning, 
transparency, and über-efficiency. 

While a one-fits-all solution does not exist, Four 
Commandments  

of V4 might come in handy

2 Do not reinvent  
the wheel.  

Use existing mechanisms  
and platforms to transmit your message.  

Don’t duplicate bad habits.

3 Share the pie.  
Discover what you’re good at and focus 

on it. Search for synergy where possible.  
Speak out loud on what is important.

4 Create ambience.  
Know the context.  

Be a flexible, early-stage door opener. 
Pave the way for larger donors.
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I’m heading HUN-IDA, one of the lead-
ing Hungarian NGOs that was contract-
ed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
between 2003-2005 and 2006-2009 as 
an implementing agency of part of Hun-
gary’s bilateral aid. However, HUN-IDA 
has never been responsible for policy or 
strategy issues; these are the tasks of our 
MFA, represented at the operational level 
by the Department for International De-
velopment Cooperation.

Due to our experiences since 2003, 
the Hungarian ODA is still seeking the 
best institutional model, the optimal 
number of partner countries, and the 
thematic field of cooperation to provide 
added value for the beneficiary partner.

The extremely limited governmen-
tal resources for ODA has pushed the 
Hungarian government to use all other 
channels for foreign assistance, such 
as twinning, TAIEX, and  the European 
Democracy Fund, as well as by providing 
modest contributions to several interna-
tional UN agencies and other funds and 
by supporting NGO initiatives.

In recent years, I can see progress 
made in the field of formulating ODA 
law – Members of Parliament have been 
more and more supportive in this regard. 
It seems realistic to approve an ODA law 
in the next few years; however, no funda-
mental change in the volume of aid is ex-
pected. Despite the support of Hungarian 
society for development aid, there are ex-
isting challenges backed by large groups 
of citizens to be handled beforehand. 
For these combined reasons, HUN-IDA 
is less involved in governmental develop-
ment activities at present, and is instead 
dealing with training programs arising 
from direct contacts from abroad.

Due to a possible conflict of in-
terest we have never belonged to any 
Hungarian NGO platform. Twice since 
our inception we have supported the 
MFA in the evaluation process of project 
proposals. Understandably, such support 
excludes our participation respective to 
calls for proposals, yet we consider even 
membership in a NGO platform as po-
tentially  leading to conflict situations. 
Therefore, we have insisted on entire 
transparency throughout our time as an 
MFA contractor. I strongly believe that it 

Ibolya Bárány
was the right decision. During the course 
of our work, we have never cooperated 
with other NGOs from Visegrad coun-
tries, for reasons more financial than 
professional. 

Legally speaking, under Hungarian 
law, HUN-IDA is considered a “public 
benefit nonprofit company” like a major-
ity of Hungarian development NGO’s, 
however the ruling law for non-profits is 
Company Law, in which non-profits rep-
resent one of the categories and there is 
no separate classification for civil organi-
zations. Civil Law is present in Hungary 
and refers to foundations and unions. 
Such legal entities count as “civil organi-
zations” and can apply for core financing. 
While the European terminology is simi-
lar, the practice is quite different.

I believe that each of the Visegrad 
countries represents certain qualities 
that are worth replicating. It is evident 
that our recent history, which we share 
largely with the other V4 countries, 
combined with the wealth of individual 
solutions, offers a very broad portfolio 
for knowledge-sharing. For instance, 
the Hungarian transition to democracy 
has been marked by success in terms of 
a multi-party system and elections, deal-
ing with minority issues and church-state 
relations, as well as the strong excep-
tional role of the institution of ombuds-
man. Our incentives are and should be 
focused on these areas, but my personal 
opinion is that all Visegrad countries 
would strongly benefit from strengthen-
ing internal cooperation in terms of our 
trade and business. The revenue would 
enhance common initiatives and foster 
creativity. Generosity and responsibility 
for developing countries will naturally 
follow. 

Ibolya Bárány is a 
Managing Director of 

HUN-IDA.

Forum 2000 was founded in 1996 as 
a  joint initiative of the late Czech Presi-
dent Václav Havel, Japanese philanthro-
pist Yohei Sasakawa, and Nobel Peace 

Prize Laureate Elie Wiesel.

Since 1997, Forum 2000 has organized 
sixteen annual conferences in Prague, 
Czech Republic. They have attracted 
a number of prominent thought leaders, 
Nobel laureates, former and acting poli-
ticians, business leaders and other indi-
viduals, whose common denominative is 

experience with bearing responsibility.

Visegrad Insight was a media partner of 
17th Forum 2000 conference, held on 

September 15-17, 2013 in Prague.
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I have been involved for years with Peo-
ple in Need (PIN) by combining under 
one umbrella emergency humanitarian 
aid in crisis spots, more classical de-
velopment aid, human rights and de-
mocracy promotion, social field work 
in the Czech Republic, a human rights 
film festival, and a strong educational 
department working with schools in the 
Czech Republic. PIN is an important 
and characteristic feature of the Czech 
non-governmental sector in the field of 
development and democratic assistance 
and is in many ways unique. The organi-
zation has particular strengths: a highly 
professional organizational and mana-
gerial structure; a very good, and often 
innovative, communication and mar-
keting strategy; and a highly diversified 
funding base with significant capacity to 
raise funds from the general public. This 
has all given PIN a high level of inde-
pendence, and in a certain way, a strong 
mandate based on broad support from 
individual Czech citizens. 

In speaking of the Czech Republic 
and the development aid sector as a 
whole, I would say that the strength of 
our foreign assistance programs (ODA) 
is genuine partnership and strong coop-
eration between the state and non-state 
actors. The Czech Foreign Ministry has 
not treated NGOs with the heavy-hand-
ed, superior approach of a donor, but 
has treated NGOs as real partners with 
whom they can cooperate on an equal 
basis. I have found that relationship of 
mutual trust, regular exchange, and close 
cooperation beneficial to both sides.

I also consider it positive that the 
Czech Republic’s official foreign assis-
tance policy has a specific human rights 
and democracy assistance program line. 
Central European countries have a his-
tory of living under authoritarian gov-
ernments, a history of domestic struggle 
for freedom, and a history of transition 
to democracy (with all the successes and 
mistakes that occurred along the way). 
Because of all this, it is appropriate that 
we purposively, and efficiently engage in 
the support of democratic forces and hu-
man rights defenders in countries where 
people are still struggling to achieve free-
doms and respect for basic human rights.

For years, Czech foreign assistance 
has been strengthened by the extraor-
dinary role of President Havel. He was 
always highly supportive of civil society 
organizations and ready to use his global 
and domestic reputation to increase the 
impact of projects run by Czech NGOs. 

I do not believe that the Czech or 
Polish transition experience alone has 
any extraordinary “export value.” We 
are living today in a world very different 
from the world in which Solidarnosc or 
Charta 77 dissidents operated. At any 
moment when we are sharing our Central 
European transition-to-democracy ex-
periences, we should be fully aware of 
this profound difference. Our own ex-
perience must therefore be enriched by 
the serious comparative study of tran-
sitional experiences in other countries 
and should be shared, but we must at the 
same moment carefully study the his-
tory and political dynamic of recipient 
countries. After twenty years in the field 
of international assistance I have become 
very skeptical of “parachuted experts,” 
who come to share their know-how with-
out doing the basic homework of study-
ing and understanding the countries in 
which they share their knowledge. 

Our “trademark,” however, is the 
fact that we lived for decades under an 
authoritarian system; we still have in 
our collective memory and in our genes 
the specific sensibility and understand-
ing of what it means to live in a non-free 
society. Due to that I believe we should 
primarily focus on and specialize in pro-
freedom, pro-democracy, and rights-
based foreign assistance. 

In looking at certain disadvantages, 
it must be noted that the volume of co-
operation within V4 countries in the field 
of development and democracy promo-
tion is merely satisfactory. At the level of 
civil society it is neither systematic nor 
strategic, it is relatively ad hoc, and partly 
dependent on personal contact between 
individuals or more regular coopera-
tion between a few organizations. This 
is certainly true of cooperation between 
Czech, Slovak, and Polish organizations 
working in this field. The intensity of co-
operation with Hungarian organizations 
has always been at a much lower level. 

Igor Blaževič, a European 
human rights campaigner 

of Bosnian origin living 
in the Czech Republic. 
Founder and longtime 

director of One World, a 
human rights documentary 
International Film Festival 

Igor Blaževič
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Let me just mention a few examples 
from events I have been involved in. The 
Czech, Polish, and Slovakian organiza-
tions working in Belarus, Ukraine, and 
Cuba are in contact. Already in early 
1990s, during the war in Bosnia, People 
in Need and Polish Humanitarian Action 
were in contact. It was not systematic co-
operation, and it was even not needed, 
but it was a genuine friendship. When we 
initiated the nomination of Liu Xiaobo 
for the Nobel Peace Prize from Prague, 
colleagues from Slovakia joined us by 
organizing the nomination with their 
members of parliament. Later on, Polish, 
Czech, and Slovak NGOs joined forces 
to nominate Ales Bialiatski for the Nobel 
Peace Prize. The Czech People in Need 
and Slovak People in Peril have worked 
together in many places. The Czech 
platform of development organizations 
is in contact with a similar Polish plat-
form. There is a genuine and long-lasting 
partnership of human rights festivals 
from Prague, Bratislava, Warsaw, and 
Budapest. 

It seems to me that there has been 
far less coordination and cooperation 
among the foreign ministries of the V4 

countries when it comes to development 
and democracy assistance. We should 
probably be realistic. There are objective 
reasons for the lack of cooperation. Each 
country has defined its own foreign pol-
icy priorities slightly differently. Often, 
official foreign assistance programs of 
the V4 countries cannot fully match 
each other and work in sync because we 
have a more left-leaning government in, 
for example, Slovakia, and a bit more 
right-leaning in the Czech Republic. In 
addition to this objective incompatibil-
ity, I have also noticed from time to time 
elements of small rivalries and jealousies 
among foreign ministry civil servants. In 
a way, they all are rhetorically in favor of 
cooperation, but somehow cooperation 
never fully materializes because there is 
always the tendency for someone domi-
nate. Cooperation is about finding genu-
ine common ground, not just looking for 
others to join and support my initiatives. 

To conclude, what is lacking pri-
marily is genuine and systematic coop-
eration between V4 foreign ministries in 
the field of development and democracy 
assistance. As a consequence, space for 
cooperation among V4 NGOs working 

in the same areas is negatively influ-
enced, as well. Polish, Czech, Slovakian, 
and Hungarian NGOs are partly depend-
ent on the assistance priorities of their 
foreign ministries because they get par-
tial funding from their respective MFA. 
But it seems to me that even among V4 
civil society organizations, there has nev-
er been enough of a strong feeling that 
there is a need for strategic cooperation. 
I would personally like to see more co-
operation, especially if it is undertaken 
based on strategic planning and system-
atic cooperation. 

A practical idea? For example, I 
have always been frustrated by how low 
the level of influence that NGOs from 
Central Europe and Baltic states have 
in Brussels is compared to other inter-
national or western European-based 
organizations with lobby offices in the 
EU capital. I believe that we need to join 
forces and develop the modus operandi 
to increase our presence, to hook us into 
information channels, and to enter the 
circle of organizations that are consulted 
by EU institutions. 

Senior Advisor for Civil 
Society and Emerging 

Democracies, U.S. Depart-
ment of State

Tomicah Tilleman
What may be expected from emerging 
donors by already established donors?
We think that the trend of emerging do-
nors represents one of the most impor-
tant developments in the entire field of 
democracy support, and it has poten-
tial in terms of the expertise that these 
countries bring to the table to really 
transform our democracy support pro-
grams. We’ve been trying to facilitate 
this trend through the number of dif-
ferent mechanisms – we’ve created the 
Emerging Donors Challenge Fund and 
we’ve seen a number of very successful 
projects emerged from that framework. 
The U.S. and Poland – within the context 
of the Community of Democracies – co-
chaired the Moldova Task Force, which 
has led to a variety of very important 
projects. Poland has taken a critical lead-
ership role in issues of local governance, 

an area in which it has significant exper-
tise, and most recently we’ve announced 
our intentions to create new co-financing 
mechanism within CoD, which will allow 
us to carry out projects on a co-funded 
basis with other partners in the Govern-
ing Council. The key countries, such as 
the V4, most of whom are on the Gov-
erning Council, some of whom are not,1 
and operate on a global basis within the 
context of CoD working groups and task 
forces. Again, with this trend, we think 
it’s very significant, we embrace it, and 
we’re doing what we can to support its 
development period.

Where is the V4 community lacking in 
ability and what can we do better?
I think it would be very useful for the 
countries within V4 to examine their 
own experiences, their own transitions, 
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and determine their individual areas of 
comparative advantage. For example, as 
I mentioned, Poland has deep experience 
in local governance – this was an aspect 
of Poland’s transition that was very well 
executed and has born long term bene-
fits. There are many countries interested 
in emulating that model and frankly not 
many other countries with the expertise 
in the topic. Similarly, both Poland and 
the Czech Republic have very significant 
experience when it comes to the topic 
of civil society development. There’s a 
strong tradition in both of those nations, 
some civil society organizations that are 
very active in regional democracy sup-
port, and the opportunity to tap into the 
very important reservoir of knowledge 
and expertise. There are other nations 
that have experience and expertise in 
other areas, we’re working very closely 
with Slovakia on migration issues; Slo-
vakia is playing a key role in migration 
on the Moldova Task Force. So these are 
just a few different examples that we can 
point to, but I think that process of spe-
cialization is going to be crucial to the 
long term success of the democracy sup-
port efforts within these countries.

How can we trigger private involvement 
or public-private partnerships in the V4?
We are engaged in a global effort to fa-
cilitate the development of domestic phi-
lanthropy. At the State Department, we 
recently launched what we call a Global 
Philanthropy Working Group, which is a 
consortium of leading foundations from 
the U.S. who come together with us to 
address key regulatory issues related to 
philanthropy in different contexts around 
the world. There are many countries that 
have strong traditions of private engage-
ment and partnership on these issues and 
others in which we need to build infra-
structure before that point can reached. 

REFERENCES�
1. Hungary and Poland are in GC of CoD
2. �Leaders Engaged in New Democracies Initiative by United States and Estonia to support a groundbreaking new effort to support leaders in emerging 

democracies

It has to do with whether the tax code is 
conducive to contributions to efforts such 
as these, and part of it is having to ensure 
that there are other mechanisms in place 
to encourage giving. We consider it a very 
important ecosystem to develop in order 
to ensure the long-term viability and sus-
tainability of civil society organizations 
that engage in these spaces. Ultimately 
it’s neither desirable nor sustainable to 
have the international community and 
long-time democracies’ funders doing all 
the work; we have to develop indigenous 
sources of support. 

I think that all the countries in the 
V4 have a certain opportunity and re-
sponsibility when it comed to democ-
racy support. The opportunity is that 
you know things that U.S. and Western 
democracies do not know, because you’ve 
lived through this process and in many 
instances you will be much more credible 
messengers and provide a more relevant 
perspective than countries that have 
been democracies for many generations. 
The flip side of that is that particularly 
because of the size of most V4 countries, 
assistance needs to be very well coordi-
nated, and needs to be well thought out 
and needs to take advantage of the new-
est tools and technologies if it wants to 
have a serious impact. Because the dan-
ger is that if you’re just doing very small 
projects that are not coordinated and are 
not taking place within the context of the 
broader multilateral effort like the CoD, 
you are never going to have real traction 
and you’ll end up spending money, but 
you won’t get any serious results. 

I think, quite frankly, there are ex-
amples of this that we’ve witnessed al-
ready. It’s crucial that this process evolves 
to ensure that it is situated within the 
context of a comprehensive effort that 
won’t have just individual countries sim-
ply going off on their own, but encour-

ages them to work together to pursue 
an area of comparative advantage and 
to develop a comprehensive program 
of assistance that is complementary to 
–rather than competitive with – the ef-
forts of their neighbors.

 
Who should coordinate that?
There are many different alternatives 
and not every option would be right in 
every situation. We’ve worked a great 
deal with CoD to develop a series of 
platforms for multilateral expertise 
sharing in particular. CoD is not and 
never will be an account for large-scale 
development aid, but it is a very im-
portant framework for the sharing of 
expertise, which I would highlight. Ob-
viously, the EU will be able to do some 
of this, as will the UNDP.

It’s going to be critical not to pur-
sue projects in isolation from those 
mechanisms and to the extent there’s a 
democracy work that is divorced from 
rather multilateral efforts, I think it’s 
likely that there will be a ceiling on its 
effectiveness.

What is the next big thing?
Again, for the last two years we have 
seen CoD emerging as a groundbreak-
ing mechanism or using the CoD as a 
framework for mechanisms like LEND 
network2, but those are the types of 
tools that fuse technology, civil society, 
multilateral support and the experience 
of countries that have been through 
transitions that have the potential to 
really recapture the landscape of de-
mocracy assistance, and we want to see 
more of them. 
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At the time of this interview 
Marcin Wojciechowski 

was deputy director of the 
Solidarity Fund PL. As of 

September 11, 2013 he is 
serving as spokesperson at 

the Polish Ministry of For-
eign Affairs. We kindly ask 

readers not to associate 
the above statements with 

his current position.

Marcin Wojciechowski
The truly unifying experience of the 
Visegrad Group is the democratic tran-
sition period. This is also how the V4 is 
perceived in the world. How do you see 
that?
Visegrad countries share a common his-
tory and common experience, especially 
the most recent experience of commu-
nism, and more than half a century of a 
foreign yoke in the twentieth century. I 
think today they also have common val-
ues, which is what they have in common 
the most. Surely these values are based on 
the way that they each passed through the 
last twenty years. It is a common experi-
ence of the collapse of communism, the 
common experience of building demo-
cratic institutions, free markets and a re-
turn to Europe, to European institutions. 
Not surprisingly, the Visegrad countries 
are also trying to cooperate in sharing 
this experience with other partners. Each 
of the Visegrad countries separately, as 
part of its development assistance, is sup-
porting such democratization or trans-
formational projects. Recently, attempts 
to coordinate this cooperation have be-
come more visible and vocal. The fact 
that the Solidarity Fund PL consult their 
actions, or meet with the Visegrad Fund, 
that we meet with Czech partners – un-
fortunately we do not have such contacts 
with Hungarian partners yet, but I hope 
that we will soon – proves this. I am glad 
that some of the projects supported by 
our foundation are also supported by the 
Visegrad Fund. In addition, the exchange 
of information, consultations, and rec-
ommendations – I think this is just the 
beginning of such cooperation, which 
should be developed further.

And what about the Visegrad countries, 
about these emerging donors, is differ-
ent from our experienced partners from 
Western countries?
Surely there are external attributes – we 
have less money, especially for these de-
mocratizing-transitional activities. Our 
budgets are still not comparable to the 
budgets of the U.S., or even some Euro-
pean countries. On the other hand, we do 
not have problems openly characterizing 
democratizing activities as such. We do 
not hide it under the euphemism of “em-
powering people” or “good governance,” 

we just say outright that it is democracy 
itself, that we want to share the experi-
ence. I think that especially for partners 
in non-democratic countries, for whom 
these values are important, it is very im-
portant to be open about it.

The third thing – our experience of 
transformation is quite fresh. We have a 
good memory of what happened in the 
1990s in Poland. I think that thanks to 
this we are more credible on certain is-
sues, because we can honestly say not 
only what we did, but also what we did 
wrong. Or just indicate the moments, 
places, or areas are the most risky, where 
you need to be careful. We are not theo-
rists of democracy, or the construction 
of the free market – we are practitioners 
who have almost finished their work at 
it. I think in some respects we are still 
improving our system – because this 
transformation process is not closed; it is 
a process that takes decades, generations. 
We are somewhere in the crucial stage, 
but we are still on the road.

And what are Poles good at? What can 
be our trademark in democratization 
activities?
We certainly proved at the start of the 
nineties that despite the "brands" of ro-
mantics, rebels, anarchists, we are able 
to carry out one of the best-negotiated 
transitions, I think, in the world. With-
out bloodshed, in which both sides kept 
their word and in a sense became the 
beneficiaries of this process, but in a good 
way. I think this is surprising for many of 
our partners, because we were far more 
obviously known in Europe as the great 
soldiers of a lost cause, rather than those 
who are able to think and act pragmati-
cally, reasonably, and coolly.

Another thing that is evident in 
contact with our partners in Tunisia and 
other North African countries – it is not 
just the experience of building democrat-
ic institutions and economic reform that 
is important, but how we went through a 
period of historic reckoning, something 
called the “justice of the transforma-
tion,” or “transition period.” I also think 
that there are few countries in the world 
that can share this experience and surely 
Poland is one of them. I'm not saying that 
everything we did in this area was done 
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perfectly and to this day many of the 
phenomena, events, or people from that 
era cause controversy in Polish society. 
But we went through it with little shock, 
which was also one of the aspects of the 
Polish transformation.

Finally, the third thing – integration 
with the European Union. This is not a 
unique Polish experience because our 
neighbors – all the Visegrad Group coun-
tries and the Baltic States – are on a simi-
lar path. It seems to me, however, that we 
can be credible consultants, partners, and 
guides for those who aspire to follow the 
path of European integration. It is not a 
coincidence that Poland promotes the 
idea of an open Europe, because we be-
lieve that this is a model that is not over, 
not closed, but one that is an opportunity 
– both for countries aspiring to join the 
European community as well as the EU, 
which can only grow by expansion. This is 
today, however, rather an unfashionable 
approach within the EU.

What are new trends in the promotion 
of democracy and in development aid? I 
have heard that developing cooperation 

with business is often considered, and 
activities in new media. What else?
These are actually the new trends. When 
it comes to working with business, in Po-
land – at least in our actions – this is still 
in its infancy. When it comes to new me-
dia, then yes – we are involved in it, and 
here it is not just about social media for 
communication, but also all kinds of elec-
tronic tools, such as e-learning platforms, 
and projects that involve contact with or-
dinary citizens through the Internet. We 
have the project Fix Kairouan in Tunisia, 
which is based on residents of a rela-
tively small town being given an online 
tool to alert local authorities of necessary 
town repairs and improvements. This 
tool paradoxically works great in Tunisia 
and now we are working to transplant it 
to Tajik ground, and to other countries, 
which according to general opinion are 
not the most developed, or do not have 
good Internet coverage. It turns out that 
in specific local conditions, it can func-
tion. There are areas where this type of 
tool is extremely effective.

I think the trademark of Polish de-
velopment aid – especially in the area 

of democratization – is the involve-
ment of the non-governmental sector. 
NGOs are a very important partner for 
the International Solidarity Fund, and, 
together with their local partners, they 
bring these programs into effect. This is 
the difference in the choice of our mod-
el. Poland hasn't got a development aid 
agency that would deal with the imple-
mentation of this type of project. We are 
really a very modest structure, whose task 
is mainly re-granting to NGOs, precisely 
so that assistance is given by people who 
feel the local situation best, who are close 
to local partners, who themselves have 
the fresh experience of creating the NGO 
sector in our country – after all this only 
happened in the 1990s. It seems to me 
that this is a great added value to what we 
do, not only to serve up content – which 
is probably similar to that of other part-
nerships – but also the issue of partner-
ship and methodology, even in creating 
an environment of non-governmental 
organizations and civil society activists 
in countries that interest us. 

Translated by Lula Męcińska

Executive Director of the In-
ternational Visegrad Fund

Karla Wursterová
Prior to joining the Visegrad Fund you 
headed the Department of Develop-
ment and Humanitarian Aid at the Min-
istry of the Slovak MFA. What would you 
consider the major strength of Slovak 
Aid and its specialty? Why? What is 
lacking?
The Slovak development agenda has 
become an effective instrument and an 
integral part of the foreign policy of the 
Slovak Republic in the last ten years (fol-
lowing accession to the EU). The Minis-
try of Foreign and European Affairs of the 
Slovak Republic (MFEA SR) has managed 
to build an institutional, legal, and stra-
tegic framework of development assist-
ance. However, the current mechanism 
of providing development assistance 
continues to require systemic changes, 
mainly in terms of increasing efficiency, 
transparency, and capacity building. One 
of the major strengths of Slovak Aid are 

the long-term development activities of 
Slovak NGOs and entities in South Sudan 
and Kenya in the areas of healthcare and 
education, which have been rated posi-
tively by the European Commission.

Slovak Aid also achieved visible 
results in the countries of the Western 
Balkans and Eastern Partnership of the 
EU. A successful Slovak project, the 
National Convention on the European 
Union, was implemented in several 
countries of these two regions. The main 
objective of the project is to transfer 
know-how and lessons learned from the 
transformation period at a very practi-
cal level. In 2012, the specific program 
“Centre for Experience Transfer in 
Integration and Reform” (CETIR) was 
introduced with the aim of transferring 
the Slovak transformation and integra-
tion experience to partner countries. Its 
uniqueness lies in the fact that it is man-
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aged and implemented directly by the 
Slovak MFA.

In recent years some specific pro-
grams and instruments were introduced 
to make Slovak Aid more effective and 
visible by involving experts, as well the 
public. Slovak Aid therefore pays spe-
cial attention to young people. In 2012, 
The Slovak Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
launched a new program of sending 
volunteers to developing countries. The 
main aim of this program is to build the 
capacities of Slovak volunteers, mainly 
young people, as well as obtain direct 
experience from developing countries, in 
the form of volunteer work.

Given the challenges, systematic 
work with professionals and the general 
public is needed to achieve better under-
standing of Slovak development activities 
and national solidarity. To achieve more 
coherent development assistance, a more 
comprehensive donor cooperation is 
needed. Slovak Aid should therefore sup-
port the participation of Slovak entities in 
public calls for proposals of the EU and 
international financial institutions.

The Visegrad Fund itself has been play-
ing an increasingly active role outside 
of the V4, in part in terms of good gov-
ernance and democracy assistance 
projects. Do you see this as a trend 
that should continue to develop? Is the 
Visegrad Fund planning to expand its 
operations to other transitional/devel-
oping countries in addition to the Bal-
kans/EaP in the near future?

The Eastern Partnership and Western 
Balkans have both become very impor-
tant and visible programs of the IVF, 
which has attracted the attention of oth-
er big donors. Last year, an agreement 
on cooperation between the IVF and the 
Dutch MFA in the EaP region was signed 
(for the period July 2012–June 2013). 
Based on the favorable experience the 
Netherlands had in working with IVF, the 
Dutch MFA decided to continue this co-
operation. In addition, IVF is conducting 
advanced negotiations on Swedish gov-
ernment contributions to the V4EaP pro-
gram. Two IVF projects were supported 
by the Emerging Donors Challenge Fund 
of the U.S.

There is always the potential for 
introducing new programs, which must 
be well prepared and approved by all the 
countries of the Visegrad Group. The in-
troduction of new programs also requires 
adequate financial coverage and capaci-
ties for their successful implementation.

