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In Hungary and in the socialist countries in general working-class histories were characterized 
by an ideological approach both under state socialism and after the collapse of Communist 
regimes. The ruling Communist parties everywhere claimed that the working class was the 
ruling class; the thesis that the struggle of the working class against capital triumphed under 
the leadership of the Party became part and parcel of the legitimating ideology of state 
socialism, and it became a recurring slogan in the official Communist agitation and 
propaganda. Thus, any researcher, who came to a conclusion, which contradicted the official 
Marxism-Leninism, which served as the legitimating ideology of the Party, risked his or her 
academic career – at least in the countries of the Communist bloc. Even in face of repression, 
however, there were important results in the field of labor history, class and socialism in the 
“merriest barrack” – as Kádár’s Hungary was nicknamed at the time. On the basis of his 
anthropological studies István Kemény identified important factors in the stratification of the 
Hungarian working class (origin, living place and the nature of work). Zsuzsa Ferge studied 
the structure of Hungarian society, and she distinguished occupation groups, which replaced 
the simplified model of two class-one stratum (workers, peasantry, intellectuals). Lastly, on 
the basis of their sociological studies in various Hungarian factories Lajos Héthy and Csaba 
Makó showed that bargaining exists under “actually existing” socialism as well and workers 
in key positions can exert substantial informal pressure on the management, who often has to 
give concessions to the workers