Three out of four Visegrad countries 
have strong development aid traditions. 
How to spark an interest in that field 
in Hungary? What would be Hungarian 
strengths/ experiences that you would 
consider exceptional and worth replicat-
ing?
Hungary, like other countries of the 
V4, has its ODA policy, implemented 
through projects, contributions for mul-
tilateral development cooperation or by 
providing scholarships for students from 
developing countries. Of course, it is en-

titled to question how much of the total 
ODA budget is given to the bilateral ODA 
and in which form. Hungary, like other 
V4 countries, has precious know-how 
and useful lessons it has gleaned from the 
transformation period, which can serve 
as an added value for other countries in 
transition.

The entire sector is falling short in terms 
of communication and cooperation be-
tween each of the V4 countries. Would 
you consider it an asset to introduce a 
mechanism of consultation on intergov-
ernmental and 'internongovernmental' 
levels? If yes/no, why? If such a body 
is being planned, how could it be struc-
tured and what would its role be pre-
cisely? 
There is already some positive devel-
opment. In recent years it has become 
customary to organize V4 expert meet-
ings on development cooperation by the 
presidency countries. Moreover, during 
the presidency of the Slovak Republic, 
the first V4 project in Moldova was im-
plemented. There is always room to im-
prove communication and cooperation 
between each and all of the V4 countries. 
IVF has supported several projects that 
focus on coordination of development 
and humanitarian activities of NGOs and 
entities from the V4. I greatly appreciate 
such creative initiatives coming directly 
from the implementers of concrete pro-
jects and activities in the field of devel-
opment cooperation and humanitarian 
aid. 
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an integral part of their international de-
velopment policies, especially towards the 
Eastern Neighbourhood of the EU.

The EU is putting increasing em-
phasis on promoting democratic gov-
ernance in all its partners, but there is 
greater focus on the Neighbourhood. 
Having stable, democratic, well-governed 
and prosperous countries close by is a vi-
tal security interest for the EU, so it is no 
surprise that the community has made is-
sues like “strengthening the stability and 
effectiveness of institutions guaranteeing 
democracy and the rule of law,” “ensuring 
respect for the freedom of the media and 

freedom of expression” or improving the 
investment climate, “through predictable 
legislation and by the fight against cor-
ruption” priority areas of action in rela-
tion to neighboring countries. 

Does the EU make use of the V4 
transition experience to enrich this pol-
icy? Clearly, the EU puts rhetorical em-
phasis on the transition experience, as 
evidenced by point 33 in the European 
Consensus on Development, the creation 
of the European Transition Compendium 
(ETC), and the 2013 Council Conclusions 
on Supporting Transition Societies. But 
how does this play out in practice?

T
he V4 countries have 
amassed a large body of 
experience while trans-
forming their politics from 
one-party states to democ-
racies and their economies 
from planned systems to 
market economies. While 

clearly there is no single solution to the 
myriad of challenges which have arisen 
during the transition process, many of the 
best practices that have emerged may be 
transferable to other countries still coping 
with similar challenges. All V4 countries 
have made the transfer of this experience 

Partner country

Total EU assistance for  
democratic governance

Of which: implemented  
by actors from the V4 countries

Amount  
(Euro)

Number of grants & 
contracts

Amount  
(Euro)

Number of grants  
& contracts

Armenia 36 304 226 98 1 099 667 2

Azerbaijan 28 160 977 56 0 0

Belarus 19 242 011 42 469 354 4

Georgia 51 669 013 188 3 324 750 3

Moldova 37 641 556 55 0 0

Ukraine 192 866 628 153 4 401 403 5

Eastern Europe regional 98 688 767 57 835 856 2

Total 464 573 178 649 10 131 030 16

Source: based on the European Commission’s grant and contract beneficiaries’ database

EU assistance for the promotion of democratic governance 
in the Eastern partners, 2007-2010

Simon Lightfoot – Balázs Szent-Iványi

V4 Transition Experience 
An Added Value for EU 
Democracy Promotion?
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	pola nd	  44.99 | 0.01
	czech rep.	 158.3 | 0.10
	hu ngary	  32.13 | 0.03
	slovakia 	  29.94 | 0.05

	pola nd	  175.22 | 0.05
	czech rep.	  166.2 | 0.11 
	hu ngary	 91.12 | 0.06
	slovakia 	  46.4 | 0.07

	pola nd	  263.77 | 0.07
	czech rep.	  194.1 | 0.11 
	hu ngary	  125.3 | 0.11
	slovakia 	  87.98 | 0.12

	pola nd	  361.44 | 0.09
	czech rep.	  216.7 | 0.12 
	hu ngary	  190.15 | 0.13
	slovakia	   79.18 | 0.10

	czech rep.	  209.5 | 0.11 
	hu ngary	  108.92 | 0.08
	pola nd	  378.51 | 0.10
	slovakia	   79.51 | 0.09

	pola nd	  332.64 | 0.08
	czech rep.	  244.8 | 0.12 
	hu ngary	  102.27 | 0.08
	slovakia	   92.73 | 0.10

	pola nd	  411.55 | 0.09
	czech rep.	  225.7 | 0.12 
	hu ngary	  123.86 | 0.10
	slovakia	   76.9 | 0.09

	pola nd	  396.02 | 0.08
	czech rep.	  243.7 | 0.13
	hu ngary	  121.92 | 0.09
	slovakia	   78.65 | 0.09

	pola nd	  416.91 | 0.08
	czech rep.	  250.4 | 0.12
	hu ngary	  139.73 | 0.11
	slovakia	   86.02 | 0.09

	pola nd	  468.51 | ..
	czech rep.	  240.0 | 0.12
	hu ngary	  129.3 | 0.10*
	slovakia	   83.03 | 0.09*

Aid disbursements in 
2002-2012 in million dollars  
and as a percentage of gross national  
income in the V4 countries, 

One way of looking at this is how 
much the reform priorities of the EU 
in the Neighbours are aligned with the 
transition experience the V4 countries 
have to offer. If we look at the ETC, 
which is a database of the new member 
state transition experience, and the EU’s 
reform priorities, as embodied in docu-
ments like Neighbourhood policy action 
plans, or the association agreement with 
the Ukraine, there seems to be strong 
alignment full stop Based on this, at the 
project level, state and non-state actors 
in the V4 countries do seem to have the 
specific expertise that is needed for dem-
ocratic governance reforms among the 

Eastern Neighbours. There is, however, 
a clear downside. When it comes to the 
actual implementation of EU-financed 
democratic governance projects thus far, 
the participation of actors from the V4 
countries is rather low. Between 2007 and 
2010, of 649 EU financed projects, which 
included the aim of democracy promo-
tion in the Eastern Neighbours, only 16 
were implemented by actors from the V4.

If the EU truly thinks the V4 tran-
sition experience is valuable, stronger 
efforts should be made to include these 
countries in project implementation. V4 
governments must also do their share in 
increasing the capacities of national ac-

tors to compete for the EU’s international 
development funds. If the transition ex-
perience is truly a comparative advantage 
of the V4 donors, then it should figure 
highly in any public debate legitimizing 
the future direction of V4 development 
aid. 

The research for this article was supported by a 
Marie Curie Intra-European Fellowships for ca-
reer development (IEF). 
Simon Lightfoot is a Senior Lecturer in European 
Politics at Leeds University.
Balázs Szent-Ivány is  an assistant researcher at 
the Department of World Economy at Corvinus 
University of Budapest.
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t
hroughout its history, Central Europe has al-
ways been a bone of contention and a source of 
confl ict threatening Europe as a whole. In this 
regard, the twentieth century brought not only 
the greatest carnage and destruction in the 
region’s history – it also brought a new chal-
lenge. It was this shared bitter experience that 
inspired visionaries such as Václav Havel and 

Lech Walesa to found the Visegrad Group. Th e project was 
intended to promote contacts and the cooperation of civil 
society throughout Central Europe, to do away with existing 
animosities, and to prevent future confl icts. It also aimed 
to promote political cooperation between three, later four, 
countries on the road to European and transatlantic struc-
tures. Contrary to the expectations of many, the successful 
accomplishment of these goals, especially admission to the 

jiřÍ čisteckÝ

European Union, did not bring the Visegrad cooperation to 
an end – rather, it was a milestone for the Visegrad Group, 
opening a new chapter of Visegrad teamwork. 

Th e fi fteen years following the fall of the Iron Curtain 
were a unique experience for the Visegrad countries and 
their politicians. Th ey learned to look for shared interests 
and to tone down their national ambitions even in situations 
when emotions would tend to prevail in relations between 
neighbors. Th ey learned how to disagree without breaking 
up their relationship and how to work together in areas of 
common interest. Despite this very important progress, 
some European politicians and journalists still tended to re-
gard the Visegrad Group as a sort of a “political debate club” 
without any major strategic signifi cance. Today, they note 
with surprise that the V4, thanks to its cohesion and lack of 
bureaucracy, has become an effi  cient and innovative group 

Will visegrad cooperation become even more effi  cient and attractive? 
Th e group should consistently focus on the chief topics refl ecting 

visegrad consensus and develop cooperation with partners in all areas 
of mutual benefi t. What challenges lie ahead in the context of the 

hungarian presidency of the group?
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and, as such, an attractive partner for a number of countries 
inside but also outside the European Union, where it often 
acts jointly to promote its shared interests.

The last two presidencies, Czech and Polish, have 
brought a change in the content of cooperation and the way 
the Visegrad Group is perceived. The Hungarian presidency 
promises to continue this trend. It seems to be aiming even 
higher than the previous Polish presidency, but its goals can 
hardly be accomplished within one presidency period.

The Hungarian presidency seems to have a good ap-
proach to cooperation on European affairs, limiting it to 
coordination in advance of EU meetings, the multi-annual 
financial framework and EU enlargement: i.e., the fields in 
which Visegrad has always been able to cooperate. 

Joint discussions on national positions and their pos-
sible coordination in advance of council meetings have al-
ready become a standard. The main challenge is therefore the 
multi-annual financial framework and identification of addi-
tional fields of possible cooperation. By agreeing on at least 
one medium-term project jointly financed from EU funds, 
Central European countries would take their cooperation to a 
qualitatively higher level and give it a new impetus. One pos-
sibility would be to establish cluster cooperation in one of the 
progressive fields supported under the Europe 2020 strategy.

EU accession has become the symbol of success for 
Visegrad cooperation. It is therefore understandable that the 
enlargement of the Union is the Hungarian presidency’s pri-
ority. From Hungary´s viewpoint, it also seems logical that 
activities in the Western Balkans should be higher on the list 
than the Eastern Partnership, despite the fact that Central 
European cooperation in Eastern Europe involves many more 
projects. Visegrad will continue to support the EU accession 
efforts of the Western Balkan countries and bring them closer 
together, ideally through regional cooperation built upon the 
Visegrad model, under the International Visegrad Fund. 

After successful ad hoc cooperation with Slovenia, the 
question now at hand is the V4 cooperation with Croatia, pos-
sibly also with Austria, and namely with Turkey, an important 
strategic partner of V4 also in the Eastern Partnership coun-
tries. It is therefore a very positive step that Austria and Turkey 
have been invited to the V4 ministerial meeting in autumn. 

In developing cooperation with Eastern Partnership 
countries, Visegrad can benefit from its knowledge of the lo-
cal conditions and from the shared historical experience with 
20th century totalitarian regimes. Another great advantage 
is the non-bureaucratic nature of the International Visegrad 
Fund (though the specific local conditions will have to be tak-
en into account), as well as the high quality of projects imple-
mented by NGOs from Visegrad countries. Financing seems 
to be one of the few limiting factors for the development of 
project cooperation in the region. 

In this respect, the Hungarian presidency correctly 
stresses the need to find partners who will follow the example 
of the U.S. and the Netherlands with regard to project funding, 
and to seek to involve European partners by inviting them to 
V4+EaP sectoral meetings. 

One of the unquestionable successes of recent years, es-
pecially in the last year, was cooperation in the V4+ format. 
In addition to long-term political and project cooperation 
with Japan and occasional consultations on selected topics 
with the Baltic countries and Slovenia, the Visegrad Group 

has established a promising partnership with the U.S. and 
developed projects with Taiwan. Although this type of coop-
eration is one of the V4 program priorities, the group should 
consider whether it really should take on more of these ac-
tivities. Visegrad would hardly have the capacity to translate 
into reality all of the Hungarian presidency’s ambitions in this 
area. With regard to the long-term European, international, 
and sectoral priorities, the V4 should, in addition to the ex-
isting partnerships, pay more attention to cooperation with 
Germany, France, Austria, and Turkey. 

As has become a tradition for V4 presidencies, the 
Hungarian presidency presents a truly exhaustive list of topics 
and activities. Upon closer examination, these can be roughly 
divided into the following categories: (a) description of the 
current situation; (b) consultations and exchange of views; (c) 
organization of meetings and conferences; (d) development of 
joint positions; and (e) description of specific practical goals. 
In this respect, the Hungarian presidency’s approach is also 
very active – in particular, the number of meetings seems to 
be exceptionally high. 

However, attention should be paid especially to specific 
goals in the main fields such as the development of military 
cooperation (cooperation within NATO as well as joint capac-
ity building) and energy cooperation projects (LNG, common 
gas market, electricity overflows).

The Hungarian presidency is also paying special attention 
to transport infrastructure. There is no doubt that traffic con-
nections between the Visegrad countries are a real problem, 
but the presidency program does not seem to indicate whether 
there is any consensus between the Visegrad countries or any 
specific plan to improve the situation. Similarly, the education 
chapter, though containing a long list of educational priorities 
and a number of good suggestions could, for example, address 
the issue of mutual recognition of university degrees or joint 
Visegrad Master’s degree study programs. But these are only a 
few details in a generally very well-prepared program.

If Visegrad cooperation continues to develop as out-
lined in the Hungarian presidency’s program, it will certain-
ly become even more efficient and attractive. However, the 
group should consistently focus on the chief topics reflecting 
Visegrad consensus and develop cooperation with partners in 
all areas of mutual benefit. 

Keeping both feet on the ground and avoiding being car-
ried away by unrealistic ambitions should be one of the guid-
ing principles for the development of Visegrad cooperation 
in the future. We should also bear in mind the intention of 
the group’s founders, who cherished the idea of cooperation 
between the civil societies of our countries, enhancing the in-
ternal cohesion of the region. In this respect, we should also 
focus on the young generation and develop projects improving 
the knowledge of our cultures and Central European history. 
There are still too many national stereotypes and passions that 
provide breeding ground for nationalism and animosities. 

Visegrad cooperation, with its numerous large and small 
aims, represents a strong potential for enlarging the zone of 
stability and prosperity in Europe. The new Visegrad chapter 
has promising prospects, and Visegrad’s hopes are now with 
the Hungarian presidency. 

The author is the Director of Central Europe Department  in  the Ministry 
of  Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic.
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A
 decade ago, the Viseg-
rad Group accom-
plished its mission by 
securing synchronized 
entry for its members 
to the European Un-
ion, or so it seemed 
for a moment at least. 

But then Paris burst that bubble when it 
cautioned the Czech Republic, Poland, 
and Hungary to hold their breath until 
they had become real members. In the 
tense run-up to the Iraq War, President 
Chirac made clear an unfortunate truth: 
formal entry to the EU is not necessar-
ily the same as full membership: not only 
were the four countries still not included 
in the core policies of the EU – notably 
the Schengen area and single currency – 
but they were expected to sit quietly and 
learn from the old guard. 

In the years since the 2004 accession, 
the Visegrad framework has retained 
something of its founding rationale. The 
V4 have continued to fight for full EU 
membership, sensitive to any sign that 
they are being excluded from the core of 
European integration. They scored a no-
table hit with their subsequent acces-
sion to the Schengen passport-free travel 
area, and have worked together to pre-
vent their exclusion from the emerging 
Eurozone. A greater sense of ambition is 
also becoming apparent. The V4’s joint 
political agenda has shifted from simply 
blunting the edges of a European agenda 
defined in Brussels, Berlin, and Paris to 
helping define it. 

The change has been swift. In 2009, 
at the outset of the Eurozone crisis, V4 
leaders were content merely to meet 
ahead of European summits, coordinat-
ing their positions with regard to the set 
agenda. In the past year or so, however, 
they have upped the stakes. The Visegrad 
states are exploring areas where they 
might be able to set agenda and influence 
European affairs in a more pre-emptive 
manner. They have also expanded the 
range of their activities beyond those pol-
icy areas, such as relations with Russia, 
where the EU expects a degree of V4 ex-
pertise, but for reasons of geography and 
history, the V4 struggle to forge a consen-
sus. They are now focusing on the aspects 
of EU policy that bother them most, from 
the Union’s institutional architecture to 
defense.

What better way for the V4 to cel-
ebrate a  decade in the EU, therefore, 
than by displacing France and forging 
a leading role in tandem with Germany? 
In a  delightfully subversive essay, the 
European Council of Foreign Relations 
suggested last year that Poland was al-
ready replacing France in Germany’s 
affections: the Franco-German motor 
was stalling and Poland was stepping in 
to fill the vacuum.1 Of course, the essay 
was more a polemic celebrating Poland’s 
political rise than a  serious manifesto 
for Polish-German leadership in the 
EU. But now commentators are asking 
whether the V4 might not fill the role. 
Collectively, the V4 carry considerable 
voting weight in the EU, as well as eco-

Leadership  
of the EU?
Not yet

Roderick Parkes

c �llustration by Jan Bajtlik. 
The author is a Polish 
illustrator, a member of 
the Polish Association of 
Applied Graphics Artists 
(STGU). He graduated from 
the Academy of Fine Arts 
in Warsaw in 2013.
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nomic potential and strong intellectual 
heritage. 

So what’s not to love about the idea 
of V4-German tandem leadership? Well, 
three small things.

First, this new partnership is not 
something that the EU as a whole would 
accept. The Franco-German engine may 
enjoy a reputation as the driving force of 
EU integration, but it is essentially a nec-
essary evil, one justified by the need to 
neutralize Germany’s capacity for domi-
nation in Europe and France’s continued 
delusions of grandeur. If France drops out, 
therefore, other member states will be in 
no hurry to replace it: there is as little ap-
petite for an eastward-facing EU as there 
is for one fixated on the Mediterranean, 
and there is the same intolerance for the 
idea of a Central European avant-garde 
as there is for a French-style Carolingian 
one. Other members would rather see 
a  V4 that adds to the subculture of re-
gional cooperation (Benelux, Baltic, 
Nordic) or bridges south/east tensions 
within the EU: over a  European neigh-
borhood policy, for example. This would 
create a stronger EU around the German 
hegemon. 

Second, co-leadership with the V4 
is not actually something that Germany 
wants. Certainly, there are considerable 
tensions between Paris and Berlin. And 
these are leading to a  broader north/
south split within the EU, with Spaniards 
and Italians complaining that Berlin is 
laying waste to their economies in or-
der to exert pressure on France. The fact 

that Germany is not pressuring France 
directly, despite the latter’s dreadful fis-
cal flatulence, points to its strong attach-
ment to the relationship. There is indeed 
a strong belief in Berlin that the very pur-
pose of the relationship is to be difficult: 
by overcoming bilateral tensions, the pair 
will solve broader splits within the EU, be 
these between north and south or left and 
right. 

More than this, what troubles 
German policymakers today is the fact 
that France is not strong enough to 
fight for its corner. They have watched 
with dismay as Paris undertakes risky 
international action in Mali and Syria 
and apparently uses political bravado as 
a means to break even in its relationship 
with Germany. In response, Berlin is now 
focused on giving artificial life support to 
the tandem and to Paris, trying to pre-
tend that the French are in a position to 
behave as mature political partners. This 
makes the Merkel government intolerant 
of any attempts by other states to make 
mischief with the Franco-German motor 
– slapping down the Cameron govern-
ment when it tries to play this game. If 
anything, then, Berlin views it as impor-
tant for the V4 to bury the hatchet with 
Paris, rather than competing with it.

Third, and most important, this is 
not actually what the V4 wants, not if they 
really think about it. Talk of leadership is 
flattering, sure, but it is hard to live up to. 
The breakdown in relations between the 
EU’s Big 3 – Paris, Berlin, and London – 
has been a mixed blessing for them. It has 

leant the four prominence, but at a cost. 
London’s alienation in particular has cre-
ated expectations of the V4 leading on 
behalf of euro non-members (Slovakia is 
the only one of the four countries with the 
common currency). In practice, this has 
boiled down to the uncomfortable choice 
of whether to align with the emerging eu-
rozone core or with the British outlier. At 
best, this is making the V4 more signifi-
cant, but in a far weaker EU. At worst, it 
will see them “leading by example” and 
lining up to adopt policies defined by the 
eurozone core before joining the troubled 
common currency.

So is the V4 getting ahead of itself? 
Well, no: in some ways, their current am-
bitions are too modest.

Efforts to trace the pathology of V4 
aspirations to “co-lead in Europe” (inso-
far as these really exist) often come to 
a rather depressing conclusion: the V4 is, 
in fact, disinterested in a more prominent 
role on the European stage per se. What 
it really wants is to balance relations with 
its large neighbor. Germany is the princi-
pal focus of each of the V4’s foreign and 
economic policies, and the European 
Union provides a means of reframing the 
relationship on a more equal and more 
stable basis. If that is the strategy, howev-
er, then it is likely to backfire. It risks un-
dermining the supranational structures 
set up within the EU to defuse Germany’s 
power, and it potentially weakens the co-
hesion of the V4, strengthening its inter-
governmental character and diluting its 
already shaky social and cultural base.

Roderick ParkesRoderick Parkes
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Ironically, it may actually under-
mine bilateral relations with Germany 
by showing the V4 in a bad light. After 
all, some in Berlin remain unconvinced 
of the easterners’ political maturity, and 
wonder whether the V4 has properly 
digested its Communist past. All this 
speculation about a potential partnership 
between the four on EU aff airs highlights 
the real gulf between them. Writing en-
thusiastically about his country’s coop-
eration with Central European countries, 
for example, Germany’s head of foreign 
policy planning recently praised this as 
an example of Berlin’s willingness “to go 
the extra mile in consulting with all mem-
bers of the enlarged Union” 2 – hardly the 
way to describe partners of the fi rst rank. 
Similarly, the July 2013 Franco-German 
paper on revitalizing EU defense policy3 
was produced without mention of the 
Weimar (French-German-Polish) or V4 
frameworks, despite recent joint declara-
tions in these fora.

When it comes to partnership with 
Germany, therefore, the idea of V4 lead-
ership in the EU is a red herring. Th e V4 

should concentrate on boosting links 
with other sub-regions, and drawing les-
sons about how to build regions from 
the bottom up. Th ey should attempt to 
bridge the gap with the southern states 
– most fruitfully Spain – on issues such 
as the neighborhood policy and eurozone 
liabilities. And they should do the same 
with the EU’s more advanced economies, 
on energy and industrial policy, for exam-
ple, potentially providing lessons for the 
EU to bridge the global gap with catch-
up powers. Th e Four should also continue 
their eff orts to shape European foreign 
and defense policy, including the recali-
bration of the EU’s transatlantic relations. 
And they should strengthen their rela-
tions with the EU’s common institutions, 
especially when it comes to maintaining 
the inclusiveness of the EU’s eurozone 
structures. But they should also ready 
themselves for greater things to come.

In a recent essay, the British journal-
ist Edward Lucas described the Visegrad 
framework as “nice but not necessary,” 
saying that it reminded him of the British 
Commonwealth – a network of countries 

similarly drawn together by a  common 
historical experience but still in search 
of a  purpose.4 Funnily enough though, 
he was writing at a time when the useful-
ness of the Commonwealth has become 
all too apparent: refl ecting a multipolar 
order, the Commonwealth comprises 
the EU members Cyprus and Malta, 
the long-standing powers Canada and 
Australia, the emerging powers of India 
and Singapore, and African countries 
tipped for great things in the future. If 
the Commonwealth still lacks a purpose, 
then it is because the British govern-
ment allowed the framework to fall into 
neglect. Th e V4 should not repeat this 
mistake. It is all too easy to imagine that 
a  shift in international relations could 
once again place them in the spotlight. 
Th ey/we must work to identify this even-
tuality and prepare for it. 

The author heads the eU programme at the Pol-
ish Institute of International Affairs. He complet-
ed an M.Phil at cambridge and his Doctorate at 
Bonn University.
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N
ot many international 
groupings can com-
pare to the Visegrad 
Group in its use of the 
word “solidarity” in 
various contexts and 
meanings. It has been 
present since the word 

go. As time passed it became clear that it 
was more than merely a lofty idea and was 
a good way of getting things done both for 
the V4 and for Europe. This may, though, 
be spoiled by unrealistic expectations or 
by the term being treated instrumentally.

For Poland, the birth of the Visegrad 
Group cannot be understood unless 
“Solidarity” is written with a capital “S.” 
The launch of this regional cooperation 
was linked to the spirit of that great social 
movement of the 1980s. When British his-
torian Anthony Kemp-Welch observed the 
first “Solidarity” congress in 1981 and the 

Visegrad solidarity was a transcend-
ent imperative for cooperation that grew 
out of the freedom movement and became 
a symbol of a certain kind of compromise 
in the historical-integrational tradition of 
its member states. Certain specific strata 
of regional self-reflection came into con-
flict during the development of this com-
promise. At first, the sense of an external 
threat served as a common denominator 
but this became less important over time. 
“Solidarity,” though, is perhaps the only 
word that aptly describes how the coun-
tries have cooperated since accession.

The romantic myth of a V4 based 
on solidarity was damaged already in the 
1990s due to diverging interests and indi-
vidual ambitions. At that time, regional 
cooperation could occasionally seem like 
a burden for the most upwardly mobile 
states of the region: the affluent Czech 
Republic and the Hungarian “Pannonian 
Puma.” Poland and its different scale 
played a crucial role in these deliberations. 
The region’s fear of “modernization bag-
gage,” as Poland’s underdeveloped econ-
omy was termed, was at times displaced 
by the suspicion that Poland itself would 
withdraw from the idea of Central Europe 
once it joined the European Union, since 
its size would give it an independence 
that its neighbors to the south lacked. The 
desire for cooperation prevailed, though, 
as was seen when the regional partners 
showed solidarity in supporting Slovakia 
in its need to catch up on integration after 
1998.

The V4, however, has not been mere-
ly an “antechamber” for the EU. In spite of 
those who saw V4 cooperation only as a 
“leg up to Europe,” an interlude before en-
tering the utopian European super-state, 
the group overcame “integration fatigue.” 
Solidarity had a renaissance based on a 
community of shared interests. This was 
apparent in energy security. Although 
recent history had provided the V4 with 
lessons on the need for close coopera-
tion in this area, it took a long time to 
develop its mechanisms. It was only when 
the Russian-Ukrainian gas crisis struck 
the region at the beginning of 2009 that 
temporary solidarity measures were seen. 
This also brought about a flowering in co-
operation, for example in the development 
of interconnectors in the region and joint 
action in crisis situations. The benefits of 
a solidarity stance over “going it alone” are 
also made clear by the attempts to face up 
to EU's climate policy and the cross-bor-
der impacts of Germany’s Energiewende, 

message it sent to the working people from 
Communist countries, he wrote that it was 
an exceptional moment in history, when the 
limitations of the Cold War and the need to 
follow Realpolitik were cast off in the name 
of morality and the neighboring countries 
were offered a program of solidarity. The 
slogan “For your freedom and ours” was al-
ways important for Poland’s Solidarity elite, 
as was the conviction that Poland’s freedom 
is tightly bound to freedom and democracy 
in Europe between the Baltic, Black, and 
Adriatic Seas. Polish-Czech-Slovak solidar-
ity and the anti-Communist cooperation 
with Hungarians were part of this idea. The 
Czechs, Slovaks, and Hungarians also have 
their “dissident” origins of the V4. This is 
connected to the traditions resilient during 
and right after World War II, of a Central 
European federal union, which were pre-
sent in the political thought of the region’s 
nations.

The  

politik
of Visegrad  
Solidarity

Mateusz Gniazdowski
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which will be a common challenge for the 
V4. The V4’s area of cooperation here is 
currently uncontrolled energy transmis-
sion from the wind farms in northern 
Germany being sent south through the 
V4 countries.

The V4 has seen serious divisions 
in some crucial areas, such as the mis-
sile defense system and the future of the 
EU (the issue of institutional reform). 
However, there have been other cases in 
which the V4 has wielded true influence 
and achieved much with cooperation. 
Activity in cohesion policy has seen the 
slogans of solidarity turn into real politi-
cal discussion. They were not based only 
on the principle of narrowing the gap 
between rich and poor in the EU. In its 
negotiations on the financial framework, 
the V4 has managed to strive for cohesion 
funds, convincingly linking these with the 
interests of the EU as a whole. The proph-
ecies that V4 solidarity would weaken on 
budget issues have not turned out to be 
true. On the contrary, in the negotiations 
on the financial 2014-2020 framework, 
representatives of the region’s countries 
used their greater experience to do the 
math and came to the conclusion that re-
gional solidarity quite simply pays off.

Reference to the V4’s idealistic be-
ginnings and the treatment of “Central 
Europeanness” as an obligation to sup-
port the neighboring countries is not only 
sentimental – it is also pragmatic. It is in 
the interests of the EU as a whole that the 
countries to the east and south of the V4 
remain pro-Western. The support given to 
these countries by the V4 legitimized the 
intra-EU solidarity formulated on the EU 
stage. The Visegrad Group has become 
the natural advocate for countries either 
currently aspiring to enter the EU or those 
that may do so in the future.

Poland has gained much in the V4 
diversification of responsibilities for its 
support of the pro-European ambitions of 
the countries of the Eastern Partnership. 
Poland, as the largest V4 member, is also 
the most responsible for deciding what 
the group should prioritize to ensure 
long-term effectiveness. The V4’s efforts 
to maintain the intensity of its “Eastern 
dimension” are increasingly often linked 
to supporting the integration efforts of 
the Western Balkans. This, along with 
the construction of regional synergy 
in the Balkans, has long been a  prior-
ity area for Hungary, Slovakia, and the 
Czech Republic. This is a sign of Central 
European solidarity, but also the growth 

in significance of Poland’s role in the V4 
and the EU.

V4 cooperation works in NATO and 
increases the influence the members have 
in shaping the EU’s integration processes. 
The V4’s main aim should, however, be 
catching up on years of neglect in our 
countries’ relations, especially as regards 
infrastructure. During the period of trans-
formation and accelerated modernization, 
the countries of the Intermarium region 
were focused above all on rebuilding bro-
ken bonds with the West, rather than their 
relations with each other. The substance 
of economic and infrastructural contact 
on the North-South axis, as with the fab-
ric of political cooperation (bilateral and 
multilateral), remains stunted in various 
aspects of the region’s politics, as com-
pared with the dynamic development of 
the “Western” vector. This means that the 
region’s approach to solidarity remains a 
current challenge for the V4, as an autono-
mous goal being implemented in the re-
gion itself and of direct benefit to its own 
societies. This is an issue of the credibility 
of the solidarity rhetoric used by the V4’s 
political class. Loud declarations of coop-
eration are currently often treated as hol-
low, unfulfilled ritual. 

The Visegrad project has certainly 
helped overcome the historic burden 
of the countries of Central Europe. Few 
now remember that the Visegrad Group 
brought together countries that had never 
before worked together in that grouping 
and nations that had, until recently, ex-
hibited mutual distrust or even hostility. 
Mutual trust requires constant effort to 
prevent Visegrad solidarity from falling 
victim to the ongoing problems of do-
mestic policy or bilateral fallings-out. This 
concerns the problems of national mi-
norities in particular. These represent the 
wealth of the region and are bridges join-
ing our countries. They are also a tempta-
tion for politicians who harness emotions 
and prejudice in pursuit of their individual 
aims. The V4 does not solve bilateral prob-
lems, but the environment of multilateral 
cooperation has led to their reduction on 
numerous occasions.

The V4 has often had internal differ-
ences concerning the level of European 
integration. In crisis conditions, though, 
Central European solidarity, which is of-
ten pared down to the Visegrad Group, 
has become the EU’s eastern motor, de-
fending the gains made by integration. 
The motives of individual countries or 
their “European optimism” or “pessimism” 

were not decisive here. Cooperation on 
maintaining the cohesion of the EU as a 
whole and the strengthening of regional 
solidarity have become two sides of the 
same coin-cooperation to strengthen the 
identity and independence of Europe in 
the world order. In this process, Central 
Europe has more strongly and more fre-
quently turned to the tried and tested 
principle of subsidiarity in supporting 
community institutions.

In pursuing the need for legitimi-
zation to be strengthened and direct 
democracy at the EU level, Poland has 
also expressed its wish for issues such as 
national identity, culture, religion, and 
lifestyle to remain in the competences 
of member states, and has also defended 
state sovereignty on tax issues. Poland’s 
partners had already formulated postu-
lates of this kind (e.g. Slovakia’s declara-
tion on the sovereignty of EU countries 
on cultural and ethical issues). Central 
Europeans are known for their resistance 
to a blinkered approach to harmoniza-
tion and for their respect for diversity in 
culture, religion, and the economy. There 
are disagreements with EU institutions on 
these issues but they are in principle allies 
of Central Europe’s states, since it lies in 
their interests to maintain the EU and the 
gains made by EU integration. Through the 
centuries the differences between Western 
and Central Europe have rarely worked to 
the advantage of the latter. One threat to 
V4 solidarity may come from treating the 
EU institutions as outside organizations, 
hostile and imposed from above or from 
the legitimization of domestic policy using 
rhetoric such as “us against the EU” or “us 
and Brussels.”

The geopolitical position of Central 
Europe and its experience of the yoke of 
totalitarianism mean that Euro-Atlantic 
solidarity should still play a particular 
role in our region. We should not forget 
the limits of principles not backed up by 
force, or how dangerous force is when not 
backed up by principles. If good political 
and security cooperation are not followed 
by the appropriate steps to strengthen 
our own defense capabilities and to ful-
fill our commitments to our allies, it will 
be difficult to talk of true solidarity in the 
longer term. In this sense, the advanc-
ing asymmetry between Poland and its 
regional partners may hamper true part-
nership. 

The author heads the Central European Depart-
ment at the Center for Eastern Studies in Warsaw. 
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l
iterature exists within so-
ciety, society feeds it with 
its topics, and vice versa, 
literature infl uences so-
ciety with its products. 
Or at least, it should. Th e 
decline of literature as an 
important political force 

is an obvious fact. Literature's interac-
tion with society and politics, however, is 
another fact we have to accept. It has al-
ways been so and there is no wonder that 
we often encounter works of fi ction that 
are directly inspired by political events, 
as well as books aspiring to an active role 
in social issues.

Th is has never been otherwise in 
Central Europe. Under communist re-
gimes, all Central European countries 
boasted rich unoffi  cial literary produc-
tion that – quite unsurprisingly – set its 
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political role as one of its main goals. As 
has been said many times before, how-
ever, after 1989, the role of literature in 
these countries changed signifi cantly. 
Not just as far as economics and signifi -
cance is concerned, but also as concerns 
literature's self-delimitation in relation 
to society and its political climate. Many 
authors, who until that moment played a 
very active role in society, suddenly felt 
like retreating, as if they felt that political 
activism is not worthy enough of litera-
ture. As if literature and arts should in-
dulge in higher, timeless topics and leave 
the issues of practical life to newspapers 
and television. Of course, this branch of 
literary production has always existed 
and undoubtedly has a value of its own, 
but we can hardly relate such a require-
ment to literature as a whole because, as 
stated above, literature is directly linked 

booKS aS battleFieldS

to the matters of this world and cannot 
survive if we cut off  its natural power 
supply and place of operation. Some-
body once said that every literary work 
is in fact a personal diary in disguise. A 
huge overstatement, of course, but not 
completely untrue. If we dare formulate 
another such overstated defi nition, we 
can say that all literature is also a politi-
cal commentary in diff erent disguises. 
Indeed, we can hardly fi nd a book that, 
in one way or another, does not deal 
with the epoch of its creation and the 
problems that epoch faces. Th ere are, of 
course, books for which a commentary 
on the contemporary political and social 
situation is their main raison d'être.

In Central Europe, we can hardly 
fi nd such a well-defi ned movement as 
was the "littérature engagée" in 1950s 
France, but it is beyond any doubt that 

Marek sečkař

we too have literary works that play, or 
at least aspire to, an active political and 
social role. Th is takes place in traditional 
forms, such as novels or poetry, and in 
new, innovative forms, such as poetry 
slams, rap music, or diff erent manifesta-
tions of street art. Of course, each coun-
try has its own problems and issues as 
well as its own creative traditions, which 
results in diff erent approaches and re-
sults. Some forms of politically-moti-
vated literary creation that have become 
prominent in the Visegrad countries will 
be the subject-matter of the following 
dossier. 

The author is a czech translator, literary critic, 
and editor of Host magazine.
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My Sweet Homeland.
Contemporary 
Political Poetry  
                                                                                    in Hungary

Tibor Bárány

A 
quarter of a century 
since 1989, the end 
of the Socialist era in 
Central-Eastern Eu-
rope, so-called politi-
cal poetry has become 
newly popular in Hun-
gary. Young, middle-

aged, and elderly readers routinely send 
political poems to their friends via e-mail, 
or share these poems through social me-
dia like Facebook and Twitter. There has 
been an intense debate in Élet és Iroda-
lom, a liberal literary and political weekly, 
and subsequently in other literary maga-
zines, about the definition of political (or 
with a somewhat misleading expression: 
“engaged”) poetry, about its function and 
potential. Plenty of roundtable discus-
sions, symposia, and workshops have 
been organized, the participants of which 
have reflected on the prospects of con-
temporary political poetry and weighed 
what its tasks (!) might be. The editorial 
board of Litera, the most influential Hun-
garian online literary portal, announced a 
poetry competition; hundreds of poems 
were submitted by well-known authors, 
as well as amateur poets. The literary 
market as a whole has reacted almost im-
mediately to readers’ interest in political 
poetry; István Kemény’s poem “Farewell 
letter” [Búcsúlevél] – published in 2011 
in a highly prestigious literary magazine, 

Holmi – stirred up the seemingly placid 
waters of contemporary political poetry.”

These are the first few sentences 
of the afterword of My Sweet Homeland 
[Édes hazám], an anthology compiled 
of contemporary (post-1989) political 
poems, which was published in 2012 by 
one of the leading publishing houses in 
Hungary. (For an English review of the 
anthology, please see: George Gömöri, 
“Édes hazám: Kortárs közéleti versek,” 
World Literature Today, Vol. 86, No. 6 
[November/December 2012], pp. 72–
73.) The anthology sparked vivid debates, 
but in any case, the editor’s diagnosis has 
proved to be accurate: readers’ interest 
in political poetry in no way declined in 
the last twelve months; on the contrary, it 
was intensifying. 

Today, a political demonstration in 
Hungary is almost unimaginable without 
somebody (even a poet herself/himself!) 
taking the stage to recite a poem that – 
in one way or another –reflects on what 
is going on in our sweet homeland. Klu-
brádió, the one and only among the radio 
channels broadcasting nationwide that 
openly sympathizes with the democratic 
opposition to the Fidesz government, has 
a daily program called “My sweet home-
land” (the title is identical to that of the 
anthology). Apparently, political or “pub-
lic” poetry works pretty well in the con-
text of everyday political life.

Certainly, there are many factors 
that are responsible for the unforeseen 
success of political poetry. Still, the most 
important one, I think, is that the “lan-
guage” used by politicians and public 
intellectuals in the last two decades has 
gradually lost contact with reality. Their 
sentences and expressions are blatant 
and idle, rhetorical constructions that 
cannot function as a means for interpret-
ing socio-cultural phenomena and for 
processing historical trauma (the Holo-
caust in Hungary; the Treaty of Trianon 
after World War I, which led to historical 
Hungary losing two-thirds of its territory 
and population; the vices of the Com-
munist regime against so-called “class-
enemies”, etc.) – these are no more than 
signals designed to arouse enthusiasm 
for “our” political community and stir 
up hatred against “their” political com-
munity. The application of this method 
of emotional manipulation via politi-
cal slogans has been extremely success-
ful, at least by the standards of political 
rhetoric. In the conceptual framework 
provided by politicians, our major di-
lemmas – concerning the growing gap 
between the rich and the poor in Hun-
gary, the prevalence of racism (which in 
2009 culminated in neo-Nazi pogroms 
against the Roma), the widespread politi-
cal and everyday corruption, the Fidesz-
government’s attacks on democratic 

b
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My Sweet Homeland.
Contemporary 
Political Poetry  
                                                                                    in Hungary

institutions, the spillover effects of the 
worldwide economic crisis, etc. – cannot 
be formulated, much less resolved. Our 
words have lost whatever meaning they 
might have had (today, in everyday po-
litical speech “liberal” means “somebody 
who did not vote for the right-wing party 
and doesn’t not care sufficiently about 
Trianon,” or something like that; com-
pared to the Hungarian government’s 
“war of independence against the Euro-
pean Union”). But politics is too impor-
tant to be discussed only by means of the 
language of politicians – and literature, 
especially poetry, can play a crucial role 
in suspending the recalcitrant biases and 
automatic interpretative mechanisms 
that determine our everyday reasoning 
about political issues.

Let us look to some examples. Virág 
Erdős’s poem, “so what” [na most ak-
kor] – which was shared more than three 
thousand times on Facebook in 24 hours, 
while an average poetry book is usually 
sold in only two or three hundred cop-
ies in bookstores – calls attention to the 
metaphysical unfoundedness of the dif-
ference between the rich and the poor “in 
a mock-childish rhythm and rhyme pat-
tern” (Ágnes Orzóy, “Politics and Litera-
ture,” Hungarian Literature Online, July 
25, 2012, http://www.hlo.hu/news/poli-
tics_and_literature_in_hunga-ry). Today, 
beyond doubt, Virág Erdős is the most 
popular poet in Hungary; her collection 

of political poems debuted at the top of 
the best-seller lists in June 2013 – the 
only poetry book to do so in the last fif-
teen years. István Kemény’s poem “Fare-
well Letter” [Búcsúlevél] metaphorically 
identifies the speaker’s “sweet home-
land,” Hungary, with his mother who “be-
came viperous, visionless and obsolete, / 
a strange, dull old lady who / rolls herself 
up in hatred and / wants to live for an-
other thousand years.” In his response-
poem, “Hungarian indifference,” János 
Térey criticizes Kemény’s poetic attitude 
towards political issues expressed by 
“Farewell Letter,” as well as the terrible 
political and social conditions generally 
present in Hungary, by using a very dif-
ferent (and more traditional) poetic form 
with some allusions to the poetry of En-
dre Ady (the poet of “the Magyar fallow” 
from the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury. Ádám Nádasdy’s poem “On Patri-
otic Loyalty” [A hazafiúi hűségről] treats 
the issue of patriotism in a different way: 
the poem retains the original metaphor 
of one’s mother as one’s homeland, but 
construes it in a radically dissimilar vein. 
It shows the relationship to the mother-
land not as something that is a matter of 
choice, but a birthright, so “we ought not 
to be disappointed in our country, guys.”

Interestingly enough, the “profes-
sional” side of the Hungarian literary 
scene, namely the literary critics, is not 
unanimously happy with the rise of con-

temporary political poetry. Some are 
worried about the so-called “aesthetic au-
tonomy” of literature, while others think 
that the success of these poems is just a 
symptom or byproduct of the economic 
crisis and, as such, a temporary phenom-
enon. Still others are skeptical about the 
effects of poetry on social reality (or on 
the nature of political communication); 
it may be true that in the sixteen cycles 
of the anthology My Sweet Homeland, 
the collected poems have entered into 
a poetical and political dialogue with 
each other, but this dialogue can hardly 
be taken up by real persons with entirely 
different political views. But why not? 
Someone need not be extremely naïve to 
think that in debating the right interpre-
tation of a poem, we may settle our social 
conflicts – or at least become acquainted 
with the particular perspectives of oth-
ers. And what, if not this, would embody 
our expectations of literature?

The author is a Hungarian editor and the author 
of the anthology Édes hazám.
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T
he fall of the Socialist re-
gime provoked a wave of 
euphoria and great expec-
tations in Czech society. 
When looking back, more 
than twenty years later, we 
can say that those expecta-
tions have not been met. 

On the contrary, today, Czechs are go-
ing through a period of disillusion. Major 
corruption, clientelism, a disproportion 
between the standards of living of the 
privileged elites and lower strata, moral 
decay, and a fear of the future character-
ize the critical points that are crushing 
the November dream of a just society. 
This process of erosion constitutes a topic 
in politics, media, as well as in the arts, 
and for the writers (who can rely on their 
specific tools when presenting their mes-
sage) who are expected to contribute to 
this debate more and more.

Although Czech post-November lit-
erature has mostly refrained from reflect-
ing on topical issues, a minority never 
accepted this voluntary monastic isola-
tion. One of the authors in this group is 
Michal Viewegh, a commercially success-
ful author who has achieved celebrity sta-
tus as the Czech writer. As Viewegh sets 
his works in the contemporary Czech 
milieu, it is logical that he also captures 
the tensions present there, and as he is an 
author with remarkable self-confidence, 

he is  not afraid to embed his political 
views in his books. From Bringing up 
Girls in Bohemia (1994) to his more re-
cent novels Mafie v Praze (The Mafia in 
Prague, 2011) and Mráz přichází z Hradu 
(Frost Blowing from the Castle, 2012), we 
can trace a line of critical attitudes in his 
works, in which he does not hesitate to 
unveil the failures of authorities and the 
people involved. In this respect, Viewegh 
manifests great hostility towards Václav 
Klaus, the man who – in the capacity of 
finance minister, then prime minister, 
and finally, president – has had a negative 
impact on the Czech reality. As early as in 
Bringing up Girls, one of the characters 
makes this sarcastic observation: “‘Irena,’ 
said Jaromír, ‘You can recognize dirty 
money? Not even the Prime Minister can 
do that.’”

In one of its layers, the novel 
Wonderful Years with Klaus (2002) 
touches on the threat that Klaus’ way of 
doing politics poses for the young Czech 
democracy. In Women's Novel (2008), 
he depicts nothing less than total social 
devastation. "This country is sick," says 
one of the protagonists in the opening, 
as he is taken aback by the fact that the 
lobbyist Zdeněk Doležel, who was tried 
for requesting a bribe of five million 
crowns, was found not guilty. “More of-
ten though... lies and hate prevail over 
truth and love,” concludes Aneta, an in-

vestigative journalist, who is unwilling to 
come to terms with the state of things. 
The culprits are obvious: “Simply, poli-
tics has always attracted careerists and 
unscrupulous cynics – that’s the way it 
has been, is and will be.” To accentuate 
the contrast between political proclama-
tions and reality, Viewegh quotes Klaus 
with irony: “Since 1989, we have walked 
a long distance on our way to freedom, 
democracy and prosperity. The years 
have changed our country. Its citizens 
are changing too. New generations that 
consider the current state as natural and 
logical are growing up. Our country is de-
veloping in the right direction.”

In Women's Novel, just as in 
Viewegh’s other works, the political 
commentary is just part of the backdrop 
against which the dramas of the main 
characters take place. Nevertheless, 
in his last two novels, Mafia and Frost, 
Viewegh went a step further and put this 
"backdrop" front and center. To avoid 
any doubt in this respect, the actual text 
of Mafia is preceded by a foreword, in 
which the author explicitly formulates 
his intentions. “This thriller is loosely in-
spired by a number of crimes that actu-
ally took place in the Czech Republic and 
whose perpetrators were never found or 
convicted … My intention was to write a 
fictional thriller that would comply with 
all the rules of the genre (including hu-

Martin Puskely

                                     Why  
is Viewegh’s 
"Klaus" gay? 

b

90� VIsegrad insight    2 (4) | 2013

BOOKS Call of Duty



                                     Why  
is Viewegh’s 
"Klaus" gay? 

morous hyperbole), but that would at the 
same time tell the hard truth about the 
contemporary Czech Republic full of cor-
rupt politicians, puppet judges and pros-
ecutors, and unscrupulous and thievish 
mayors of many cities and towns.” The 
extensive enumeration makes Viewegh 
brand the country as a Republic of 
Crooks, while his work is supposed to be 
a “perilously true image and mercilessly 
sarcastic satire of Czech reality.”

To battle the crooks on the pages 
of his novel, Viewegh calls up a whole 
league of good characters, who – in a 
plot laid out as a crime novel rather than 
a thriller – are supposed to face the bad 
guys, whose names are conspicuous 
references to real figures on the Czech 
political scene intertwined with the un-
derworld. Dárek Balík is an amalgam of 
the lobbyist Marek Dalík, a close collabo-
rator of ex-Premier Mirek Topolánek, the 
owner of the LBA security agency Boris 
Vítek reminds us of Vít Bárta, the former 
owner of the ABL security agency and 
today the leader of the completely dis-
credited political party Public Affairs, and 
Interior Minister Stanislav Langross is a 
crossbreed of the infamous former min-
isters Stanislav Gross and Ivan Langer. 
Thus, the whole novel is a specific liter-
ary-journalistic commentary on events in 
the Czech Republic that undermine the 
public trust in democratic institutions.

However, just as in reality, in his 
novelistic rendering, evil tends to prevail. 
The good can win partial victories but the 
overall superiority of evil – its ability to 
regroup its forces and mobilize vast re-
sources to impose its own intentions – 
means that the good guys cannot afford 
to rest. So, in Mafia’s sequel entitled Frost 
Blowing from the Castle, the same line-
up confronts an even broader gallery of 
crooks, who appear under their real 
names this time. The role of bad guy No. 
1 is played by Václav Klaus, which will not 
surprise anybody given Viewegh’s univer-
sally known aversion to him. However, it 
is how Klaus is depicted in the loose plot 
of the novel that is shocking. He’s por-
trayed as homosexual, one who keeps 
young lovers, and at the same time, he 
is an easily-bribed pawn for the penetra-
tion of Russian interests into the Czech 
Republic.

These two contexts are brought for-
ward in the novel by the disclosure of a 
secret recording, in which Klaus talks to 
Vladimir Putin, and of the diary of the 
president’s young lover, who drowned 
under mysterious circumstances. The 
extraordinarily sarcastic tone points 
to the negative traits of the president’s 
personality: a tendency towards ego-
centrism, a lack of self-criticism, the 
frequency of hollow phrases, and the 
need to be surrounded by people who 

are willing to be his toadies. Viewegh ex-
presses himself in a straightforward way; 
he does not complicate what he wants 
to say with metaphors, parables, or allu-
sions that would have to be deciphered 
by the reader. He prefers caricature and 
hyperbole. His book is intended for the 
mainstream reader, who is not supposed 
to be puzzled by complex nuances, but 
rather disgusted with what is going on 
in the corridors of power. Nevertheless, 
it begs the question: in what way is the 
effort to hold up a mirror to those who 
abuse public power related to fantasies 
about Klaus’ sexual orientation, or the 
sensational scene in which – during a va-
cation in The Maldives – he looks on at 
the expected death of his lover with cyni-
cal calm? Is this just a cheap trick to add a 
fictional element to the novel’s reportage; 
a trick that ultimately betrays the author 
as it leads to literary decay reinforced 
with hate? Or is it a gamble by which he is 
trying to provoke a scandal: "If I put it this 
way, everybody will talk about it?" Or is it 
rather the means that, apart from satisfy-
ing the desire to get a high response rate, 
allows him to say something substantial 
about Klaus?

Both literary and non-literary crit-
ics criticized him mostly for the first and 
second points. In his review of Mafia in 
the daily Hospodářské noviny, Ondřej 
Horák claimed that Viewegh “just had his 
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share from the stealing he described.” The 
magazine Reflex accused the author that 
his only goal was to earn money on the 
market and if he were to succeed, it would 
be a triumph for the ideology advocated 
precisely by Klaus. Both titles really did 
become bestsellers, each selling approxi-
mately eighty thousand copies, which is a 
good result by Czech standards. Perhaps 
that is why the attacks aimed at Viewegh, 
which came above all from right-leaning 
reviewers, verged on hatred, which was 
also palpable on numerous Internet fo-
rums. Perhaps the furthest assault in 
this direction was carried out by the edi-
tor of the website neviditelnypes.cz, who 
announced the rhetorical intention to 
write a book called "Frost Blowing from 
Sázava" (where Viewegh lives), in which 
Viewegh would be represented as a pae-
dophile and zoophile. Václav Klaus him-
self made it known that he considers the 
writer an utterly pitiful loser.

Almost nobody has come forward 
to defend Viewegh, not even in the alarm-
ing situation of the circles on the extrem-
ist edge around the former president 
publicly labeling him antisocial. That is 
symptomatic in its own right: an attack 
on a charismatic individual is viewed 
as an attack against the system that the 
person represents, defined by rhetorical 
moments, which in turn overlap with a 
completely different reality, of whose 

monstrous features the Czechs are be-
coming more and more painfully aware.

Sure, Viewegh as an artist does not 
need to be spared. He has paid a high 
price for his effort to provide as simple a 
message as possible, accessible to broad 
masses of readers. Both novels are su-
perficial; they lack any deeper insight 
into the mechanisms and dynamics of 
Czech society. Viewegh does not explore 
how personalities like Václav Klaus as-
sert themselves in the public domain and 
how they build their following. He does 
not ask when and how the great Velvet 
ideals gave way to private interests. He 
does not test his faith that a system that 
brands itself as democratic is also capable 
of holding up as democratic, and does not 
reflect on his own prejudices, such as his 
unrestrained admiration for Václav Havel 
or the right-wing daily Mladá fronta, 
which supported the ODS in election 
campaigns, the party known for its nu-
merous corruption scandals. The author 
does not hide his ambition to provide an 
"image of Czech society," but it’s a one-
dimensional image, didactically simpli-
fied, and what’s more, rendered using 
linguistically mediocre means. In fact, it 
is only its non-literary element, the criti-
cal relation to the state of society, that 
stops it from falling into the category of 
light consumer reading. But it is precisely 
Klaus’ homosexuality where we can find 

a cipher that goes beyond an attempt at 
mere dissembling and sensationalism.

Viewegh actually tries to show up 
the enormous hypocrisy that character-
izes Klaus’ whole political career in a 
simple and yet literary way. Klaus defines 
himself as an advocate of conservative 
values, and, consequently, of the tradi-
tional family, but it is just his far-fetched 
right-wing policies that worsened the 
position of the family, especially by tak-
ing away its material prosperity. Klaus’ 
homosexuality works as an element to 
draw attention to the discrepancy be-
tween what Klaus declares and what he 
does: the novelistic Klaus uses homopho-
bic rhetoric of his real-world model but 
at the same time, has homosexual affairs 
and is unfaithful to his wife. Although 
Viewegh does not deal with the social 
problems of Czech society, and although 
we may discuss whether his loose fabula-
tion is an appropriate tool for this kind 
of criticism, the actual endeavor to show 
up to what extent Klaus contradicts him-
self is correct. What’s more, it deserves 
praise as there are too many discrepan-
cies like that which resonate in public 
space: Klaus presents himself as an oppo-
nent of the European Union and a savior 
of the national state but as a neoliberal, 
he changes the national state to a mini-
mal state that ends up under the yoke of 
multinational groups. Klaus fears that 
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the Czech nation will lose its specifics 
in the European space, but he considers 
the traditional national values – educa-
tion, language and culture – to be mere 
individual relations between clients and 
providers (in one interview, he advocat-
ed a higher VAT on books, claiming that 
book-publishing is just another branch of 
business; in another one, regarding tui-
tion at universities, he said that students 
must not be society’s parasites). What’s 
more dangerous than these discrepancies 
between declared values and their con-
current liquidation, discrepancies that 
destroy public faith in democracy as it 
is only presented as a rhetorical delusion 
masking the cynicism of the powerful? 
Viewegh’s merciless attack against the 
man who has become one of the symbols 
of the post-November democracy, as well 
as of its corrosion, does not deserve liter-
ary prizes, but it does deserve civic rec-
ognition. 

Translated by David Klimánek

The author is a Czech pedagogue and literary 
critic.

Who wants 
       to be 
committed 
to the cause 
here? 

I
n Poland, committed poets 
have been in great demand for 
some time, or at least that is 
what it looks like if you read 
literary critical essays. One of 
the latest significant contri-
butions on this topic, which 
provoked widespread debate, 

was the text Old Poets Must Be Killed 
by Przemysław Witkowski, published in 
Przekrój magazine (2011), with the sub-
heading  “The bruLion generation mo-
nopoly is coming to an end once and for 
all. In poetry, the private retreats, giving 
space to social commitment. The time 
has come for Kopyt, Góra and Pułka.” 
The attack on the alleged establishment 
of Polish poetry (albeit these “old” poets 
are far from being media celebrities and 
do not even hold important positions in 
the world of culture) – the first genera-
tion of poets after the fall of communism 
that debuted in the 1990s – is being led 
by the point of view of young poets. 
However, their words are cited out of 
context, and the author tends to pre-
sent opinions close to his heart as their 
own, including a mythical duel with the 
old generation – to the death, if possi-
ble. Przemysław Witkowski, just as Igor 
Stokfiszewski in his previous polemic 
articles, seems to be looking for leftist 
poets/revolutionaries committed to the 
cause to topple the existing order, reduc-

ing it to ashes and building a brave new 
world on its ruins. 

Poland has a long tradition of com-
mitted poetry; such poems are by no 
means anything new. Their character, 
however, is neither leftist nor revolution-
ary, as their origins lie in times of fighting 
occupation, be it the occupying powers 
in the 19th century, the Nazi or Soviet 
repressive agencies, or communist gov-
ernment. The themes and symbols still 
betray their romantic roots and allude 
to what might be in today's political par-
lance termed the right-wing view of the 
world. Of course, prior to 1989, the po-
etry revealed a prickly attitude toward 
communism. By contrast, the counter-
currents, such as Skamander in the inter-
war period, preferred the everyday, with 
playful poetry full of joy, rejecting mar-
tyrdom in the form of patriotic sacrifice. 
These usually emerged when it was pos-
sible to “bury the hatchet,” for instance 
after the establishment of independent 
Poland and after the fall of the totalitarian 
regime. True, we could find some leftist 
and revolutionary poets (e.g., the futurist 
Bruno Jasiński), or some works critical of 
capitalism, but they have never become 
mainstream, as is understandable for his-
torical and social reasons. While literary 
critics regularly announce the rise of “an-
gry young leftist men,” the reality looks 
a bit different. If we searched hard for 
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openly politically committed poetry, we 
would find it rather on the right side of 
the spectrum, the best example of which 
is the poetry written after the Smolensk 
air disaster of April 2010, the tragic fall 
of a government plane with the presi-
dent and leading politicians on board. 
This type of poetry is best represented by 
Wojciech Wencel. 

Witkowski's essay about killing 
the old poets provoked a vivid response 
from all the authors at stake, including 
a discussion on fundacja-karpowicz.org. 
Szczepan Kopyt and Konrad Góra argued 
in particular against simplifying efforts to 
portray the current situation dominated 
by mutual recognition as a vicious battle-
field. However, in doing so, Konrad Góra 
identified the key issue that might link 
all these poets together: “We live in an 
alienated, antagonistic world, where we 
are expected to divorce ourselves from 
our essential stance, calling it a necessary 
compromise … It is a reflection of the 
situation prevalent across Poland, where 
liberals see right-wingers as courageous 
radicals, whereas leftists are judged as 
people outside reality.” When Szczepan 
Kopyt visited Prague in March 2013, he 
too spoke of the loneliness he felt when-
ever discussing topics he considered im-
portant, and of the attempts to change 
social discourse. For Kopyt, commitment 
means mainly an effort to (after all) raise 

awareness. That's why he, inspired by the 
bruLionist Marcin Świetlicki (sic!), links 
words with sound and sets his poetry 
to music, currently in a duet with Piotr 
Kowalski. For example, recently, he ad-
dressed the case of Jolanta Brzeska in the 
song-poem Who Killed Jolanta Brzeska 
(Kto zabił Jolantę Brzeską), an activist 
who fought for the rights of people be-
ing driven from their homes by soaring 
rents and other coercive measures. Her 
charred body was found by a random 
passer-by after she had been missing for 
six days. The case was closed due to a lack 
of evidence. Kopyt's video certainly had 
much greater effect than a poem pub-
lished in a prestigious magazine or col-
lection of poetry; the numbers of both 
poetry readers and copies of books in 
Poland are comparable to those in other 
central European countries. 

Kopyt's poetry is not primarily fo-
cused on current social and political 
topics; he has a wider scope – from phi-
losophy to journeying back to the rhyth-
mic, almost ritualized texts that draw on 
the musicality of speech. To what extent 
is he a committed poet? The main prob-
lem of today's Polish debate is above all 
the emptiness of the key word “commit-
ment,” used in literary criticism as a mag-
ic spell without any real content. As such 
it refers to a poet's public engagements 
rather than his or her work. After all, 

should poetry remain within the realm of 
literature, its content cannot constitute 
the main evaluation criterion. Unlike a 
fragile body of poetic text, a battle hymn 
tends to be short-lived. 

Translated by Martina Neradová

The author is ia Czech Polonist. She works at the 
Polish Institute in Prague.
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It seems that stories of Germans living 
in the former Czechoslovakia at the end 
of World War II have in recent years be-
come popular among very young Czech 
female writers. Following the critically 
acclaimed Money from Hitler (2006) by 
Radka Denemarkova, Kateřina Tučková, 
of the next generation (born 1980) pub-
lished her second novel, Expulsion of 
Gerta Schnirch (2009). In 2012, Jakuba 
Katalpa (b. 1979) published the novel 
Germans (Němci), later nominated for 
this year’s Magnesia Litera annual book 
award. Both young writers explore emo-
tional and moving plots through the sad 
life stories of Czech Germans extending 
into present.

Their focus is the same, but the sto-
ries are told in different styles and with 
different methods. While Tučková has 
studied the real lives of Germans from 
Brno and her novel has a strong historical 
background, the novel Germans is more 
fictional, and is the subject of this review.

The story is told from two perspec-
tives. First, in the present: a young woman 
searches for her grandmother, never seen 
before, known only from letters sent from 
former West Germany into communist 
Czechoslovakia. The second perspec-

tive is the story of grandmother Klara 
Rismann in her young years, throughout 
her career as an elementary school teach-
er in a village in the Sudetenland (the 
Czech borderlands inhabited mainly by 
Germans), to the bitter end when is she 
forced to depart Czechoslovakia leaving 
her only son, three-month old Konrad, in 
Prague. It is the central part of the book, 
with a focus on two uncommon love 
stories, told in a catchy way with many 
secondary characters. It is also the most 
problematic part, because it treats the 
historical background too recklessly. The 
fictional village in the Sudetenland is like 
world of its own, nearly without connec-
tions to the ongoing war and its Czech 
neighbors.

Nevertheless, Germans is a signifi-
cant novel in contemporary Czech litera-
ture because it breaks away from writing 
burdened by real war trauma and treats 
historical events mostly as backdrop for 
a precisely constructed fictional story. If 
only the scenery were better drawn and 
connected with the stories of the main 
characters. 

The author is a book critic at the online literary 
magazine iLiteratura.cz, and founder of the Mag-
nesia Litera literary award.

Němci (Germans) by Jakuba Katalpa.  
Host, 2012, 421 pp.

Pavel Mandys
about

Němci  
by Jakuba Katalpa
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Jan Keller is one of the most noticeable 
Czech sociologists. His opinions differ 
from the rest and he is able to shape them 
into challenging propositions, often of 
an almost pamphlet nature (“Why I sup-
port the left,” “Ten reasons for rejecting 
the introduction of school fees”). When 
Czech society threw itself “on the path to 
democracy,” as was recently noted by one 
Czech writers, and the word capitalism 
smelled of heavenly nectar, Keller wrote 
of the inner contradictions of modern 
societies (Nedomyšlená společnost (An 
Ill-Conceived Society)) and their environ-
mental debt (Až na dno blahobytu (To 
the Bottom of Affluence); Šok z ekologie 
(The Ecology Shock)). He thus established 
himself as a spokesperson of the critical-
ly inclined camp; nonetheless, his book 
Úvod do sociologie (An Introduction to 
Sociology) or the hefty volume of Dějiny 
klasické sociologie (A History of Classi-
cal Sociology) are the first choice when it 
comes to reading assignments in univer-
sity classes. Somewhere between these 
two positions – that of a committed ac-
tivist and an analytical scholar – we find 
his successful, repeatedly reissued book, 
Soumrak sociálního státu (The Twilight of 
the Welfare State).

There has been talk of a crisis of the 
welfare state since the mid-1970s. The 
welfare state is held accountable for a 
number of issues: it is a source of infla-
tion, it slows economic growth, contrib-
utes to higher unemployment; yet, at the 
same time, maintains a turgid bureau-
cratic apparatus, constitutes a dispro-
portionate budgetary burden, lowers the 
competitiveness of the state, etc. In fact, 

the welfare state was tolerably successful 
only during the first two, rich, post-war 
decades, when the economy, helped by 
auspicious demographic structure, grew 
to such an extent that there was enough 
money even for social benefits and pen-
sions. But a lot has changed since then: a 
society of services is not innately capable 
of growing as fast as industrial society; 
the job market has become highly flex-
ible, resulting in an increasing number 
of part-time jobs whose proceeds leave 
coffers half empty; big businesses sys-
tematically pass enterprising risks and 
uncertainties on to their employees; 
economic globalization freed up capital, 
which is no longer bound to particular 
places or societies, and gave it a strate-
gic advantage over national states. All in 
all, says Keller, the welfare state has never 
been in such a pickle as today, and it has 
never been less supported by politicians. 
It is quite symptomatic that not only the 
critics of the welfare state but also its ad-
vocates have accepted the newspeak of 
economic discourse, as if everybody for-
got that the idea of a welfare state origi-
nated elsewhere, that it emerged from the 
idea of social rights, which are just as in-
extinguishable as human and civil rights. 
The welfare state is a cultural project, 
cultivated as institutionalized solidarity 
developed by modern society to substi-
tute for the primary connections that – 
in traditional society – took care of the 
infirm and old. 

This book shifts between sociologi-
cal analysis and critical essay, but Keller 
remains true to himself: he wields a sharp 
pen and has a rare sense of paradox (at 

times taken a bit too far). In particular, he 
ironically questions the modernization of 
the welfare state, which is in his opinion 
no more than the abandonment of its es-
sential principles according to the logic 
that says, “what does not work should be 
done away with.” But the severity of the 
situation is apparent not only thanks to 
Keller's book but also because of it: Keller 
himself does not offer any solution. He 
sees Giddens' Third Way project as a na-
ive fantasy but falls short when it comes 
to providing his own recipe. By contrast, 
Horst Afheldt, a German researcher cited 
by Keller, has a rather radical view on sav-
ing the welfare state. He states that the 
crisis of the welfare state is no longer 
manageable at a national level, because it 
is currently experienced by all its models 
– continental, Scandinavian, and Anglo-
Saxon. In order to re-establish market-
state equilibrium, socially irresponsible 
multinational businesses must have an 
adequate adversary; the crisis of the wel-
fare state is in fact a crisis of the state it-
self. The EU has been resisting efforts to 
unify social policy due to practicalities, 
but it may be just the thing it needs to 
find its ethos: to re-establish the balance 
between democracy based on solidarity 
and capitalism based on competitiveness, 
and, therefore, exclusion. 

The author is a Czech writer and editor. He works 
for the literary monthly Host.

Jan Němec
about

Soumrak sociálního státu  
by Jan Keller

Soumrak sociálního státu (The Twilight of the Welfare State) by Jan Keller.  
SLON, Prague 2011 (2nd edition), 162 pp. 
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I was told about Papusza by a fellow stu-
dent in Uppsala. We sat next to each other 
in a class on ethnic minorities' languages, 
and he spoke long and lovingly of the 
poet, whom no one mentioned in Poland. 
My friend's last name was Kwiek. Read-
ing Angelika Kuźniak's book, it turns out 
that the Kwieks – like other Gypsy clans – 
had no reason to say anything good about 
the poet. Could it be that so much has 
changed between what she describes and 
my meeting in Uppsala? Or maybe my 
fellow student – a Gypsy in higher edu-
cation – simply had a sensitivity the rest 
of his relations lacked?

Today, we do not need great sensi-
tivity to be moved by the fate of Papusza. 
Bronislawa Wajs led a nomadic life, like 
all Gypsies in the early twentieth centu-
ry. She stole her first chicken at the age 
of four. Since early childhood, she wore 
gold earings and long skirts, was given a 
husband at fifteen, as soon as she knew 
how to get by with divination. Papusza, 
the Doll, because her mother called her 
so, had only one thing no other Gypsy 
had. She could read and write. Her great-
est treasure, as often happens in fairy 
tales, has become her greatest undoing. 
Following the publication in 1956 of the 
bilingual volume of Papusza's songs by 
Jerzy Ficowski, her people have turned 
their backs on her, accusing her of betray-
ing their code.

Angelika Kuźniak, now the author 
of a number of phenomenal reportages, 
debuted in 2009 with a book on Marlene 

Dietrich. In Papusza she returns to her 
favourite genre – "mosaic reportage", 
consisting of (perhaps more so because of 
the shortcomings and gaps in the memo-
ry of interviewees and in documents than 
the whim of the author) snippets of con-
versations, fragments of letters, poems 
and reports. These are beautifully com-
plemented by images of Gypsy camps of 
the 1960s, by Jerzy Dorożyński.

Przyboś, Szymborska, and 
Kamieńska wrote about the Songs of 
Papusza. However, this did not stop the 
bad run in the life of the poetess, who 
died in poverty and loneliness. Kuźniak's 
book, appearing twenty-six years af-
ter the death of Bronislawa Wajs, has a 
chance to restore the memory of her po-
ems, at a time when the policy of ethnic 
and national minorities in the European 
Union is of very high value in the cultural 
hierarchy, we have a chance to remind 
ourselves what a multi-ethnic state we 
were for centuries.

I owe one more thing to Angelica 
Kuźniak – in the afterword she explains 
the difference between the words "Roma" 
and "Gypsy" in favor of the latter, and 
somehow frees me of political correct-
ness, which I learned at the seminar in 
Uppsala. This is an important and beauti-
ful story of a Gypsy-poetess. 

Translated by Lula Męcińska

The author is a Polish literary critic and transla-
tor. Editor of Poetry section of Res Publica Nowa

Justyna Czechowska 
about

Papusza  
by Angelika Kuźniak

Papusza by Angelika Kuźniak.  
Czarne Publishing House, Wołowiec, 2013, 200 pp.
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One of the biggest public debates in re-
cent years in Poland has been about 
how the heritage of communist-era ar-
chitecture should be judged. Roughly 
speaking, Poles have been divided into 
two groups. The first believe that post-
PRL (Polish People’s Republic) blocks of 
flats, office buildings, department stores, 
and sports halls have been constructed 
based on standards forced by the plan-
ners from the Soviet Union; they are ob-
solete and underpinned by ideology and 
should therefore be destroyed or freely 
modernized. Others are convinced that 
the architecture of the period is part of 
the national cultural heritage, and that 
among the thousands of mistakes, there 
are buildings of outstanding quality. The 
temperature of the discussion was raised 
by Filip Springer (born 1982), the author 
of the bestselling book Źle urodzone 
(Of Low Origin). In a series of report-
age pieces, Springer draws the reader’s 
attention to the thoughtless destruction 
of valuable buildings, whose only fault 
was the date of their construction – they 
were erected by communists. Zaczyn 
(The Leaven) continues the theme of Źle 
urodzone. Springer follows the story of 
the biggest, and at the same time least 
acclaimed visionaries of contemporary 
Polish architecture. The characters of 
the book are Oskar and Zofia Hansen. 
Oskar Hansen (1922–2005), the son of a 
Norwegian father and a Russian mother 

who had fought in the Polish partisan 
forces, a student of Fernand Leger and 
Pierre Jaenneret, tempted by prestigious 
architectural firms in Western Europe 
and compared to Le Corbusier in recog-
nition of his talent, chooses to return to 
communist Poland. “There are ruins, they 
are waiting for me there,” he explained. 
He wanted to redesign Poland, destroy 
the unfair scheme of urbanization so 
that there was no center, privileged and 
underprivileged regions, or urban areas. 
According to his vision, the country was 
to be divided into four parallel zones 
stretching from the Tatra Mountains to 
the Baltic Sea, along the biggest Polish 
rivers. They were to include residential 
areas, forests, recreation areas, and in-
dustrial plants. Hansen brought a few 
of his ideas to life on a micro-scale – he 
designed a block of flats – the housing es-
tate “Przyczółek Grochowski” in Warsaw, 
the longest residential building in Europe 
(1400 meters). Springer portrays Hansen 
as an uncompromising idealist whose 
projects were too bold for the technical 
and mental capabilities of his contem-
porary Polish industry and society. The 
book also offers a universal perspective 
– Zaczyn depicts the experience of an in-
tellectual who chose to live in a part of 
Europe that was sorely disadvantaged by 
history. 

The author is a Polish journalist and publicist. 

Cezary Polak
about 

Zaczyn  
by Filip Springer

Zaczyn. O Zofii i Oskarze Hansenach (The Leaven. On Zofia and Oskar Hansen),  
Karakter/ Muzeum Sztuki Nowoczesnej in Warsaw, 2013, 264 pp.
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The complete repertory of the recent 
nonviolent protests and movements 
against post-communistic hybrid re-
gimes has developed and evolved before 
our very eyes. In several authoritarian-
minded (but more-or-less free) nations, 
numerous campaigns, protests, flash 
mobs, and movements (from single issue 
to occupy movements) have been start-
ed. These political-cultural actions were 
mainly nationally significant – Slovakia’s 
OK ‘98, Georgia’s Kmara, and Ukraine’s 
Pora, for example. However, some have 
taken on global significance: the critique 
of globalization by Otpor! in Serbia, the 
Occupy protests, and Femen (made fa-
mous by the band Pussy Riot), not to 
mention the recent developments in Bra-
zil and Turkey, are all examples of such 
movements. For over a decade now, we’ve 
been hearing about COLORFUL revolu-
tions, from 1996’s Serbian Egg (or Yellow) 
Revolution, the Georgian Rose Revolu-
tion of 2003, the Ukrainian Orange Rev-
olution of 2004, or the suppressed 2011 
Jasmine Revolution in China, and last but 
not least the Arab Spring. 

Is there then a connection between 
the last fifteen years of colorful revolu-
tions and the recent Hungarian political 
developments and the emergence of new 
parties and civil movements? 

To what extent does Milla (One 
Million for Hungarian Freedom of the 
Press) continue the legacy of Otpor!? 

How about the connection between 
LMP (Politics Can Be Different – 
Hungary’s Green Party) and Serbia’s 
Zajedno (Together)? Does the Hungarian 
Solidarity Movement (SOLIDARITY) fol-
low the footsteps of Ukraine’s Pora? What 
about the parallels between Hallgatói 
Hálózat (HAHA), a student union, and 
Slovakia’s OK ’98? 

Colourful Resistance, edited by 
Péter Krasztev and Jan Van Til, seems 
to be looking for the answers to these 
questions. 

Thematically, the book consists of 
two different parts: the first presents a 
retrospective politological analysis of 
the post-communist movements (by way 
of authors such as Pavol DemeŠ-Joerg 
Forbrig, Olena Nikolayenko, Lucan Way, 
Martin Bútora, and Ivan Krastev); while 
the second part shifts focus to introduce 
the Hungarian scene. In doing so, it man-
ages to avoid lapses into antiparty pop-
ulism, that which pits “civilians” against 
politicians, on the basis of the former 
“not participating in politics” (versus the 
latter who do). Obviously, that isn’t the 
case, since anyone who comments on 
public matters is, by definition, taking 
part in politics. 

The author is a Hungarian sociologist and poli-
tician and professor of political science at the 
Central European University.

András Bozóki
ABOUT

Colourful Resistance 
by Péter Krasztev

Colourful Resistance. A handbook for rebels and pacifists by Péter Krasztev. Jon Van Til (Eds).  
Napvilág Kiadó, Budapest, 2013, 501 pp. 
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There is widespread agreement among 
historians of Kádárism in Hungary that 
a key element in the consolidation of 
Communist rule after the 1956 uprising 
was a policy of “consumer socialism” – 
a tacit agreement between the political 
leadership and average citizens that kept 
ordinary people away from politics. If 
you did not interfere in the political life 
organized by the Communist party and 
did not express your discontent in any 
form, then you could enjoy the mate-
rial benefits of modern life. In practice 
this meant that it was no longer obliga-
tory to believe in Communist ideology, it 
was enough if you pretended loyalty and 
faked participation. As an exchange, you 
could buy various household appliances, 
motorcycles, cars, weekend houses, and 
the other accessories of a modern life-
style – of course, if you had the financial 
means to do so. Consequently, a specific 
form of negative individualism emerged 
in a nominally collectivist state: one that 
facilitated the development of self-inter-
est and enclosure in family life but did not 
promote social responsibility, solidarity, 
or cooperation in the civil sphere, beyond 
the circles of family and friends.

Many analysts argue that this kind of 
political apathy is the enduring heritage 
of Kádárism that survived the transition. 
Even the “collapse” of the Communist 

regime, which was so dramatic in other 
East-Central European countries, was 
a gradual, negotiated revolution that 
brought about only a partial elite change 
in Hungary. The argument goes that 
“politics” remained a sphere of activity 
organized from above, and not a result 
of deliberations starting from local com-
munities. In short, while the structures of 
representative democracy were strength-
ened, participatory democracy remained 
inchoate. Ágnes Utasi and her colleagues 
also found in their research that without 
overcoming atomization and the lack of 
community networks and activities, it is 
very difficult to reinvigorate participation 
in public life and to renew democracy. 
The research confirmed that engagement 
in political activities is extremely low in 
Hungary (only 1.2 percent of the sam-
ple are active in political organizations), 
and while there is much discontent with 
the macropolitics of political parties, the 
respondents did not see it as possible to 
contribute actively to the development of 
local democracy. 

The author is a cultural anthropologist and so-
ciologist teaching at Masaryk University in Brno 
and Moholy-Nagy University of Art and Design in 
Budapest. 

Kötelékben. Szolidaritás-hálók és közélet. by Ágnes Utasi.  
MTA Társadalomtudományi Kutatóközpont Belvedere Meridionale, Szeged, 2013, 261 pp.

Miklós Vörös
about
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“The forms and specific nature of im-
plementing motherhood in extreme so-
cial situations” is how the plot of Pavol 
Rankov’s latest novel Mothers might be 
summed up in the language of academia. 
However, this tortuous though apposite 
description is not the brainchild of an 
academic, let alone of an unimaginative 
reviewer: it is a literal quotation from 
Rankov’s text, recently published in 
Czech in a translation by Jana Fasching-
bauerová. It is the title that a character in 
the novel plans to use for her master’s dis-
sertation based on the main character’s 
story. Lucia, a history student, uses the 
methods of oral history to collect mate-
rial for her dissertation by conducting an 
extensive interview with an older woman 
who has survived many years in a Sovi-
et Gulag. While there she gave birth to 
a son who also survives by a fortuitous 
combination of events. The student is fas-
cinated by this astounding fact, as in Rus-
sian prisons death rather than birth was 
the order of the day. The first few pages, 
written from the objective, third-person 
perspective, are followed by the formal-
ly “authentic” testimony of the former 
convict, Zuzana Lauková, as recorded 
by the student. Here and there the terse 
but factually and emotionally rich narra-
tive is disrupted whenever the student’s 
stern and extraordinarily cynical super-
visor raises theoretical and technical ob-
jections to her research; it was he who 
instructed Lucia, among other things, 
to capture the survivor’s individual tes-
timony in the “methodologically purer” 
way, that is to say, in the first person.

In the last months of the war, by a 
series of unfortunate accidents, a young 

woman in love with a Russian partisan is 
caught up in events that are to change her 
life for good. Soon after liberation, after 
her lover has been betrayed and killed 
by the occupiers, she is arrested by the 
Soviet militia and brought to impromptu 
trial, accused of having denounced him 
to the Nazis. Since she is not aware of 
having done anything wrong – in fact she 
would have been the last person to wish 
anything bad on her Russian love – she 
expects, like Kafka’s Josef K., everything 
to be soon cleared up. However, in the 
anti-collaborationist euphoria follow-
ing liberation things have to move fast 
and nobody is interested in hearing her 
story. Soon she is dispatched to the Far 
East, to a Russian labor camp, having just 
discovered that she is expecting the dead 
partisan's child. 

The account of conditions in the 
corrective colony is strongly reminiscent 
of Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s One Day 
in the Life of Ivan Denisovich and The 
GULAG Archipelago, which also pro-
vides the book's epigraph. While this is 
not surprising, given that a substantial 
part of the book is set in the camps, there 
is nevertheless an obvious difference 
between Solzhenitsyn on the one hand, 
whose account is based on personal ex-
perience, and Rankov on the other, who 
fashions it from a distance, and from 
a female point of view to boot. Rankov 
is more interested in literature than in 
playing a complex literary game, but as 
a result he ends up rather unnecessarily 
downplaying the seriousness of the issue. 
For example, Rankov confidently takes 
the liberty of eliding seven years of camp 
life by using a literary formula: “Seven 

Marek Lollok 
about

Matky  
by Pavol Rankov

Matky (Mothers) by Pavol Rankov.  
Edition Ryba, 2011, 256 pp.

years later,” dumbfounding and perhaps 
even cheating the reader, primed by the 
preceding pages for regular and detailed 
descriptions of the prisoners’ fight for 
survival.

In his previous novel It Happened 
on 1st September or Some Other Day, 
Rankov’s use of ellipses proved an effec-
tive technique, complementing the unu-
sual device of regularly taking stock of 
the events affecting the main characters. 
However, it seems less effective here. It 
is surprising to find that over a long pe-
riod nothing much seems to change in 
the camp, as if people didn’t age (which 
is particularly interesting given the dev-
astating conditions that prevailed there), 
except that Zuzana’s son is now old 
enough to begin to make sense of things. 
On the other hand, some passages – if 
only in their details – suggest the author 
is rather guessing at “what it must have 
felt like.” For example, a sentence like, “As 
Aleksey got a little older, he grew fond of 
my frostbite scars, feeling the bumps on 
my hands with his fingers,” is presumably 
meant to enliven the story. Details like 
these partly undermine the credibility of 
the text, not in the historical but rather in 
the artistic sense. Put another way: unlike 
Rankov, the Russian writer was primarily 
interested in personal testimony rather 
than in creating "literature" and aimed for 
maximum authenticity and specificity, 
yet in spite – or perhaps just because of 
– that, Solzhenitsyn’s fiction is undoubt-
edly literature par excellence.

However, unflattering comparisons 
with the Russian classic notwithstanding, 
we should not ignore the strong points of 
Rankov’s novel.  The plot is meticulously 
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With In the Name of the Father, Balla has 
moved beyond the tormented self, fo-
cusing on an analysis of family relations. 
However, the results of this examination 
are bleak in a  typically Ballaesque way. 
Family relations are marked by constant 
feelings of guilt, failure, and inadequacy. 
Sons hate their fathers, disappoint their 
mothers, fathers are indifferent to their 
sons, husbands cheat on their wives. 
Families are started out of stupidity, hab-
it, or hypocrisy. The family is a trap, and 
indifference and emptiness are everyday 
reality. There are no family ties, only in-
dividuals who hate each other, or, in the 
best-case scenario, are indifferent to each 
other, yet have to live side by side.

The basic hallmarks of Balla’s work 
are all here – egotism, extreme loneli-
ness, alienation, a disgust with life, and 
the numbing banality of everyday life 
marked by the atmosphere of a specific 
district town in the south of Slovakia. 
Although monstrosity, fantastic scenes, 
and logic-defying events remain muted 
in the background, they still form a firm 
part of the narrative, along with clear in-
dications that the narrative is not to be 
taken too seriously and of the narrator’s 
unreliability. 

The book’s title can be read on sev-
eral levels. On the one hand, the book 
presents the memories of the main char-
acter – the Ich-narrator, a father and hus-

Ivana Taranenková
about

V mene otca by Balla
V mene otca (In the Name of the Father) by Balla,  

Koloman Kertész Bagala a literarnyklub s. r. o., 2011, 112 pp.

band – composed of fragments of past 
events, fantasies but also of old dreams 
that play an equally important role. Balla’s 
protagonist is convinced of his own supe-
riority and authority. He is a predator, an 
alpha-male, the only one among his peers 
who refuses to pretend he cares about 
anyone else more than about himself. He 
regards sentimentality as a weakness. 

His superiority is further based on 
the awareness of being part of a higher 
plan, part of unknown forces that have 
been sealed under concrete in the foun-
dations of his family house. The house 
is meant to be the machine that keeps 
the town’s inhabitants apathetic and re-

constructed, with an arc stretching from 
the beginning, the partisan's farewell to 
his Slovak lover, to the “present,” dou-
bling at this stage and creating a parallel 
with the student’s – also not altogether 
happy – pregnancy. This is not the only 
variation on the mother-child relation-
ship in the book. In addition to the main 
character’s troubled motherhood and 
Lucia’s motherhood-to-be, the novel also 
reflects the two women’s complex rela-
tionship with their respective mothers. 
A key minor character is the authoritar-
ian camp commander, the childless Irina, 

who adopts Zuzana’s son. Rankov is at his 
strongest in the passages that focus on 
the specificity of the novel’s title.  

Last but not least, the novel can 
be regarded as a kind of study in fiction: 
having chosen a subject and researched it 
meticulously and systematically (the text 
includes a plethora of “authentic” Russian 
words that permeate the woman’s testi-
mony), the author planned and developed 
it in detail. However, the very thorough-
ness of his approach and the conscien-
tious “completion” of his literary task may 
be the reason why the novel feels slightly 

artificial, as if lacking a spark. Critics have 
raised similar objections in relation to 
(contemporary bestselling Czech writer) 
Kateřina Tučková: the text is a polished, 
skillfully crafted achievement, yet – while 
there can be no doubt that the author is 
genuinely fascinated by the topic – it falls 
short of the timeless literary quality to 
which it aspires. 

Translated by Julia Sherwood

The author is literary critic for iLiteratura.cz.
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signed. Under the concrete of the base-
ment there grows the sacred Norse tree 
Yggdrasil and flows the Hvergelmir well, 
while the walls of the house conduct 
a direct current. As in Balla’s earlier texts 
(e.g. the story “…”), rather than becoming 
a “family nest,” a symbol of shared inti-
macy, the house becomes a  monstrous 
site of failure, alienation, threat, and 
destruction. 

However, as the narrative progress-
es, the protagonist’s own life also proves 
to be a banal waste of time, making him 
part of the inevitable forgetting and van-
ishing: “everything that had been has 
faded, vanished, evaporated, is gone.”

This awareness culminates in the 
book’s conclusion, as the main character 
discovers that the mysterious architect 
has prevented the house from exerting 
its influence. The father’s narrative, which 
aims to demonstrate his superiority over 
everyone around him, gradually disinte-
grates. All that is left is an “everyman”, 
a  retired shop assistant running away 
from his failures, somewhat reminiscent 
of the “killed man” in the work of Rudolf 
Sloboda. 

But who is the true source of this 
narrative, one might well ask? For it might 
have been just as easily narrated by his 
younger son, a writer who, echoing the 
book’s title, addresses the reader “in the 
name of the father.” The father is reflected 
in his father, and the son, in his turn, is 
reflected in the father: “I wasn’t aware of 
being observed. But my younger son had 
observed me. And that is one of the rea-
sons he began to hate me. Mind you, he 
would have ended up hating anyone if he 
had observed them for long enough.”

Thus the father’s disappointment 
in his son can turn into the son’s admis-

world is a  cruel place. As long as peo-
ple are split into two genders, war and 
selectivity will rage. And after war and 
selectivity coupling always ensues, the 
reproduction of victors, the defeated of 
the future. This was how nature intended 
it although otherwise it does not act in-
tentionally. Nature is a heartless automa-
ton. There is really no point talking about 
emotions.” These words echo the “princi-
ple of cruelty” manifest in the fiction of 
Gejza Vámoš.

The world according to Balla does 
not contain anything that might go be-
yond immediate experience. The only 
remaining certainty is disappearing and 
transience. Seen in this way life can only 
be lived as a slapstick comedy, in which 
all the intimately known objects in our 
world are suddenly emptied of meaning, 
appearing alien, inexplicable, and bizarre.

In 2012 Balla received Slovakia’s 
most prestigious literary award, Anasoft 
Litera, as well as the Tatra Banka liter-
ary Prize for In the Name of the Father. 
His latest collection of short stories, Oko 
(The Eye) has been shortlisted for this 
year’s Anasoft Litera. For an extract from 
In the Name of the Father in English see 
BODY.Literature (http://bodyliterature.
com/2013/07/07/balla-2/); for an in-
terview with Balla see Literalab (http://
literalab.com/2013/07/08/damaged-by-
reading-an-interview-with-balla/) 

Translated by Julia Sherwood

The author works in the Institute of Slovak Litera-
ture, Slovak Academy of Sciences.

sion of failure: “a son inevitably senses his 
own inadequacy and problematic nature, 
when constantly forced to bear in mind 
that there are things he is not up to be-
cause he isn’t trying hard enough.” At the 
same time, the narrative channels the 
younger son’s guilt over failing to come 
to his mother’s deathbed. In the mother’s 
dying scene – one of the book’s most 
powerful passages – the mother and her 
older son seem to be granted redemption 
from the cancer of apathy and disintegra-
tion, if only temporarily (and only in this 
sentimental reviewer’s reading). Even if 
they, too, are guilty of egotism and in-
difference toward their loved ones, they 
have not entirely lost their capacity to 
empathize. 

But if the son is the originator of the 
father’s portrait, he is also his judge. This 
is where another level of In the Name of 
the Father – the title of course evokes the 
Christian prayer – might come to the 
fore. In the course of the narrative it is 
not only the image of a specific father that 
is destroyed but also that of the father as 
a symbolic figure, a divine authority. At 
times the author presents the father not 
only as Nietzschean Übermensch but 
also as God: “Baldur is the most beauti-
ful, purest and youngest of all Germanic 
gods. Why can’t that apply to you, too?” 

	 Yet, by the end of the book, the 
main character is reduced to a tired, stul-
tified, and resigned old man with noth-
ing left but “shards, crag-like protrusions 
from the grey sea of forgetting.”

In this book Balla continues to hol-
low out the meaning of existence, de-
stroying every category that rules human 
life. Unwittingly he repeats the emotion-
ally charged modernist gesture we know 
from interwar Slovak literature: “The 
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students occupy universities. 
as usual. but do they have the 
same transformative power 
as a generation ago? Political 
parties in central europe 
are seizing this opportunity. 
governments portray them 
as political opponents, while 
the opposition hijacks 
their agenda, expecting the 
wheel of history to turn. Th e 
student movements, however, 
belong to a new, politically 
engaged generation, that 
has a new understanding of 
politics and participation. 
Th ey are not a cliché from 
socialist times, nor can they 
be neglected.

c  February 29, 2012, Prague, Czech republic. 
thousands of Czech students demonstrate 
against planned educational reforms.

Photo: M
atej Divizna/Sipa/east news
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“Stop believing in 
authority. Start 
believing in each 
other.” 
The above quotation is one of the basic 
principles of the International Student 
Movement (ISM), which can hardly be 
called an organization – it is a network 
of students, who struggle against very 
similar structures, based on similar 
principles. Some of these are reminis-
cent of the student protests of ’68, while 
others would rather connect them to the 
international Occupy Movement, but 
at the same time, despite their strong 
international interconnectedness, they 
are locally rooted, although, with differ-
ent perspectives on locality and tradi-
tions. The ISM, as a platform for loose 
cooperation across borders, emphasizes 
the interrelatedness of problems and 
challenges of students from Sri Lanka to 
London, from Nigeria to San Francisco, 
connecting activists in Lima and Hong 
Kong.
The commercialization of universities 
all across Europe, the increased costs of 

higher education that governments have 
started introducing in countries that had 
previously provided a free higher educa-
tion (and still reasonably lower quality 
compared to universities in Western Eu-
rope), the educational reforms within the 
EU introduced as the Bologna process 
did not leave the region of Central and 
Eastern Europe untouched by the mas-
sive wave of student revolts worldwide. 
In 2009, students occupied the Faculty of 
Philosophy at the University of Zagreb. 
The protest started as a demonstration 
against the rising costs of studies – about 
EUR 500 to 1200 per year – and took a 
quite unusual form, escalating into a 
blockade of the university, which quickly 
spread to other Croatian cities – Zadar, 
Rijeka, Split, and Osijek, and lasted for 
thirty-five days. Protest events took place 
in the Visegrad countries, too, with vary-
ing intensity. That same year in Poland 
(mostly Gdansk), a student movement 
known as OKUPÉ organized protests, 
the Week of Unrest took place in the 
Czech Republic in 2012, and the revolts 
in Hungary from 2011 to 2013 organized 
by the Students’ Network, called HaHa, 
were quite sincere despite the name. 
(A similar initiative in Slovakia, the 
Štafetovỳ Štrajk, Relay Strike, could be 

also mentioned here, even though it was 
the brief co-operation of a few schools in 
Bratislava.)
The students ended the occupations, the 
government made promises, and even 
though most of the reforms and the rise 
in tuition fees could not be prevented, 
the initial steps had been taken – stu-
dents from different universities and dif-
ferent cities joined together, engaged in 
unusual action, and pressured their gov-
ernments. Whether all that can be seen 
as a success or a failure is an open ques-
tion, but probably not the most impor-
tant one. What matters is that something 
is doubtlessly happening in this corner 
of the world, students have stepped out 
of the old, conventional, and inefficient 
frameworks and have demonstrated that 
they can once again organize themselves.

Boiling points – 
“the brain is not a 
cash machine”
It might seem surprising that in coun-
tries where movements in general have 
been relatively passive in previous dec-

Szabina Kerényi 
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ades, students engage in one event af-
ter another, employing peculiar types of 
protest that have no precedent or pat-
terns in domestic protest traditions, or at 
least none in the democratic era of the 
last twenty-three years. Th e Croatian 
protests did draw on the Croatian Spring 
of the early 1970s, which was mostly 
dominated by students, but in other 
places, whenever the student revolts of 
the Spring ’68 in Paris or Prague came 
up, they were usually coupled with tones 
of disappointment and comparisons in 
which the contemporary movements 
were always unfavorable. Th is is not sur-
prising, given the unusual forms and lan-
guage of the protests, which can hardly 
be placed within the existing structural 
frames. Th e unusual elements involved a 
denial of hierarchy and formal organiza-
tion – there is no membership, no offi  cial 
leaders, there are spokespersons instead 
(many of whom are women); decisions 
are made by participants (since there are 
no members or formal bodies), which 
means that anyone who is present at the 
plenary meeting can take part. Th ere is 
a sign language that the students have 
adapted, and is widely used at other in-
ternational, typically left-wing, some-
times anarchist networks (i.e., Occupy 
and Ecotopia). Wherever this type of 
communication was used, it turned out 
to be eff ective, with the most extreme 
case being the appearance of a group of 
football hooligans who had planned to 
take over the student forum and destroy 
the meeting. Th e ultras could not organ-
ize themselves properly, and to their sur-
prise, their presence was accepted at the 
plenary, and after a heated discussion, 
the evening ended silently, without con-
fl ict or violence. 
Even though the student protests broke 
out for diff erent reasons in the CEE 
countries, the motives behind the mo-
bilization are also strikingly similar. Th e 
main reason that led to the blockade of 
the faculty in Zagreb was the introduc-
tion and constant rise in tuition fees, 
gradually and massively excluding stu-
dents of less stable fi nancial backgrounds 
from the system. In Hungary, news of 
sweeping reorganization and a radical 
withdrawal of resources from higher ed-
ucation caused unrest among students, 
and rumors of closure of entire faculties 
activated the already existing networks 
of HaHa in the spring of 2011. After fur-
ther stations of collective action, the stu-
dents mobilized in early 2012, when the 

ministry announced serious austerity in 
the rates of state-funding for students (for 
instance, none for students of Economy 
and Law). In Poland, there was no par-
ticular event or reform proposal that pro-
voked the strikes, but a number of reasons 
came together – a major one was lack of 
funding for PhD students, who were nev-
ertheless expected to teach and work for 
the faculty. 
Th e Czech Week of Unrest was preceded 
by the announcement of educational re-
forms involving tuition fees at the univer-
sities, and a series of changes that would 
seriously compromise academic autono-
my. Th e commercialization of education 
and most of these issues behind the stu-
dent protests are tightly connected to the 
structural reforms of the Bologna process, 
which have been basically introduced out 
of the blue, and shook the existing uni-
versity structures to the core. One of the 
side eff ects of the rapid transformation is 
a high rate of unemployed, overeducated 
graduates (people with BA degrees taking 
positions that do not require a university 
degree), just to mention one of the many, 
which has reached basically all Visegrad 
countries, especially combined with the 
economic recession after 2008. At the 
same time, states have continued to with-
draw resources and restrict the budget for 
higher education. 
Th e student councils have also failed to 
represent students’ interests, and have 
proven ineffi  cient in times of crisis. Th e 
problems start already with the election of 
representatives – in Poland for instance, 
participation in student elections was 13% 
among BA and MA students according to 
a 2009 study, while among PhD students 
this rate is even lower. In Hungary, one of 
the major concerns of the HaHa is the very 
functioning of the offi  cial student self-
government, which lacks transparency 
and information on their work (moreover, 
a recent case revealed that offi  cial repre-
sentatives had been abusing students’ data 
in Hungary). As they are opposed to those 
open and fl exible structures of the newly 
emerged movements that have no leaders 
or representatives, it leaves the authorities 
puzzled when it comes to negotiations, 
which has been used as an argument 
against recognizing the student networks. 
Th e question of tuition fees is in the front 
line among the demands of the students, 
but there is no consensus among students 
about demands for entirely free educa-
tion. Hungarian students accentuated 
availability to education and autonomy 

for universities, and demanded that the 
government stop extracting resources 
from higher education (just as an ex-
ample: the University of Bonn receives 
about the same amount of state funds as 
the entire Hungarian higher education 
system). Autonomy was a central issue 
for the Czech protests as well, where the 
new education reform included exter-
nal fi nancial control over the university 
councils. Th e goals and demands of the 
Polish OKUPÉ in Gdansk were more 
concrete, such as a demand to stop con-
trol and surveillance at the university, 
scholarships for doctoral students (as 
many students had learned after their 
enrollment that there was no scholar-
ship available to them), and, similarly, 
the autonomy of the university. Th e stu-
dent movements in all these countries 
stood up against the commercialization 
of higher education, and while students 
were generally not against tuition fees 
per se, they were of the general under-
standing that “A brain is not a cash ma-
chine” (as Czech students put it), that 
is, that education should not become 
profi t-oriented. 

“the unIversIty 
belOngs tO us”
Th e blockade in Croatia lasted longer 
than a month, during which the univer-
sity professors, at least many of them, 
initially stood by them and supported 
their case. Students reached out for 
solidarity and gained the support of the 
trade unionists who were protesting at 
the same time – until they struck an 
agreement with the government. Th e 
students gradually lost their allies, until 
the protesters themselves were exhaust-
ed and decided to stop the occupation. 
In Hungary, the protests unfolded in 
various ways, starting with demonstra-
tions against proposed reforms in high-
er education in several stages starting 
in 2011, organizing forums and sit-ins 
in diff erent faculties in Budapest (also 
joined by faculties in other cities, as well 
as the high school students’ network), 
with the peak being the massive street 
demonstrations in December 2012, fol-
lowed by the occupation of an audito-
rium room at the ELTE Faculty of Hu-
manities in February 2013, which even-
tually lasted for 44 days. 
Th e Polish resistance involved only 
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hundreds of participants, and focused 
on local issues at the University of Gda-
nsk – removing the fence from the uni-
versity building, removing surveillance 
cameras from the library, and, partly 
inspired by activists involved in the ISM 
in some ways, expanded their focus to 
broader issues such as gender and the 
hierarchy at the university, while com-
mercialization of education and other 
problems involved in the Bologna pro-
cess were adapted to the agenda only 
later on. Th e Czech protests peaked in 
massive demonstrations (about 20,000 
people altogether) in Brno and Prague, 
demonstrative acts in Brno, including 
occupying the tram and some other, 
rather scandalous artistic performanc-
es, and a one-week occupation of the 
university in Hradec Kralové. 
Th e elements of occupation, whether in 
the acts (Croatia, Hungary, the Czech 
Republic) or if not otherwise, in name – 
the Polish OKUPÉ (an acronym mean-
ing Open Committee for the Liberation 
of Educational Spaces) – refer to inter-
national symbols and acts of protest, 
which connect these movements not 
only to Occupy, the Indignados, and 
the ISM movements, but also, and even 
more importantly, to each other. While 
many of these elements were adapted 
from outside, the claims of the students 
have remained local, and have looked 
beyond issues of education and called 
for solidarity – national and regional 
(as the HaHa has emphasized a need 
for Eastern European co-operation), or 

even cross-sectoral, an example of the 
latter being the failed co-operation be-
tween Croatian students and the unions.

wIthIn and 
wIthOut the 
system
It is hard to evaluate the protests in one 
consensual way, just as the participants 
themselves see the results from various 
standpoints. Th e Croatian government 
did eventually raise tuition fees, though 
they were more moderate than originally 
planned. Th e Polish students did achieve 
some results at the University of Gda-
nsk, but more importantly, the number 
of scholarships available to doctoral stu-
dents has been raised. Th e Czech govern-
ment did not introduce tuition fees but 
introduced registration fees instead. In 
Hungary, none of the six demand points 
were fully satisfi ed, however, they pushed 
for very important improvements – 
there has been an increase in the rates 
of publicly funded places in each fac-
ulty. Many questions remain open: can 
the occupations be seen as a success or 
is the fact that they left without concrete 
agreements a sign of failure? Were there 
enough participants in Poland and could 
the 7,000-8,000 participants in large uni-
versity cities in the Czech protests be 
seen as a strong or weak statement?
Not only the results, but the very func-

tioning of these very networks evoke 
confusion, which is not surprising, as 
these movements do not fi t into the 
dominant political discourses of their 
countries. Th e students fi nd themselves 
in a political void (and therefore often in 
uninterpretable) spaces, entering univer-
sity structures under unclear conditions, 
where they have to face increasing tuition 
fees and unfavorable and unpredictable 
constructions of student loans, just to be 
promised the dreadful statistics of unem-
ployment rates (especially among young 
people), and more and more young peo-
ple are forced to look for opportunities 
abroad. At the same time, the traditional 
structures of students’ self-governments 
have failed in their main function – com-
munication and the representation of 
interests. Th eir governments see them 
as political opponents (or openly ac-
cuse them of being “parasites”), while 
the opposition tries to hijack them for 
their political goals and push them to ei-
ther side of the barricade, thus generat-
ing multiple confl ict zones. Th e student 
movements, however, do not fi t into the 
“old,” post-socialist cleavages, and just 
like their participants, they belong to a 
new, politically-engaged generation, that 
has brought with it a new understand-
ing of politics and participation; they can 
stand up again, and certainly cannot be 
neglected. 

The author is a Hungarian cultural anthropolo-
gist writing her dissertation on post-socialist 
urban movements.

 107

  doUBle-edGed SWord rePort



108� VIsegrad insight    2 (4) | 2013

report  Double-edged Sword



T
he Populist Radical Right 
(PRR) in Europe, which is 
openly euroskeptic or eu-
ro-rejectionist and based 
on a nativist ideology (“Our 
people first!”), is perceived 
as a constant and perma-
nent threat to European 

cohesion and solidarity, one of the EU’s 
driving concepts. Upon closer scrutiny, 
in this era of crisis when “solidarity” has 
been abandoned by domestic and Eu-
ropean politicians, that same solidarity 
appears to be key to the persistence and 
potential of PRR’s future success. 

Rationale behind Populist 
Radical Right success
Populist right radicals’ re-activation in 
the 1980s and 1990s was proceeded by 
the oil crises, the eventual collapse of the 
social-democratic welfare dream, and 
enabled by a general shift in social cleav-
ages as well as the deterioration of “tra-
ditional politics.” By the turn of the 21st 
century, it had become clear that many of 
these parties are here to stay. Numerous 
scholars and publicists reflected on the 
question: what led to the success of the 
populist radicals?

To get a full picture we need to care-
fully look at both sides of the coin – as 
academic research on that topic distin-
guishes between demand-side explana-
tions and supply-side ones. In both cases, 
several crucial values and principles of 
liberal democracy have been redefined 
by PRR leaders and successfully exploited 
in electoral competition. One of these is 
“solidarity.”

Demand-side factors behind PRR’s 
success concern voters, supporters, and 
the issues fueling their grievances. What 
happens in social stratification, econom-
ics, and politics that encourage people to 
back PRR?

Research concerning social struc-
ture underlines that the most fertile 
ground for PRR is built on the domina-
tion of blue-collar lower-middle class, 
young, male workers and entrepreneurs 
who, statistically, are the most probable 
PRR supporters. When it comes to eco-
nomics, the frequently given answer is 
increasing unemployment and high im-
migration rates. In politics, what vents 
this grievance are general distrust or dis-
enchantment with mainstream politics, 
which in the eyes of society is ineffective 
or otherwise fails to meet demands. 

In other words, the contemporary 
Europe that experienced the repercus-
sions of the 2008 crisis became extremely 
fertile ground for PRR sentiments, at least 
when it comes to potential electorates; 
however, electoral results do not support 
this thesis. In the last few years, voting 
trends have been more than ambiguous. 

The other side of the coin is missing 
– PRR’s fate in parliaments is also shaped 
by supply-side factors that focus on the 
political or institutional contexts of these 
parties, equivalent to how mainstream 
parties, media, and the international en-
vironment facilitate or hinder their status. 
Generally speaking, what matters most is 
electoral laws and strategies adopted by 
other political parties and/or media (i.e., 
the most favorable for the new entrants 
would be a proportional electoral system 

with multiple-seat voting districts and 
no thresholds, with major parties open 
to cooperation with the radicals in the 
government).

The last bastion is strategies to-
wards radicals performed by other ac-
tors: parties, courts, etc. These vary from 
adaptation (Austria, Slovakia, Poland, 
Switzerland, and Hungary) and frac-
tionalization to complete isolation (cor-
don sanitaire in Flanders, Belgium, or 
Sweden). 

Taken all together, not only popular 
grievances but also the stance taken by 
the mainstream remain crucial in shap-
ing PRR’s success so far. The question 
remains: does PRR still need mainstream 
politics in order to expand?

The new wave of radicalism is some-
thing we are experiencing here and now 
as a result of the crisis started in 2008, 
which burst not only the housing bubble 
but also a political one. 

Many accounts in both academia 
and the media warn of the growing in-
fluence of radical right parties, but until 
now analyses of the direct effects on par-
ties, policies, and societies show limited 
successes of the far right. As Cass Mudde 
concludes: “The effects are largely limited 
to the broader immigration issue, and 
even here PRRPs should be seen as cata-
lysts rather than initiators, who are nei-
ther a necessary nor a sufficient condition 
for the introduction of stricter immigra-
tion policies.” (Mudde 2013: 1). Shall this 
“limitation to immigration issue” be read 
as a PRR weakness? This leads us back 
to the question of “solidarity” as popu-
list right radicals’ modus operandi. That 

Dominika Kasprowicz
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which at first glance seems irrational is 
exploited on a regular basis in the operat-
ing practice of these parties and organi-
zations, and should be considered the 
main factor attracting the demand-side 
(supporters), as well as weakening the 
supply-side (state institutions).

Nativism – solidarity with 
“our people”.
The Populist Radical Right in Europe 
is a product and an agent of structural 
changes in European societies. Specifi-
cally defined “solidarity” can be seen as 
the ideological core of these organiza-
tions, consisting of an anti-establishment 
stance and nativism. It needs to be under-
lined that the “solidarity” concept we have 
discussed here contradicts its European 
understanding. It is based on ethnocen-
trism, in which demands of favored status 
for a native (“own,” “pure”) population are 
mixed with xenophobia. One of the most 
direct visualizations of this concept was 
used in Switzerland during the electoral 
campaign of 2008. The PRR Swiss Peo-
ple’s Party campaigned with posters on 
which one black sheep was being literally 
kicked out of a herd of white ones. The 
poster has been re-used by its German 
counterpart – the NPD. 

This topic stands out in their agenda 
and overshadows European discourse on 
immigration quotas, asylum, integration 
requirements, and citizenship laws (van 
Spanje 2010). The effects are two-fold. 

In Denmark, the Netherlands, and Italy 
these parties rose by filling a niche in po-
litical discourse and pursuing restrictions 
in immigration policies. After taking on 
the tough-on-immigration agenda, the 
Swiss People’s Party has remained on 
the Swiss Federal Council and gained an 
extra seat. Even when not in power the 
populist right still strongly influences 
the public discourse on immigration. 
That is the case in France, where politi-

cians like Sarkozy integrated elements of 
their discourse (i.e., a presidential talk in 
2007) and Martin Schain observed that: 
“Front National presence resulted in re-
definition of the issue of immigration in 
national politics, from a labor market 
problem, to a problem of integration and 
national identity, to problems of educa-
tion, housing, law and order, and citizen-
ship” (Schain 2008: 283). This results in 
chauvinism when it comes to welfare 

c �Swiss People’s Party 
campaign materials

x �German  
NPD campaign 
materials
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policy. In general, they call for “solidar-
ity” with an exclusive group of citizens, 
for national (i.e., citizens only) preference 
in social benefits and employment.

Central and Eastern European 
cases, which differ in terms of cultural 
heterogeneity, do not differ much when 
it comes to the rationale behind them: an 
ethnically pure population in the eyes of 
radicals is faced by non-native elements 
like historical minorities (Jews), contem-
porary ethnic minorities (Roma people), 
or inhabitants of non-Caucasian origin 
and deserves protection: therefore, the 
concept of “solidarity with our people” is 
being used again. 

Escaping the box 
Three decades of populist radical right 
parties in Europe did not end in the de-
mise of liberal democracies, nor stop 
post-communist ones from integration 
with EU structures. Indeed, nomen est 
omen, radical scenarios would be the best 
indicators of the direct influence of the 
radical right’s vision of “solidarity”. Direct 
effects, however, are also accompanied by 
indirect ones, and here arises the ques-
tion of bridging the gap in solidarity left 
by mainstream politics. It refers to the 
disillusionment with politicians and poli-
tics as a whole, especially among young 
generations.

We can observe in recent years 
that some of the successful PRRP’s have 
grown up. They have learned from their 
mistakes and have often gained more ex-
perience at the sub-national level, while 
cooperating in the European Parliament 
or organizing international meetings and 
workshops.

As a result, radical right organiza-
tions are thinking “out of the box” and 
becoming more sophisticated. This is 
a case of BZÖ in Austria (the heir of 
Haider’s FPÖ), the Freedom Party in 
the Netherlands (successor of the Pim 
Fortyun List), Jobbik in Hungary, and 
the National Movement in Poland. The 
channels of influence become diverted 
and political parties surrounded by af-
filiated organizations better rooted, es-
pecially in the young groups of society. 
And this is where the idea of solidarity 
pops up again. We see the “evaluation 
of the context by separating the radical 
right from the other political parties and 
political system as a whole.” (Williams 
2006: 41) In other words, the National 
Movement is consistently presented 
by its leaders as a social, grassroots 

movement organized and developed at 
different levels, and embracing differ-
ent forms. The NM’s leader Winnicki’s 
new vision is “to build the social move-
ment that mobilizes the nation, organ-
izes it and overthrows the Round-Table 
Republic.” (Winnicki 2013a) This is a 
case of the innovative strategy of the 
radical right altering the political party 
type of activism. Indeed, since its in-
ception, the NM’s strategy is to work 
on the ground and utilize existing local 
resources. 

In the case of successor organisa-
tions, the concept of internal solidarity 
stands up. Organizations that are cen-
tralized and led by charismatic leaders 
build structures on the sense of group 
alienation on the one hand and internal 
loyalty on the other. What sympathiz-
ers are offered is a peculiar way of re-
building solidarity and national/ethnic 
identity. One needs to realize that this 
vision is also inviting as it goes back to 
the 19th century and is a homogenous, 
nationally-oriented vision of communi-
ties. This, in an era of globalization and 
permanent change, could be perceived 
as the only possible ground for solidarity 
in practice. 

The populist right, historically and 
contemporaneously, relies on a specifi-
cally understood “solidarity,” and gradu-
ally builds on that its social and political 
relevance. This is the case of “mature” de-
mocracies like France, the Netherlands, 
and Denmark, as well as the new or, 
as Huntington puts it, Third Wave 
Democracies (i.e., Slovakia, Hungary, 
and Poland). This notion is especially 
important in the (almost) post-crisis EU, 
where the esprit de corps urgently needs 
to be rethought, discussed, and imple-
mented at both domestic and European 
levels. 

The results of abandoning this ele-
ment of public discourse and policy by 
domestic politicians and the EU insti-
tution are seen in Greece, where in the 
name of “solidarity” Golden Dawn activ-
ists violently “handle the immigration 
problem,” and step by step redefine one 
of the fundamental EU principles and 
benefit from it. Leaving this concept un-
clear, and questions of the future of “soli-
darity” unanswered, can cost societies, 
as well as Europe, more than expected. 

The author is an assistant professor in the 
Department of Political Science, Pedagogical 
University of Cracow.

Shift in the recent 
electoral results  
of the PRR parties  
in the EU Percent of seats

I n p l us

Austria �  Alliance for the Future of Austria (BZÖ) 

10.0%  

4.0%
Finland �  True Finns (PS) 

19.0%  

4.1%

France �  National Front (FN) 
13.6% 

4.3%

Norway �  Progress Party (FRP) 
22.9% 
22.1%

Sweden �  Swedish Democrats (SD)  
5.7% 
2.9%

Hungary �  Jobbik 
16.7% 

2.2%

I n m i n u s

Belgium �  Flemish Interest (FB)  

12% 
  7%

Denmark �  Danish People’s Party (DVP)  

13.9%  
12.3%

Greece �  Golden Dawn (XA)  

  7.0% 
  6.9% 

Netherlands �  Freedom Party (PVV)  

15.5%  
10.1%

Switzerland �  Swiss People’s Party (SVP)  

28.9%  
26.6%

Slovakia �  Slovak National Party (SNS)  

  5.1% 
  4.6%
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I
n what might have been the 
most important example of civ-
il disobedience in a long time 
in Hungary, on 7 March 2013, 
about eighty citizens staged a 
non-violent sit-in at the head-
quarters of the governing party, 
Fidesz. The participants – with 

a variety of political affiliations, includ-
ing the student movement, as well as 
the grassroots homeless advocacy group 
The City is for All – protested the Fourth 
Amendment of the Constitution of Hun-
gary, which violated several fundamental 
liberties, and arguably clinched the an-
nihilation of constitutional democracy. 
Among the several measures that the 
Constitutional Court had already found 
unconstitutional and the governing party 
then decided to write veangefully into 
the constitution (to circumvent judi-
cial review), was the criminalization of 
homelessness. 

Earlier, in its November 2012 de-
cision, the Constitutional Court argued 
that “neither the removal of homeless 

people from public areas nor the incen-
tive to avail themselves of the social care 
system shall be considered as a legitimate 
constitutional reason that could be the 
base of the criminalization of the home-
less people’s living in public areas,” and 
declared that “homelessness is a social 
problem which the State must handle in 
the framework of the social administra-
tion and social care instead of punish-
ment.” It was one of those rare occasions 
when one could be proud of being a 
citizen of Hungary: the highest court of 
the land finally stood beside the poorest 

members of the political community. This 
victory, however, did not last long: within 
days, the prime minister announced that 
the government would not keep to the 
decision because it is “impractical.” 

The government did not yield to 
the criticism of its punitive approach to 
homelessness that had been put forward 
by a multitude of organizations, either: 
the ombudsperson, the most prestigious 
Hungarian Department of Social Policy, 
the Catholic Community of Sant’Egidio, 
and the national umbrella organization of 
homeless service providers all expressed 

Upon encountering homeless men we often ask “Why don’t they go to shelters?” – 
which, of course, is not only about curiosity, but about blame. They must be strange 
creatures who, for some unknown reason, prefer to remain outside in the cold 
and dirt, who are to be blamed for their own homelessness. Instead, we should 
ask about the public interest. Namely, the right to housing for all. Criminalization 
and overcrowded shelters are both unacceptable answers to the plight of 
homeless people, because they are our fellow citizens and fellow human beings.

Bálint Misetics

H o m e s n o t J a i l s

f �Homeless members of The City is for All holding banners: "We do not have a home, shouldn't 
we have a homeland either?", "We fight for everyone's rights!"

Photo: Fekete Hajnal
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their criticism, as well as leading inter-
national human rights organizations and 
two commissioners of the U.N. The op-
position to criminalization was led, how-
ever, by homeless people themselves, 
through The City is for All: a grassroots 
advocacy group that prioritizes the re-
cruitment and empowerment of people 
experiencing homelessness, based on the 
conviction that nothing is more powerful 
in countervailing the hegemonic repre-
sentations of homeless people – aseither 
hopeless victims or a faceless urban nui-
sance – than homeless people reclaim-
ing their citizenship by demanding their 
rights and justice.

Social justice certainly requires 
more than homeless people being able to 
use public space without harassment. The 
only end goal truly worth embracing by 
anyone who believes in the equal worth 
of citizens is not to make sleeping on the 
street legal again – but to make it unnec-
essary. What really matters is the right to 
not to live on the street.

These issues are intertwined, how-
ever. Criminalization presupposes the 
existence of mass homelessness, and 
people do not live on the street at their 
convenience: the root cause of homeless-
ness is the unavailability of affordable 
housing, which is in turn a matter of dis-
tribution and social policy. Furthermore, 
punitive measures serve to reaffirm the 
legitimacy of a state – and its political 
ruling class – that continuously fails to 
fulfill even its most fundamental social 
and economic functions. The functional 
complement of a retracting welfare state 
is an over-expanding penal state. There is 
an inevitable trade off; the minimal state 
of neoliberalism is a myth.

Causation goes the other way as 
well: punitive measures against home-
lessness are gravely harmful from the 
perspective of the right to housing. For 
one thing, the expulsion of homeless 
people from public space would hide 
one of the most dire and most obvious 
consequences of a capitalist system that 
makes the satisfaction of essential human 
needs – such as housing – conditional on 
purchasing power. We could continue to 
maintain a deeply unjust system without 
ever having to look its most destitute vic-
tims in the eye.

What is important here however 
is not only how the criminalization of 
homelessness aims to make the visible 
signs of homelessness disappear, but also 

how the related discourse makes home-
less people appear. The discourse that 
aims to legitimize the criminalization of 
homelessness does at least as much long-
term harm by blaming, stigmatizing, and 
dehumanizing homeless people, and by 
redefining homelessness as an issue of 
aesthetics and order by criminalizing it-
self through the harassment, fining, and 
incarceration of homeless citizens.

Criminalization can only be legiti-
mized if the public is made to believe 
that homeless people remain homeless by 
choice. An important component of the 
exclusionary rhetoric on homelessness 
is the assumption that social policies are 
adequate and that homeless people will 
have somewhere else to go when they are 
expelled from public spaces. 

People are homeless precisely be-
cause they do not have a home or private 
property where they can freely exist. In 
an imagined society in which all space 
is private, homeless people could not le-
gally exist. Consequently, where there is 
no adequate homeless assistance system, 
excluding homeless people from public 
spaces would mean the prohibition of 
their existence, as everyone needs to be 
somewhere. No one argues in favor of 
this; even the proponents of criminaliza-
tion are not so cynical as to suggest the 
mere removal of homeless people from 
public spaces as a solution to homeless-
ness. On the contrary, there are frequent 
references to the availability of shelters in 
their rhetoric. 

The claimed availability of adequate 
alternatives to homelessness leads us 
to ask, upon encountering homeless-
ness, not “Why is it that they don’t have 
a home?,” but “Why aren’t they going to 
shelters?” – which, of course, is not only 
about curiosity, but about blame. The 
assertion of the availability of adequate 
alternatives thus cultivates the percep-
tion of homeless people as different from 
the general public (they must be strange 
creatures, who for some unknown rea-
son, prefer to remain outside in the cold 
and dirt), who are to be blamed for their 
own homelessness.

The counterpart of blame is moral 
exclusion: in the rhetoric that attempts to 
legitimize the spatial exclusion of home-
less people, the notions of “public” and 
“society” become restricted along with 
the scope of legitimate users of public 
spaces, and homeless people become ex-
cluded from these ideally universal cat-

egories, parallel to their exclusion from 
public spaces. Rough sleeping is often 
framed as an issue that inconveniences 
the “citizens” of a city, or simply the city 
– as if homeless people fell outside these 
categories.

This is the semantics of asymmetri-
cal counter-concepts as elaborated by 
Reinhart Koselleck: the collective self-
definition of the speaker is such that it 
excludes the other from the possibility 
of recognition. Political communities to 
which we owe duties of solidarity (such 
as nations) are “imagined communities” 
– a punitive approach to homelessness 
teaches us to imagine them without those 
who live without a home. Indeed, our lit-
tle brothers and sisters, our children grow 
up in a society in which homelessness 
– this uttermost form of exclusion and 
disenfranchisement – appears as natu-
ral as the change of seasons. Sometimes 
it is disturbing of course, but so is rainy 
weather.

And if we think, with Rousseau, that 
the repugnance at seeing a fellow being 
suffer is essential to being human, then 
it is not the condition of those sleeping 
rough on the streets which is most pro-
foundly inhumane, but ours, of the com-
plicit and complacent majority insensitive 
to the suffering of fellow citizens.

Punitive measures gain legitimacy 
from the blame and moral exclusion of 
homeless people, which makes empathy, 
as well as a sense of community and re-
sponsibility – the very preconditions of 
egalitarian reforms necessary to elimi-
nate homelessness – impossible to devel-
op. In this way egalitarian social policies 
(along with the solidarity on which they 
are based) and punitive measures (along 
with the insensitivity to suffering of oth-
ers in which they are rooted) are mutually 
exclusive.

Therefore, the stubborn insistence 
on the membership of homeless people in 
the community of citizens of equal worth 
and the defense of their basic civil rights 
can be an integral part of working toward 
the provision of the right to housing for 
all. In the end, it is for the same reason 
that criminalization and overcrowded 
shelters are both unacceptable answers 
to the plight of homeless people: because 
they are our fellow citizens and fellow hu-
man beings. 

The author is  a PhD  candidate in political econ-
omy at the Central European University.
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V
áclav Havel, in his fa-
mous essay “A Word 
about Words,” published 
in “The Power of the Pow-
erless and Other Essays 
(1989)”, noted: “In the be-
ginning was the word. It 
is a miracle to which we 

owe the fact that we are human. But at the 
same time it is a pitfall and a test, a snare 
and a trial. More so, perhaps, than it ap-
pears to you who have enormous freedom 
of speech and might therefore assume 
that words are not so important. They are. 
They are important everywhere.” 

Over the years Havel’s words have 
become subject to yet another interpreta-
tion, yielding their universal message to 
today’s Central and Eastern Europe, and 
essential to the global debate on human 
rights and the freedom of speech. 

“Writing Freedom”  
in Cracow 
A good excuse for a discussion about 
freedom of speech was provided by the 
extraordinary international conference 
entitled “Writing Freedom” organized in 
Cracow on 14-17 May by ICORN Interna-
tional Cities of Refuge Network and PEN 
International Writers-in-Prison Commit-
tee, the Cracow Municipality, the Cracow 
Festival Office and the Villa Decius As-
sociation. The conference was attended 
by almost 200 guests from 50 countries, 
among them writers, poets, journalists and 
bloggers. It was dedicated to persecuted 
artists, and also to those who have found 
a new home and a space where they can 
work freely, among them: Chenjerai Hove 

(Zimbabwe), Kareem Amer (Egypt), Man-
sur Rajih (Yemen), Dessale Berekhet (Eri-
trea), Naeimeh Doostdar (Iran), Mezgebu 
Hailu Habtewold (Ethiopia), Abdullahi 
Muhiaddin (Somalia), Easterine Kire Iralu 
(Nagaland), Najati Tayara (Syria), and Ali 
Amar (Morocco). 

The conference was opened by Prof. 
Timothy Garton Ash with the lecture 
“Freedom of Speech in a Crowded World.” 
It revealed the many ways in which a word 
can be a miracle, but, as Havel said, may 
also be “a pitfall and a test, a snarl and 
a trial.” How are we going to withstand 
this trial? Are we, those living in young 
European democracies, able to manage 
the challenges to responsibility that we are 
facing today? Are the new cities of Central 
and Eastern Europe going to join in the 
discussion and take on the responsibility 
of protecting freedom, words, and artists 

Danuta Glondys,  
Marcin Dyrcz

of the  
Powerless  
– revisited

The Power

“Writing Freedom” – The Biannual PEN International 
WiPC Conference & ICORN Network Meeting, Cracow, 
May 14–17, 2013. 
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whose writings put their lives in danger? 
Freedom is a gift, sometimes an “unfortu-
nate gift,” which we are obliged to protect 
and care for.

Cracow – City of Freedom
It all began a few years ago with my dis-
cussion with Arne Ruth. I warned against 
the “revenge of memory” that might make 
it impossible for those who live in young 
democracies to build new, solid relations 
with their neighbours. A few days after our 
conversation was published by Eurozine, I 
was contacted by Helge Lunde, Director 
of ICORN International Cities of Refuge 
Network, who suggested that we cooper-
ate. I thought of his e-mail for a few days 
before I wrote back. And this is how it all 
began. It took us over two years to per-
suade Cracow authorities to join in the 
network of cities supporting persecuted 
writers. Finally, we managed, thanks to the 
involvement of Magda Sroka and Robert 
Piaskowski. Together we were invincible! 
In 2011, the city of Cracow joined ICORN, 
and we began hosting exiled writers and 
human rights defenders and Cracow add-
ed a new gloss to the famous “Notes on 
Exile” by Czesław Miłosz.

Today, this has become a point of ref-
erence for citizens’ movements and non-
governmental organisations from Central 
and Eastern Europe that work towards 
freedom of speech. Cracow, drawing on 
its many years of history and tradition, 
once again sent out a signal to Central and 
Eastern Europe that it is a city of freedom 
and takes responsibility for that, abroad as 
well as at home. 

Maria and Kareem 
The first ICORN guest writer to arrive 
in Cracow was Maria Amelie – a young 
writer of Russian origin who migrated to 
Norway as a teenager with her immigrant 
parents. Having completed her secondary 
education and graduated from university 
in Norway, Maria asked for the right to 

legally remain in the country. Her request 
was denied and she wrote the book “Illegal 
Norwegian,” an attempt to draw the atten-
tion of public opinion to the situation of 
thousands of people who, like her, grew 
up in Norway, knew its culture and reality, 
and had nowhere to return to. The book 
caused a storm in the media and a famous 
debate on the situation of immigrants and 
refugees in Scandinavian countries. It 
became a bestseller and divided Norwe-
gian society into those who supported her 
cause and those who did not. Imprisoned 
and then deported to Russia in December 
2010, Maria Amelie arrived in Cracow in 
March 2011.

Kareem Amer was our second 
ICORN resident. He is 28 years old, 
studied law at the Al Azhar University in 
Alexandria and the Media in Cairo. He is 
a blogger and the first cyber-dissident in 
the world imprisoned twice for insulting 
Islam and President Mubarak. He served 
four years altogether, including high secu-
rity imprisonment. 

Kareem Amer was charged with 
atheism, defending women’s rights, 
criticising Islam-ridden universities, 
protesting against forced conscription, 
criticizing the authorities for prosecuting 
the Egyptian Christians in Alexandria, and 
for the events on Tahrir Square. His first 
blog posts were written in the Library of 
Alexandria. The first woman he defended 
was Ranja al-Baz, a beautiful Saudi pre-
senter of a TV show who was beaten by 
her husband. He began writing when he 
saw her face covered with scars.

Kareem arrived in Cracow in January 
2012. He looked nothing like a typical 
revolutionary with fiery enthusiasm, en-
ergy, and crowd-generating charisma. He 
did not feel safe, kept looking behind him, 
and spoke rarely and quietly. He did not 
ask for anything and accepted all he was 
offered. He could not walk properly; his 
upper teeth were gone. Years of imprison-
ment had left him with scars.

Slowly he got to know Cracow and 
fell in love with the city. “People are gen-
tle here. They don’t kill birds,” he wrote in 
his blog. In his country birds can only be 
seen flying or caged indoors, in gardens 
or shops. One weekend he travelled to 
Zakopane to see the Polish mountains. 
His dramatic story circulated around town 
and the incredible happened. The local 
community, including a Catholic priest, 
started to collect money for the dental 
treatment of the Egyptian atheist. Kareem 
returned to Cracow with a beautiful smile. 

He stayed in Cracow for a year, all 
the time busily writing, speaking at confer-
ences, and lecturing. But time was passing 
quickly. What next? Where would he start 
a new life? He found a new family here in 
Cracow, but the city had to be a transition-
al place for him.

The New Power of the 
Powerless
Everyone has his or her own definitions of 
responsibility. Our responsibility toward 
Kareem is complex. It involves trust, be-
lief, and hope. How can we not betray the 
promise of freedom and a safe life, or deny 
the idea of trust if we are as powerless as 
a small non-governmental organization? 
Is it ethical to invite a persecuted person 
to your own world, take his life into your 
hands, confront him with a new, foreign 
culture and say, “Now the future is yours. 
Go on!” Is this a responsible thing to do? 
Yes, it is. Because even though we are 
weak and powerless we keep on fighting 
all the time, we do and Kareem does. We 
are assisted by ICORN, the city’s authori-
ties, and the local community. The im-
perative of freedom and solidarity makes 
us stronger. It convinces us that defend-
ing freedom of speech matters. “It matters 
everywhere.” The new “notes on exile” are 
written every day, and we should study 
them so that powerlessness becomes the 
common strength of all those who are not 
indifferent. 

The Cracow conference made us 
aware of the fact that in many corners of 
the world, words are constantly tried, de-
ceitfully muted, tested; that there is a large 
number of persecuted and imprisoned 
poets, writers, journalists, and bloggers 
whose voices are weakened and muffled. 
And it is our task to let them be heard and 
become of interest to the media, to the 
authorities and to ordinary people who 
live in free societies. Central and Eastern 
Europe should understand this mis-
sion particularly well as it is the Europe 
of Vaclav Havel, Czesław Miłosz, Milan 
Hodža, and György Konrád. 

The text was prepared after “Writing 
Freedom” – The Biannual PEN Interna-
tional WiPC Conference & ICORN Net-
work Meeting, Cracow 14–17 May 2013

Danuta Glondys is the Director of the Villa Decius 
Association.
Marcin Dyrcz is a Polish literary critic and 
blogger.Ph
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Ondříček's last film naturally raises ques-
tions about the Visegrad Four cooperat-
ing in the field of cinema, which seems 
most natural in view of their geographi-
cal proximity and similarity in historical 
experience, yet in practice surprisingly 
rarely becomes a reality.

Interestingly, it was not much better 
in socialist times, when these countries 
were part of the Eastern bloc and the in-
ternationalist friendship of the brotherly 
nations was officially decreed. In the late 
1960s, Poles and Hungarians were plan-
ning a lavish historical super-production 
dealing with the hero of both nations 
– General Bem – but the project fell 
through as potentially politically danger-
ous, and the decision was made, as indus-
try memory goes, in Moscow. Similarly, 

an attempt to make a movie about an-
other common hero, Janosik/Ondraszek, 
this time a Polish-Slovak film, proved un-
successful during the socialist era. In its 
way stood a dramatically different, as it 
turned out, perception of the main char-
acter on both sides of the Tatra border 
separating the potential co-producers. 
Cooperation with the other film indus-
try of the Czechoslovak state had a little 
more endurance. Its result was the com-
edy Zadzwońcie do mojej żony/Co řekne 
žena?, and Barnadovo was the location 
for Aleksander Ford's Border Street. Of 
the latter film, Edward Zajicek, the unri-
valed, unofficial chronicler of the history 
of Polish cinema, writes that the result of 
the collaboration between the director 
and Czechoslovak editor “was not only 

A
t the beginning of 
summer 2013, David 
Ondříček's movie In 
the Shadow came to 
Polish screens. The au-
thor of Samotári, very 
popular here over a 
decade ago, this time 

presents a stylish film noir set in Stalin-
ist Czechoslovakia. The Polish cinema-
tographer Adam Sikora was director of 
photography, the Polish Film Institute 
the co-producer, two Polish regional 
film funds also supported the project, 
and some of the pictures of the film set 
in Prague were actually shot in Łódź. 

Marcin Adamczak

f �Still from In the Shadow, directed by David Ondříček.
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an exemplary composition of picture and 
sound, but also the new Czechoslovak 
citizen” (Poza ekranem 211). This coop-
eration was perhaps the most prolific of 
the four socialist co-production attempts 
of cinematography.

The situation has not changed much 
since the fall of the Iron Curtain. In fact, 
the only significant phenomenon was 
the considerable popularity of the Czech 
cinema in Poland, especially among the 
younger Polish audience. In Poland today 
there is a kind of Czech cinema complex, 
as one faring better than the Polish coun-
terpart in the last two decades, just as 
the Czech footballers and hockey players 
fared much better than their counter-
parts from Poland. The reasons for these 
feelings of inferiority are manifold: the 
Czechs, at least for the first decade after 

the change of the regime, had far greater 
success on the international scene (head-
ed by Oscar-winning Jan Svěrák's Kolya 
and a nomination for Hřebejk for Divided 
We Fall) and in international distribution; 
an interesting group of filmmakers of the 
younger generation has come to the fore 
on the Vltava River, but especially envied 
was their spécialité de la maison: the light, 
cheerful, and unpretentious contempo-
rary comedies, so beloved on the Vistula 
River, the admiration for which always 
went hand-in-hand with assertions of 
the severe lack of this type of production 
in Polish cinema. Hungarian cinema, on 
the other hand, almost completely disap-
peared from the sight of Polish audiences, 
and even Polish critics.

Interestingly, these feelings of infe-
riority to the Czechs are based on false 

premises and a gaze limited only to local 
conditions. As the market data shows, 
Czech films gained audiences in only 
three European countries: the Czech 
Republic, Slovakia, and Poland, and all 
Visegrad cinematography faces the same 
basic problem, namely, the inability to en-
ter into the international cinema circuit. 
After the fall of the Iron Curtain, films 
from Central and Eastern Europe ac-
counted for less than one percent of the 
movies in cinemas in Western Europe and 
attracted less than one-tenth of a percent 
of viewers. The only guarantee of achiev-
ing wider distribution for a film from the 
region is success in one of the three major 
festivals (Cannes, Berlin, Venice) or in the 
Oscar race, but the films of the Visegrad 
countries did not see these too often in 
the last two decades.

The Four
Musketeers Stand
Alone. Poland, 
the Czech Republic,
Hungary, 
and Slovakia
in the European
film market

Photo: Hagi Film
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Despite the popularity of Czech 
cinema on the Vistula and their decent 
artistic level, the two productions car-
ried out in cooperation with the Czechs, 
with directors leading in popularity rat-
ings, The Brothers Karamazov (2008, dir. 
Petr Zelenka, 40% Polish contribution to 
the budget) and the already mentioned In 
the Shadow (2012, dir. David Ondříček, 
13% Polish contribution), have had very 
limited success both on the Vistula and 
the Vltava, yielding less at the box-of-
fice in both markets than earlier Czech 
productions by both directors. The im-
pression is that these productions were 
considered remote by both national au-
diences; perhaps the incompatibility of 
the two films with a simple stereotype of 
Czech cinema operating in Poland also 
interfered with their reception. This is 
perhaps even more saddening, because 
co-production cooperation within the 
Visegrad community seems to be one 
of the best coping mechanisms for the 
medium-sized industries in the four 
countries. In the “global Hollywood” 
reality, productions from the U.S. rule 
supreme in the markets of all European 
countries (roughly 70 percent share of 
the individual national markets), and 
local output is viewed besides. In oth-
er words, Europeans, without excep-
tion, appreciate their native and the 
American cinema, and the productions 
of the Old Continent, using the industry 
terms “does not travel well.”

The joint potential of the four coun-
tries looks quite good. They have a strong 
tradition; at the beginning of the second 
half of the twentieth century these, for 
at least a decade, belonged to the lead-
ing cinematographers in the world. Now, 
the economic situation of Polish cinema 
after years of turbulence and transition 
since 1989 has healed, and each year it 
produces well over thirty feature films, 
even up to forty. In the Czech Republic, 
twenty-five to thirty feature films are pro-
duced each year, and more than twenty 
were being produced in Hungary until 
the film industry fell into a financial cri-
sis in the last few years. Slovaks make up 
to ten features each year. This adds up to 
almost a hundred films produced every 
year in the region, with strong public sup-
port and a market of 65 million potential 
viewers, and with good growth prospects 
(with citizens of the Visegrad countries 
statistically buying about one ticket per 
citizen per year; the European average is 
two tickets per year and progress in this 
direction, up until now rather slow, is ex-
pected). This potential is also defined by 
possibilities for combining the budgets of 
projects through co-production, and, it 
would seem, a reservoir of historically and 
culturally close audiences. Visions of the 
Visegrad cinema pooling resources up un-
til now have turned out to be a pipe dream, 
because industries of the four countries 
apparently do not seem to see each other 
as any closer than most other European 

industries, and it is difficult to indicate an 
above-average number of co-productions, 
which would go numerically or qualita-
tively beyond projects undertaken jointly 
with Germany, Russia, or the UK.

Linda Beath, a specialist in co-fi-
nancing, divides the Old Continent into 
five distinct geographical and cultural 
areas, with a specific yet slightly differ-
ent approach to markets, budgets, and 
international cooperation. These areas 
are: industrial (central), Anglo-Saxon, 
Scandinavian, Southern European, and 
Eastern European (including the Visegrad 
countries, Baltic States, former Yugoslavia, 
Romania, and Bulgaria).

The Visegrad countries land in one 
“basket” but, first, Beath argues that the 
Polish film industry has been growing 
rapidly since the creation of the Polish 
Film Institute in 2005 and gradually com-
ing to the specifics and financial levels of 
the central region, and, secondly, the issue 
of co-production is still, in her view, one 
of the biggest weaknesses of the Eastern 
European area (but, it must be added, a 
potential for future development). The 
model for the region certainly could be 
Scandinavia and institutional arrange-
ments developed there. The Nordic 
countries traditionally maintain a strong 
position on the European film market, 
and what's more they are very happy to 
co-produce with each other, creating a 
clearly distinct cinematic area. They co-
operate with each other on such a regular 

 

c �Still from In the Shadow, 
directed by David Ondříček.
�Some of the pictures of the film set 
in Prague were actually shot in Łódź, 
Poland.

Photo: Hagi Film
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basis that they encourage local producers 
to be even more daring and go beyond the 
region. Scandinavia has both a regional 
institution that supports the production 
and distribution on the basis of public 
funds (Nordisk Film & TV Fund), as well 
as a private company with a century-old 
tradition of specializing in regional co-
production, having strong local offices 
in the three countries and a partnership 
agreement with independent studios in 
Hollywood (Nordisk Film). Nordic coun-
tries also benefit from the expert support 
of researchers and practitioners who meet 
at conferences such as the Scandinavian 
Think Tank, willing to think about film in 
terms of the region, not just individual na-
tional industries.

Meanwhile, in the Visegrad coun-
tries, there are no funds or even legisla-
tion to support co-productions in the 
region. The modest history of joint ven-
tures in recent years is rather rich in ar-
tistic and market failures rather than 
spectacular successes. Although model in 
financial terms, the co-production by all 
four countries of the region Janosik: True 
Story, directed by Agnieszka Holland and 
Kasia Adamik, proved a defeat on both 
counts, as was the Polish-Czech com-
edy Operation Danube by Jacek Glomb, 
rather awkwardly trying to present in 
a comic convention the intervention of 
the Warsaw Pact in 1968. Strawberry 
Wine by Dariusz Jablonski was funded in 
co-production with Slovakia, and Piotr 
Mularuk's Yuma was co-produced with 
the Czech Republic. The effects of re-
gional co-production projects undertaken 
without the participation of Poland seem 
to have fared slightly better. The Czech-
Slovak Lidice (2011, dir. Peter Nikolaev) 
and the Slovak-Czech-Hungarian Bathory, 
with minority British and American input 
(2008, dir. Juraj Jakubisko), proved to be 
successful, at least in terms of audiences.

An interesting phenomenon for 
Central Europe is the so-called “runa-
way productions” by Hollywood studios, 
done wholly or partly outside the United 
States. The Czech Republic and Hungary 
were for years among the European lead-
ers in this type of prestigious order for 
production services, and in this respect 
far outdoing Poland, lacking appropriate 
regulatory incentives. In this respect there 
is competition, not cooperation between 
the countries of the region. The Czech 
Republic has gained immense popularity 
as a great location, with well-trained crews 
and flexible employment rules already in 

the 1990s. Since then, Mission Impossible, 
Bourne Identity, Casino Royale, and The 
Chronicles of Narnia, among others, were 
filmed in and around Prague, and it has 
been called the “Hollywood of the East,” 
not without reason. In 2004, Hungary 
passed a law allowing filmmakers a twenty 
percent return on expenditures incurred 
in the country at the time of shooting, 
which was a very attractive incentive for 
foreign producers and led to a boom in 
the Hungarian film industry. Titles such as 
Munich, Hellboy II, Good Day to Die Hard 
and the flagship co-production project 
for the region, the Borgias, were shot in 
Budapest and its surroundings. The press 
discourse brought another impressive 
moniker, this time it was the “Hollywood 
on the Danube.” 

It's hard to conceal the rivalry as-
pect here. In 2008, an official report of 
the Czech Ministry of Culture presented 
in graphs a meaningful decline in foreign 
investment in Czech cinematography, 
correlated with Hungarian regulations 
and enhanced by a simulation of the 
investment, had the Czech Republic 
not lost it to its neighbor (Report on the 
Czech Cinematography 38-39). In 2010, 
a similar legal regulation granting a re-
turn of twenty percent of expenditure 
on production was passed on the Vltava. 
Nevertheless, it failed to recover the 
position of the only regional hegemon. 
This is best evidenced by the case of the 
movie Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy (2011) 
by Tomas Alfredson – a great adaptation 
of the classic spy novel by John le Carré. 
An important sequence of the novel is a 
Cold War secret mission in Prague and 
Brno. Meanwhile, in the cinema version, 
in contrast to the original and a previous 
BBC miniseries, said secret mission takes 
place in Budapest. As it turns out, the 
fight of the audiovisual industries for the 
prestigious and lucrative orders in pro-
duction services is even able to change 
the paths of British spies.

It would be difficult then to speak of 
a wider-ranging regional cooperation in 
the Visegrad countries. Film industries in 
the four countries still operate in the na-
tional interest, and international co-oper-
ation is undertaken on a European scale, 
in a free process of selecting a partner for 
each project, in which regional communi-
ty is not a decisive factor. Similarly, while 
global players perceive the geographical 
region as a whole, investments are made 
in the framework of national boundaries 
and regulations. HBO Europe has fifteen 

continental branches, including four 
in the countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe (Hungary, Czech Republic, 
Poland, and Romania). Each of the units 
operates its own production projects and 
there are no permanent, regular forms of 
cooperation between them.

What emerges is a question com-
mon to all other attempts to integrate the 
region of Central and Eastern Europe: 
what benefits that go beyond those of-
fered by cooperation with major countries 
of Western Europe can individual players 
gain by a common project? It seems that 
the only factor capable of the cinematic 
integration of the Visegrad countries 
would be based on Scandinavian institu-
tional and financial solutions, in the form 
of a special fund for co-production in the 
region. But this, of course, does not come 
free. The effectiveness of such measures, 
however, seems to be foreshown by the 
case of the Czech comedy entitled Polish 
Film (2012). The Czech director, Marek 
Najbrt, could not get the budget over 
on the Vltava. His prize of one hundred 
thousand dollars at the Off Plus Camera 
Festival in Cracow came to the rescue, 
and an additional 1 million zlotys to 
launch his next film was granted by the 
PFI, with the provision that he organize 
the shooting in Poland. Najbrt changed 
the scenario by introducing auto-the-
matic elements into the script (trials and 
tribulations with the filming of the movie, 
and the need for it to be made in Poland), 
and the charming comedy moved its set-
ting to Cracow, pretending to be Brno.

The streams of funding and institu-
tional arrangement can bring about such 
funny effects and perhaps set a feeling 
of artificiality, yet it is difficult to point 
out another way to integrate Central 
European film industries. Without such 
solutions, the Four Visegrad Musketeers 
will compete separately to gain entry 
into international circulation and distri-
bution to a wide audience and, on the 
other hand, to the notebooks and data-
bases of Hollywood producers. In the lat-
ter case, it is impossible to hide the fact 
that the musketeers are not only fighting 
separately, but turning their swords upon 
each other. 

The author is a lecturer at Adam Mickiewicz 
University and Film School in Lodz. Author of 
the book Globalne Hollywood, filmowa Europa 
i polskie kino po 1989 roku [Global Hollywood, 
European Film and Polish Cinema after 1989] 
(2010).
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szabolcs esztényi has, for nearly 
half a century, been actively 
co-creating the landscape of 
Polish contemporary music: as 
a virtuoso pianist (kazimierz 
serocki, tomasz sikorski and 
Pawel szymanski, amongst 
others, entrusted him with the 
premieres of their work), an 
authority in the fi eld of piano 
improvisation, a sought-after 
teacher and an extremely 
original composer. technically 
and spiritually, however, he still 
remains a hungarian, though 
he left his country in the sixties 
for good. reprisals for his active 
participation in the revolution 
of 1956 sentenced him to exile. 
today, szabolcs esztényi talks 
of the paradoxes of musical 
life and the cultural relations 
between the two countries in 
that particularly turbulent era.

MichaŁ Mendyk

What was the perception of your move 
to Poland by Hungarians and Hungarian 
musical circles?
In 1961, I was accepted to study in Warsaw. 
From then I visited Hungary two to three 
times a year, mainly in order to see my 
parents. Besides that, I was not regarded 
as “one of their own.” From the Hungarian 
point of view, the 1956 breakthrough in 
Poland was successful: there was no Soviet 
intervention, and the party was headed by 
Gomulka, who was released from prison. 
Being the largest nation and economy in 
the Eastern Bloc was a point of privilege. 
But from the Hungarian point of view, Po-
land was also “the enemy from outside the 
Warsaw Pact.”

Th is situation was also refl ected in 
cultural life. It was in Poland that the fi rst 
gusts of freedom from Western Europe 
arose. Th ere was the “Warsaw Autumn,” 
a real festival of contemporary music, and 
Józef Patkowski founded the Experimental 
Studio of the Polish Radio, one of the fi rst 
centers of electroacoustic music in the 
world. I remember that the musicians from 
Hungary were a little jealous of me, as if I 
“made it” in Paris or London.

But wasn't cultural life also liberalized in 
Hungary at the time?
To an incomparably lesser extent and at a 
much slower pace.

Before 1956, the situation in Hungary 
could have, paradoxically, been even bet-
ter than that in Poland. To a large extent 
thanks to Zoltán Kodály, the famous com-
poser, ethnographer, educator, and erudite. 
After the war he was Hungary's undis-
puted “King of Music” and used this status 
to reconcile zhdanovshchina with his own 
artistic explorations in an artistically cred-
ible way. Kodály's music was also mostly 
tonal, transparent in the expressive layer 
and based on folk infl uences. Except it was 
not the Soviet pseudo-folklore of “soldier’s 
songs” but authentic Hungarian traditional 
music, especially its most interesting “bor-
derland” variety, steeped in the infl uence of 
Moldova, Transylvania, and the Balkans.
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Kodály's contribution to Hungarian 
music education, in particular universal 
music education, was also invaluable. Th e 
introduction of his method to schools has 
resulted in the development of the phe-
nomenal movement of amateur choirs. 
Every Hungarian child has learned to sing, 
and the best choirs would perform at pres-
tigious festivals and make radio recordings.

Returning to 1956, the change in 
Hungarian culture was not as revolutionary 
as in Poland. Bananas and citrus fruit ap-
peared on the fridges, and in coff ee shops, 
and then the radio started playing jazz. 
Initially it was Dixieland, often in a dis-
guised form, but in the sixties modern jazz, 
even the avant-garde, became the norm. 
Th en there came a very strong Hungarian 
improvisational group. Only a decade earli-
er my attempt to follow Oscar Peterson was 
met with repression at the conservatory.

Was liberalization in classical music cir-
cles perhaps even slower?
Well, György Ligeti – one of the most fa-
mous representatives of the European 
avant-garde – left Hungary in 1956 not 
without a reason. Th e groundbreaking in-
dependent Budapest International Studio 
for New Music appeared only in the seven-
ties, and the offi  cial radio electronic work 
center appeared a decade later.

For those Hungarians who were seek-
ing new modes of expression, the “Warsaw 
Autumn” remained for a long time the most 
important, if not the only window, onto the 
world. In Warsaw, for the fi rst time, they 
listened to electronic music, and learned 
the art of Cage and Stockhausen, banned 
in Hungary.

What did the exclusive status of the “War-
saw Autumn” stem from? Was it this privi-
lege of “the greatest nation in the Eastern 
Bloc” of which you speak? or maybe a 
safety valve and propaganda showcase 
for the region?

Only in part. We must not for-
get the actions of specifi c individuals, 
prominent animators of culture, such 
as Józef Patkowski – the founder of the 
Experimental Studio of the Polish Radio 
and longtime member of the Program 
Council of the “Warsaw Autumn.” In 1969, 
the Soviets wanted to send their commis-
sioner to the festival, to curb the “excesses 
of the avant-garde”. Luck would have it, 
this was also the year of the border con-
fl ict between the Soviet Union and China 
on the Ussuri River. So, Patkowski came 
up with the idea of inviting traditional the 
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Chinese opera to the “Warsaw Autumn!” 
Of course, the Soviet delegation declined 
to show in protest, and so we were free of 
the commissioner.

In Hungary, music circles unfortu-
nately lacked people with such cleverness, 
such a sense of politics and anticipation 
skills.

Since the “Warsaw Autumn” was such 
an important point of reference for new 
Hungarian music, has the “Polish school”, 
especially the sonorism of Penderecki, 
Serocki, and Szalonek, had any particular 
impact on the local art of composition?
I would not overestimate its impact. Hun-
garians felt confident in folklore and its mo-
dalities for a long time. In the sixties there 
were some attempts in the field of atonal-
ity, rooted in the interval structuralism of 
Bartók. It was not until the emergence of 
the Budapest New Music Studio a decade 
later that the strong trend of today’s Hun-
garian music appeared, akin to the Ameri-
can minimalism of Philip Glass and Steve 
Reich. In Poland, such repetitious thinking 
was probably close to Tomasz Sikorski, and 
in part Zygmunt Krauze. But in Hungary, it 
seemed natural and logical – it grew out of 
a Bartók rhythm tradition and a fascination 
with avant-garde jazz.

I have performed works at the 
“Warsaw Autumn” by composers from 
this circle: László Vidovszky, Zoltán 
Jeney, and László Sáry. And every time I 
was very impressed. In comparison, for 
example, to American minimalism, their 
music avoids cliché and shows surprising 
diversity and ingenuity, and a wealth of 
individual idioms.

A separate phenomenon, develop-
ing in parallel to this trend, is the work 
of György Kurtág. Because of his special 
position in Hungary, he is often com-
pared to Lutoslawski. But the relationship 
between the two composers can also be 
found at the level of musical language – 
very sophisticated and selective in its mo-
dernity, yet classically balanced.

Was this music well represented at the 
“Warsaw Autumn”?
Definitely. As a performer, composer, and 
listener I have participated in this festi-
val for several decades and I must admit 
that the repertoire commission always 
took a solid, interesting, and proportion-
ate representation of music from all over 
the Eastern Bloc. And, at the same time, 
they carried out deep exploration, without 
regard for official recommendations, and 

kept inviting composers who often in their 
own countries were “stomped over.”

Let us go back to Hungary. How did the 
excellent tradition of music education de-
velop after 1956?
There was a flourishing of instrumental-
ists, especially the piano. Already in 1956, 
a whole generation of world-class pianists 
– György Cziffra, Andor Földes, Tamás 
Vásáry – emigrated to the West. Paradoxi-
cally, however, that brought some benefits 
to our culture. Their global success became 
the signal for the liberalization of musical 
life in Hungary. A foundation established 
by Cziffra allowed young Hungarian pia-
nists to travel to the West and study with 
the master.

But positive trends also appeared 
in the country. In the early ‘60s, an inno-
vative teaching method was introduced 
based on the anticipation of emotional and 
physiological reactions of listeners. Earlier 
pianists indulged in the deep, uncontrol-
lable experience of the music performed. 
Paradoxically, however, this often led to 
muscle blocks. The father of the new meth-
od, Lajos Hernádi, began to work on ways 
to enable the control of intellect over the 
emotions and body of the artist, and also 
a conscious – and somewhat perfidious – 
generation of specific emotional states in 
listeners. This approach teaches the pianist 
the economy of playing the instrument, but 
also psychological self-knowledge.

Hernádi's heir was Pál Kados, who 
in turn has educated the world's greats, 
Zoltán Kocsis and András Schiff.

And how would you assess the current 
situation of music culture in Hungary and 
in Poland?
Frankly, I'm worried about the condition of 
Western culture in general. Postmodern-
ism was undoubtedly an interesting line of 
thought, but it led to absurd conclusions. 
Fashionable relativistic gibberish is actually 
a manic dismantling of our cultural founda-
tions. In music it manifests itself mainly in 
a joyful play on the styles of the past, de-
void of meaning and discipline. This trend 
can be seen in Poland, Hungary, and many 
other countries. The cultural ties between 
the two national cultures have also weak-
ened. Well, if all production, including art, 
is standardized, since everything can be 
bought and consumed on the spot, why 
look elsewhere?

The increase in conformity and loss 
of personal heroism leads to a sad and 
perverse reflection: perhaps the situation 

of global conflict, having to fight for one's 
rights and beliefs, was more conducive to 
artists. 

Translated by Lula Męcińska

The author is a journalist for Polish Radio.

“And then the speaker produced hisses 
and crackles, then it burped, following 
this it had long hiccups, and finally 
roared, squealed and began to hiss 
again. And we – the old cuckoos gath-
ered in the hall – listened in silence 
and concentration!”1 This is Poland's 
first electronic music concert, which 
took place in 1958 at the “Warsaw 
Autumn”, reviewed by Jerzy Waldorf, 
one of the most popular Polish music 
critics.
Sixty-five years on, the “Autumn” is as 
respectable as an old lady, but still gets 
such backhanded compliments from 
more conservative commentators. In 
its lifetime, the festival raised genera-
tions: its children, but also their chil-
dren and grandchildren. And not only 
East European audiences, for whom 
the Warsaw festival remained for sev-
eral decades the only opportunity to 
listen live to the music of Cage, Stock-
hausen, Xenakis, and Schaeffer. It also 
had its artists, who have had as strong 
an impact on the face of contemporary 
classical music, but also film, or alter-
native genres.
The phenomenon of the classic of mo-
dernity, Witold Lutoslawski, matured 
within the “Warsaw Autumn.” Here, 
too, rose the star of the great heretic 
of the avant-garde Krzysztof Pend-
erecki and the hit-producing archaic of 
Henryk Mikołaj Górecki. In Warsaw, the 
whole world had the opportunity to see 
the original branches of the minimal-
ism of Lithuania (Bronius Kutavičius), 
Estonia (Arvo Pärt), and Hungary. It 
paved the way to the west for the Czech 
postmodern Matin Smolka and Roman 
Berger who, beleaguered in Slovakia, 
found refuge here.
Today, the “Warsaw Autumn” is just 
a festival, one of many, but for a long 
time, it was a unique aesthetic asylum, 
a “musical Pewex”,2 and a living epoch 
in the history of modern music. 

REFERENCES�
1. Odra. Tygodnik Społeczno-Kulturalny, 1958, nr 42
2. �Pewex (short for Przedsiębiorstwo Eksportu 

Wewnętrznego – Internal Export Company) was a 
chain of hard currency shops in the People's Re-
public of Poland. They sold otherwise unobtainable 
Western goods in exchange for Western currencies 
(Wikipedia).
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Diplomatic Battlefields:  
GLOBSEC Bratislava Global Security Forum
	 When:	 mid-April
	 Where:	 Bratislava, Slovakia
	 Started in:	 2006
	O rganizers:	 The Slovak Atlantic Commission (SAC)
	T opics include:	 international security and world politics 
	 Focus on:	� European and Trans-Atlantic cooperation, Central Europe 

perspective
	R ub shoulders with:	 diplomats, foreign policy experts, politicians, think tanks
	T rademark:	� participants include key security and foreign policy figures 

from both sides of the Atlantic

Prime Ministers’ Quartet:  
Annual political V4 summits of PMs
	 When:	� spring
	 Where:	� V4 capitals
	O rganizers:	� chancelleries of PMs 
	T opics include:	� past, present and future of the V4
	 Focus on:	� cooperation in the framework of the Visegrad Four
	R ub shoulders with:	� current PMs and most important politicians from Poland, 

Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary
	T rademark:	� high-profile political event

Printed Matters: International Book Fairs in the 
Region
	 When:	 spring and summer
	 Where:	 Warsaw, Cracow, Prague, Bratislava, Budapest
	 Started respectively: 	2009, 1996, 1994, 1993, 1993
	O rganizers:	 local publishers and chambers of commerce
	T opics include:	� panel discussions with domestic and foreign authors and 

literary critics 
	R ub shoulders with:	� established and prospective writers, their publishers, and 

critics
	T rademark:	 various pleasures of texts 

Industry People Speak Out: European Economic 
Congress
	 When:	 May
	 Where:	 Katowice, Poland
	 Started in:	 2010
	O rganizers:	� PTWP SA Group 
	T opics include:	 economic opportunities and challenges for the region
	 Focus on:	 Central European markets
	R ub shoulders with:	 CEOs, business and finance specialists, and politicians
	T rademark:	� initiated by Jerzy Buzek, former President of the European 

Parliament

Transatlantic Talks: Wrocław Global Forum
	 When:	 June 
	 Where:	 Wrocław, Poland
	 Started in:	 2010
	O rganizers:	� the Atlantic Council, the Municipality of Wrocław,  

the Polish Institute of International Affairs
	T opics include:	� transatlantic relations, democracy promotion,  

and security
	 Focus on:	 USA, Central and Eastern Europe, Middle East countries
	R ub shoulders with:	 diplomats, foreign affairs experts and politicians 
	T rademark:	 the Atlantic Council’s Freedom Awards ceremony

Rethinking the City: reSITE Festival
International festival about collaborative  
design partnerships for more livable cities.
	 When:	� June
	 Where:	� Prague, Czech Republic
	 Started in:	� 2011
	O rganizers:	� reSITE: Martin Barry, Osamu Okamura,  

Milota Sidorova and Yulia Yakushova
	T opics include:	� how to make cities more liveable
	 Focus on:	� urban projects from Mumbai to Copenhagen
	R ub shoulders with:	� municipal leaders, top urban planners and architects,  

real estate finance
	T rademark:	� workshops, design competitions, urban games and public 

space interventions

Back to School: Visegrad Alumni Sessions
Annual meetings of the alumni of Visegrad Summer School 
	 When:	 July
	 Where:	 Cracow, Poland
	 Started in:	 2003
	O rganizers:	 Villa Decius 
	T opics include:	� transmitting knowledge and experience gained since 

graduating from Visegrad Summer School
	 Focus on:	 V4 countries 
	R ub shoulders with:	 researchers, journalists, social activists, young politicians
	T rademark:	� the diversity of career paths and success of former Visegrad 

Summer School participants

Magic Mountain: Economic Forum in Krynica
	 When:	 first half of September
	 Where:	 Krynica-Zdrój, resort in Southern Poland
	 Started in:	 1991
	O rganizers:	 The Eastern Institute
	T opics include:	 energy, media, banking, and finance
	 Focus on:	 Eastern Partnership countries, USA and China
	R ub shoulders with:	 CEOs and politicians
	T rademark:	 referred to as “Polish Carpathian Davos”

For a Better World: FORUM 2000
	 When:	 mid-September
	 Where:	 Prague, Czech Republic
	 Started in:	 1996
	O rganizers:	� initiated by the late Czech President Václav Havel, Japanese 

philanthropist Yohei Sasakawa, and Nobel Peace Prize 
Laureate Elie Wiesel.

	T opics include:	� human rights and democracy promotion, “bringing 
philosophy into action”

	 Focus on:	 societies in transition
	R ub shoulders with:	� human rights activists, spiritual, intellectual and political 

leaders
	T rademark:	� participants include prominent thinkers and Nobel Peace 

Prize laureates

The meeting of Bohemian, Polish, and Hungarian rulers in 
Visegrád in 1335 led to agreement on new commercial routes 
and gave a name of alliance of Czech Republic, Hungary, Po-
land, and Slovakia. Today, regional summits, debates, and 
conferences gather decision-makers in overlapping fields such 
us politics, business, finance and academia. They vigorously 
discuss opportunities, as well as challenges, for societies and 
communities in global, regional and local perspective. Visegrad 
Insight presents a brief guide to brilliant speakers, inspirational 
keynotes, relevant debates and some quality networking in 
Central Europe.

Just 18. Top Must-Attend  
Conferences in CE

Anna Wójcik 
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eastern prOmIses: warsaw eastern eurOpean 
cOnference
 When:  July
 Where:  Warsaw, Poland
 Started in:  1993
 organizerS:  The Centre for East European Studies, University of Warsaw
 toPiCS inClude:  the experience of political and social transformation, 

shared history of the region
 FoCuS on:  Central and Eastern Europe
 rub ShoulderS With:  distinguished academics from universities all across 

Central and Eastern Europe
 tradeMarK:  Poles, Ukrainians and Russians at roundtable

seasIde busIness: 
efnI eurOpean fOrum fOr new Ideas
 When: second half of September
 Where: Sopot, resort on the Polish Baltic Sea coastline
 Started in: 2011
 organizerS: Lewiatan Confederation and BUSINESSEUROPE
 toPiCS inClude: economic, political and social future of Europe
 FoCuS on: European Union and other parts of the continent
 rub ShoulderS With:  representatives of business communities, academics, and 

politicians
 tradeMarK: Presentation of the Report by Polish Confederation 
Lewiatan

cItIzens and mOdernIzatIOn: cIvIc cOngresses 
 When: October, May, respectively 
 Where:  national congress in Warsaw, local Pomeranian congress in 

Gdańsk, Poland
 Started in: 2005
 organizerS:  Instytut Badań nad Gospodarką Rynkową (Institute for 

Market Economy Research think tank) 
 toPiCS inClude: modernization, development, civic society
 FoCuS on: how to pave the future
 rub ShoulderS With: scientists, academics, industry people, poiticians

publIc Intellectuals: 
central eurOpean fOrum
 When: November
 Where: Bratislava, Slovakia
 Started in: 2009
 organizerS:  Projekt Fórum, started by intellectuals such us Adam 

Michnik, Martin Bútora, Marta and Milan Simecka, and 
Rudolf Chmel

 toPiCS inClude: democracy, human rights, solidarity
 FoCuS on:  European intellectual community, common heritage and 

future
 rub ShoulderS With:  writers, academics, public intellectuals from both sides of 

the former Iron Curtain
 tradeMarK: strengthening intellectual discourse in Europe

the past Is anOther cOuntry: 
genealOgIes Of memOry cOnferences
 When: November
 Where:  Warsaw, Poland
 Started in:  2011
 organizerS:  European Network of Remembrance and Solidarity
 toPiCS inClude:  state of memory studies in Europe and beyond
 FoCuS on:  collective and individual memory of different nations
 rub ShoulderS With:  researchers in social science from all over the world
 tradeMarK:  promotion of Central and Eastern European memory 

studies

cOnfrence franchIse: 
tedx gdaŃsK, warsaw, prague, danubIa
A series of local events based on formula of Technology, Entertainment, 
Design Conferences (TED)
 When: varies in every country, events are organized 
independently
 Where:  Warsaw, Poland; Prague, Czech Republic; 

Budapest, Hungary
 Started in: 2010, 2009, 2010, respectively
 organizerS: local TEDx clubs
 toPiCS inClude: technology and social change
 FoCuS on:  more and more blurred boundary of digital 

world and reality
 rub ShoulderS With:  digerati, i.e. tech-savvy elites and social activists 
 tradeMarK:  brilliant presentations based on TED Talks formula 

lOOKIng east: cIvIl sOcIety fOrum Of the eastern 
partnershIp and eastern partnershIp summIts
 When:  Brussels, Berlin, Poznan, respectively, and Prague, Warsaw
 Where:  2009, 2010, 2011, respectively, and 2009, 2011
 Started in:  2009 
 organizerS:  European Commission/ /European External Action Service
 toPiCS inClude:  democracy, good governance and stability, economic 

integration, energy security
 FoCuS on:  promotion of the development of civil society in the EU partner 

countries
 rub ShoulderS With:  representatives of grass-roots organisations, trade unions, 

employers' organisations, NGOs, think-tanks
 tradeMarK:   to encourage various stakeholders to have interest in Eastern 

Partnership programme

an der schönen blauen dOnau: danube regIOn 
cOnferences  
 When: all year
 Where: various locations of Danube Region countries
 Started in: 2010
 organizerS:  European Commission in the framework of the EU Strategy for 

the Danube Region (EUSDR)
 toPiCS inClude:  mobility, energy security, environmental issues, culture and 

tourism
 FoCuS on:  Germany, Austria, Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia, 

Slovenia, Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia
 rub ShoulderS With: experts in respective fi elds from Danube Region countries
 
vIsItIng schOlars: central eurOpean unIversIty 
cOnferences and debates
 When:  all year 
 Where:  Budapest, Hungary
 Started in:  CEU was founded in 1991
 organizerS:  Central European University
 toPiCS inClude:  all range of topics
 FoCuS on:  promoting distinctive Central European perspective 
 rub ShoulderS With:  academics in fi elds such as social sciences,humanities, law, 

public policy, business management, environmental science, 
and mathematics. 

 tradeMarK:  Central European hub of innovation and opinion-making

The author is Assistant 
Editor of Visegrad 
Insight.
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  Projekt Fórum, started by intellectuals such us Adam 
Michnik, Martin Bútora, Marta and Milan Simecka, and 

European intellectual community, common heritage and 

writers, academics, public intellectuals from both sides of 

strengthening intellectual discourse in Europe

European Network of Remembrance and Solidarity
state of memory studies in Europe and beyond
collective and individual memory of different nations
researchers in social science from all over the world
promotion of Central and Eastern European memory 

A series of local events based on formula of Technology, Entertainment, 

 varies in every country, events are organized 

  digerati, i.e. tech-savvy elites and social activists 
brilliant presentations based on TED Talks formula 

and mathematics. 
 tradeMarK:  Central European hub of innovation and opinion-making

The author is Assistant 
Editor of Visegrad 
Insight.
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A highly subjective guide how to pack your carry-on suitcase 

to be perfectly put together in Krynica, Sopot and, why not, 

also in Davos. Every handbook recommends that you take your 

business cards. Here you can read about less obvious gadgets 

of conference veterans.

The Look: Business is not done in tailored suits or cocktail 

dresses between conference pannels. Swimming shorts, train-

ers, and a pair of comfortable trousers will surely increase your 

chances for success. Parallel conference life thrives amidst 

hotel sport facilities or against the backdrop of nature. 

The Glow: In Central Europe we like to end conversations in the 

wee hours and strongly believe that best ideas are born just 

before sunrise. If the next morning you are a panelist, eyeliner 

will wage war on your under-eye circles. Adding some founda-

tion is a must – the screen behind your back knows no mercy. 

many thanks to maria Paczko

cOnference essentIals



Wojciech Przybylski

central europe is facing an opportunity aff orded by the next, totally new wave of modernization that 
entails the mass use of the internet and innovations. for years, it has endeavored to catch up to the 
West following external guidelines. today, there are no off -the-shelf recipes, as all countries shape 
their own futures on their own. Th is is an opportunity for central europe to transcend its own his-
tory, provided that the new tech revolution overcomes the digital divide and everyone is included.
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t
oday is already tomorrow. 
Th is has been noted by Wil-
liam Gibson, cyberpunk 
author and one of the most 
outstanding visionaries in 
the fi eld of digital reality. 
In 1984, he published Neu-
romancer, a book on tech-

nologically inundated dystopia in which 
he popularized the term cyberspace and 
the dilemmas we later followed in the 
fl ick Matrix. He wrote his novels using 
the same typewriter as Hemingway when 
the web was still merely an experimental 
inter-university network. Nevertheless, in 
those times he managed to create a ver-
nacular to describe complicated, yet-to-
come phenomena. Th at was a measure 
of innovation, the product of a free and 
totally unfettered imagination. 

In those times, when bestsellers 
defi ning the world of the future as ripe 
with hope and new challenges were be-
ing written elsewhere, Central European 
authors grappled with history and cen-
sorship. Even when they wrote about 
the future, they had to confront the past. 
While Americans were engrossed with 
enjoying the spoils of progress, in this 
region we actively remembered how 
progress served to authenticate crime 
against mankind. Th is part of the world’s 
bloody and unjust history has sparked 
the drive toward freedom for centuries. 
Intellectuals’ moral treatises were need-
ed. Th ey inspired their readers to change 
themselves and to improve the world, to 
open themselves up to experiencing free-
dom. We availed ourselves of the oppor-
tunity of experiencing freedom, though 
this did not apply to everyone in every 
venue. Th e ones who did so to the great-
est extent were educated, were of open 
mind and were ready to take risks. In a 
word, they were the middle class. What 
can be done to enable everyone to reap 
the benefi ts? 

 William Gibson is currently a 
regular commentator on technologi-
cal trends and the changes taking place 
in conjunction with them around the 
world. He anticipated the repercussions 
of the web being disseminated to a post-
industrial general public and the twilight 
of nation-states and utterly unrestricted 
surveillance. In turn, he recently framed 
a dilemma that is surprisingly familiar to 
us: he claims that today is already tomor-
row, though this does not apply to every-
one, and not to an equivalent extent. How 
can this be changed? 

available to all on equal terms. Is it really 
plausible to be free if you desist from par-
taking in the progress taking place before 
your very own eyes? Ultimately, who ben-
efi ts, who is already profi ting today from 
“tomorrow?” 

 Th e Internet, like every manifesta-
tion of modernization, possesses enor-
mous potential. It fosters growth available 
to all. Th e experience of freedom has 
taught us that without instruments and 
without strong institutions to guarantee 
freedom, the liberty once proff ered is 
fake. Without these guarantees the world 
turns into a jungle navigable only to the 
fi ttest. Th e same is true of progress and 
the web. Without guaranteeing access 
to the freedom aff orded by the web, the 
fi ttest will dominate the meekest. High-
tech people dictate terms to people who 
are behind the times, which is how new 
kinds of inequality, social division, and 
sub-class arise. At its core, the future of 
democracy hinges on whether we are ca-
pable of engaging everyone in this pro-
cess. Let’s take a look at two examples. 

 Th e railways relatively recently in-
troduced the possibility of buying tickets 
via the web, allowing urban residents, 
who live in areas where the Internet is 
widely available, to save time and thus 
money. Outside cities, where the Internet 
is less available, such functionality ac-
crues even more benefi ts, but not to all. 
Elderly and less affl  uent persons who 
are unable to use the Internet, and thus 
to make web payments, have to spend 
considerably more time organizing their 
travels. As a consequence, the obstacles 
some people face mount. Th ere are digi-
tally excluded persons in our midst and 
their number is not inconsequential. 
Digital backwardness does not merely 
fail to produce growth, in today’s world 
it means that we are penalized. Th e ac-
countability for altering this rests on our 
shoulders. 

 Another example: how are new 
technologies leveling the playing fi eld in 
Central Europe? We are all aware of the 
verve Central European cities have dem-
onstrated in their eff orts to renew his-
torical monuments, streets, and edifi ces. 
Nowhere else in the world are people 
so zealously engaged in reconstruct-
ing the tangible past. Th e drawback is 
that historical obstacles are frequently 
reproduced as an off shoot of this zeal 
in parallel with beauty. Take stairs and 
curbs for instance: beautiful, sturdy, tall, 
and unreachable as an inaccessible maze 

 Tomorrow unquestionably means 
new technologies, changes in manufac-
turing structures, the rising signifi cance 
of urban communities, the downfall of 
paper-based bureaucracy, the upsurge 
of new, yet-to-be-defi ned powers, and 
the growth, progress, fast pace, and the 
new challenges that accompany them. 
Central Europe is fi nally catching up 
with the rest of the world and may even 
leapfrog to the front of the pack. During 
its fi rst decade of freedom it bolstered 
its geopolitical position. It devoted the 
subsequent decade to a race relating to 
the speed of production and leveling the 
playing fi eld in various regions. Th e fi n-
ish line of this road rally is still a long 
way away but an entirely new possibility 
has emerged on the horizon. With a web 
economy, Central Europe could move to 
the front of the pack, as this road race has 
radically leveled the playing fi eld from the 
starting shot. 

 Technological progress has al-
tered the world beyond recognition. 
Consequently, the path of moderniza-
tion has changed. Progress occurs spon-
taneously, accruing benefi t to all. We all 
know how Polish drivers drive. Janosik 
is a smartphone application that allows 
drivers to receive warnings about photo 
radar and police vehicles on the road by 
acting like an enormous data cloud. Th e 
police explicitly encourage people to use 
this application as it makes roads safer. 
Absolutely no one, including the applica-
tion’s designers or the police, expected 
such an outcome. 

 Th is new modernization is a change 
that is being brought about through 
undecreed political will. Th e world of 
tomorrow is at our fi ngertips today. 
Acceleration and alteration. Th e downfall 
of vintage monopolies and the emergence 
of new ones. Above all, the possibil-
ity of implementing changes in civiliza-
tion whereby all individuals have a level 
playing fi eld on which to compete from 
the outset, for the web does not tolerate 
asymmetry in relationships just as it does 
not condone censorship or stagnation. 

 What can be done so that this “to-
morrow” may really apply to all? For it to 
be within everyone’s grasp? Here, now, 
with lightning speed, for Europeans to 
the same extent as for Americans. For 
rural residents and urban dwellers at the 
same price and the same level of qual-
ity? For each and every one of us to have 
truly unfettered access to the blessings 
of tomorrow. For this ‘tomorrow’ to be 
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to those of us who face mobility-related 
challenges. How are new technologies 
altering the face of these diffi  culties? A 
Budapest-domiciled association of handi-
capped people is teaching its members 
how to use Street View, virtual pictures at 
street level. Th at way they can plan their 
trips ahead of time and bypass obstacles. 
Th e Internet helps them participate in 
real life by creating equal opportunities. 

 Th is process therefore applies to in-
dividuals and entire groups, nations, and 
regions. Without access to tools to guar-
antee freedom we will not be able to en-
gage in creativity, or make our creativity 
available to the world to the same extent 
as for those who have web access. Nor do 
we have access to the wealth of material 
available to the rest of the world. Whether 
desirable or not, the Internet is having an 
impact on economic development and 
already contributing to lower prices. It 
will continue to do so to an ever-greater 
degree. Moreover, whenever it is gener-
ally available, it fosters democratization. 

 In their book entitled Freakonomics, 
Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner 
explicated, using the radio and the 
Internet as examples, how progress in 
communication is capable of eradicating 
asymmetry and dominant relationships, 
the heritage of the past. What is striking 
is that they juxtaposed the history of radi-
cal decline in life insurance rates and the 
causes for the downfall of the Ku Klux 
Klan (KKK). Th e point of connection 
between these two stories is that quality 
of life improved thanks to the free fl ow 
of information generally available to the 
public opinion, fi rst through the radio, 
and subsequently, the Internet. 

 First, in the 1940s, Stetson Kennedy 
tapped into the knowledge gained over 
many decades concerning an ever more 
threatening and radical racist movement, 
which took its strength from conspiracy-
like methods: passwords, secret meet-
ings, and covert identities. Everyone 
knew that the KKK existed, and that it 
not only persecuted people, but also al-
lowed its members to earn decent money 
thanks to secret connections and infor-
mal arrangements. Its mystery and the 
uncertainty accompanying its presence 
were what caused it to be even more 
powerful. Americans who were unaware 
of the facts were willing to assume that 
KKK’s tentacles were ubiquitous, with 
transcended racial boundaries punished 
by lynchings akin to those that took 
place in the 19th century. Meanwhile, 

Kennedy resolved to publish the amassed 
body of knowledge in what was an in-
novative approach at that time: through 
the radio. He delivered his reports to 
the editorial board of the Washington 
Merry-Go-Round program for adults and 
Adventures of Superman for children. 
Th e mass dissemination of information 
concerning the KKK’s odd codes, preten-
tious nomenclature, and curious habits 
simply ridiculed this organization, which 
lost credibility and members as the radio 
programs became more popular. When 
information fl ows freely and is generally 
available, public opinion proves to be rea-
sonable and capable of making wise and 
democratic choices. 

 Th e next example is considerably 
more straightforward. It turned out that 
in the 1990s life insurance rates plunged 
radically. Th is type of insurance involved 
remitting a certain amount of money to 
provide insurance to loved ones in the 
event of death. Th e only diff erentiating 
factor was the price of insurance. Its price 
plummeted when the fi rst price com-
parison sites of insurance proposals ap-
peared. As statistics showed, consumers 
saved a billion dollars a year as a result of 
this information becoming widespread. 

 Th ese two stories are unexpectedly 
connected to Central Europe. Th e expe-
rience of breaking taboos, scrutinizing 
secret organizations, and unearthing the 
truth, was a story of removing the shack-
les of oppression and the self-censorship 
of communism up to the moment of the 
advent of free media. Contrary to the U.S., 
we did not have to wait fi fty years for the 
Internet to produce another democratic 
revolution similar to the one described 
by Levitt and Dubner. Monopolies must 
reckon with the competition released by 
wide access to information. Corruption is 
less profi table. One example involves data 
for court bailiff  auctions, which recently 
became a matter of public knowledge. 

It was a public secret that the fami-
lies and friends of court bailiff s were the 
major benefi ciaries of auctions, which 
were previously undisclosed, as they 
were not compelled to announce what 
they were auctioning off  on the Internet 
and sold debt-encumbered assets for a 
fraction of their value. Th e current policy 
hinders the sale of indebted assets for 
nothing. Th e eff ective fl ow of information 
builds confi dence in public institutions. 
Confi dence has long been a commodity 
in shortage and without it, it is hard to 
stimulate creativity and innovativeness. 

As psychologists dealing with creativity 
have observed, a lack of self-assuredness 
is the gravest adversary of innovation. 

 Th is sentiment is not particularly al-
ien to Central Europe, which was formed 
from feelings of exclusion and shortage. 
Milan Kundera brought this to life in his 
article in 1983, not so long ago, less than 
ten years before the Visegrad Group was 
formed. He asserted that everything is 
the same in our part of the world as in 
the West, albeit a bit diff erent, because it 
was excluded from circulation and full-
fl edged access to global culture. 

 In a mere twenty-fi ve years, Central 
Europe overcame the obstacles Kundera 
described. We freed ourselves and we ac-
ceded to Europe on equal terms. But the 
world did not wait for us. It went forward. 
Today, not just writers and artists insist 
on greater freedom to create and share 
with the world. We all want equal rights 
to participate in global manufacturing, 
since everyone appreciates that this off ers 
a real opportunity for development. Th is 
is what every student, bibliophile, movie, 
and music lover wants. Th ere is nothing 
odd in every entrepreneur/manufactur-
er/author wanting the same thing too. 
Th is is what everyone who has a new idea 
and the energy to implement it wants. 

 Meanwhile, Rafał Brzoska, the 
founder of one of Poland’s most inter-
esting startups called InPost, which is 
competing for its share of the UK pack-
age delivery market with Amazon.com, 
describes the climate for innovation in 
this region in the following way: 

Th e climate is poor. Even though we 
have a hefty number of innovations, only 
a select few manage to make a break-
through. I don’t know whether that is a 
result of a lack of capital, entrepreneurial 
ambition or insuffi  cient business experi-
ence. It is equally possible that this might 
be a combination of all these factors. One 
thing is certain: Poles have an increasing 
number of truly innovative and interest-
ing products capable of being successful 
internationally. Unfortunately, govern-
ments, regardless of the political fraction 
they represent, continue to reward us with 
unintelligible and conservative regula-
tions that hinder the natural drive toward 
innovativeness and attaining success. We 
are operating in an extremely non-condu-
cive climate. If someone succeeds, I con-
sider this success four times larger than 
for a German company, which operates in 
a wonderful, investment, export-focused 
climate”. – biznes.onet.pl 
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 Statistics confi rm his words as they 
explicitly indicate that innovation is not 
the region’s strong suit. According to the 
EU report entitled Industrial Innovation: 
Innovation Union Scoreboard 2013, 
Poland is in a group of the least innova-
tive countries. Slovakia, Hungary, and 
the Czech Republic are considered to 
be moderately innovative after the top 
countries, which are leaders or show an 
average level of innovation. Th e only cit-
ies listed in the top 100 innovative cities 
in terms of their economies and social 
solutions are Prague (55th place in the 
Innovation Cities Global Index) and 
Budapest (58th place). Bratislava, Brno, 
Gdańsk, and Warsaw are unclassifi ed in 
the middle of the global index, which in-
corporates 445 cities. 

 Th is may change rapidly. Growth is 
taking place so fast and independently on 
the Internet that we may fail to perceive 
that our world has changed. As the InPost 
example illustrates, it is sometimes the 
case that the world has already changed. 
Central Europe is the fi rst place in the 
world where the fi rst wholly web-based 
bank succeeded. In the 1990s, such banks 
were established in parallel in the UK but 
they quickly went under. Th is region is 
one of the larger exporters of computer 
games. Th e new Silicon Valley could be 
established here on the backbone of the 
Grafton patent, which is already worth 
billions of dollars and which represents 
the future of computer subassemblies. 

 Let’s also take a look at an example 
from the media. Tomáš Bella, the head of 
the Slovak company Piano Media, a fi rm 
that supplies user-friendly mechanisms 
to subscribe to web newspapers for a fee, 
said last year in London: “In several years 
people will evaluate our times as an age 
when an incredibly large number of things 
took place when a single editor, program-
mer or publisher could unilaterally aff ect 
and change the course of media history.” 
– guardian.co.uk. At present, the V4 
economies do not yet belong to the group 
of innovative economies, but strength-
ening innovativeness is their sole path 
to economic growth for the future. Th e 
Czechs are blazing this path. According 
to Global IT Report 2013, they are con-
stantly improving their position in rank-
ings relating to the usage and availability 
of web technologies. Th e fi rst signs of up-
coming change are already visible today. 
Innovative undertakings have been estab-
lished in the Visegrad Group and are cap-
turing the world, such as the Polish Ivona 

and Audioteka.pl, the Hungarian Prezi.
com, the Czech Socialbakers, and the 
Slovakian Piano Media. Th e state does 
not have to support their operations ac-
tively; it should only eradicate the barri-
ers to entrepreneurial growth so that new 
economic undertakings can be estab-
lished and grow their scale of business. 

 Th e challenges facing the nations in 
the region are the same as the ones fac-
ing all other nations from the Indian to 
the Atlantic Oceans. Th e share played by 
new technologies and communication 
tools in producing the wealth of nations 
is rising, with the most developed econo-
mies at the forefront. Th ey are growing 
on the wave of modernization, a totally 
new kind of modernization that does not 
require the construction of large-scale 
factories and road networks, but is predi-
cated on ingenuity and individual entre-
preneurship. However, the objective is 
not just wealth measured by the strength 
of GDP but also simply to eliminate ex-
clusion or extreme poverty. Let’s consider 
what the world would look like without 
the currently ubiquitous auction portals 
and knowledge available on the Internet. 
Geography is unforgiving. People who 
are geographically remote have always 
had a worse run of things. Now? Not 
necessarily. By eliminating the distance 
barrier, small-scale manufacturers and 
salespeople from small communities can 
earn their keep to secure their own fu-
tures. Previously excluded, today they are 
connected. Who has failed to take notice 
of a sender’s address when buying from 
them? Th eir chances, just as for national 
economies, lie in the possibility of selling 
to a larger market. It suffi  ces to remove 
obstacles. 

 People want the best available solu-
tions and to an increasingly lesser extent 
accept the existence of any limitations. 
Th ey want unlimited access to culture, 
knowledge, and travel, just as they want 
to be able to make secure and inexpensive 
purchases on the Internet regardless of 
the store’s venue. Th is is what it means to 
remove barriers; giving everyone a level 
playing fi eld to participate in the Internet 
revolution is a challenge for democratic 
governments. 

 Th e twentieth century was a tri-
umph of modernization. Modernity 
fl ooded the streets with the advent of 
radio, television, radical emancipation, 
jumbo jet fl ights, and medical achieve-
ments. Technology has changed, and so 
has the general public. Naturally, mod-

ernization has had a variety of faces. 
Some people challenge the democratic 
strength of modernization and progress. 
Philosophers have pointed to the victims: 
the excluded, the technocratization of 
authority, the decline in citizen commit-
ment, and, above all, the tragedy ensuing 
from the toxic symbiosis of the ideologies 
of fascism and communism. 

 Central Europe’s last revolution at-
tempted above all to catch up to the West, 
but even more than that, it endeavored 
to fl ee from the pernicious experience of 
ideology and oligarchization. Perhaps the 
entire problem is rooted in the attitude 
toward the concept of modernization and 
innovation? Where others perceive hope, 
we see threats. We have overcome the 
technologies of oppression, but the ideas 
of modernization and democratic pro-
gress have fallen victim to chance. Today, 
it is not enough to abolish censorship and 
permit people to print books. Th e com-
petitiveness of the Visegrad economies 
should be improved radically, Internet 
technologies should be disseminated, 
and the democratic accomplishments of 
human creativity should be promulgated. 
Th is is what is meant by completing the 
road to freedom. We gain freedom when 
accomplishments available to the few be-
come widespread. 

The author is editor-in-chief of Visegrad Insight 
and Res Publica Nowa.

This essay was written on the occasion of the Big 
Tent V4 - Voice for Innovation event organized by 
Google in Warsaw during the meeting of V4 prime 
ministers on 16, 2013. Visegrad Insight was a 
partner of the event in association with the Pol-
ish Presidency in the Visegrad Group 2012-2013

www.big-tent.appspot.com
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Small sceneries.jpg (2002–2005), by tomáš Pospěch this small sceneries.jpg series consists 
of 20 large format contact photographs, silver print, of 12×16 cm and 12×24 cm size.

the series is based on a long tradition of Czech landscape photography, with references to Josef sudek 
and Jan reich's oeuvre.

the author uses a traditional technique: a technical camera and large format negatives. however, the 
photographed scenery exists only virtually. these mountains, forests, and meadows are rendered from 
computer games; the photographs are taken from the computer screen.

tomáš Pospěch (1974) is a photographer, art historian, and freelance curator. he lectures at the Institute 
of Creative Photography, at the silesian University in Opava, Czech republic.
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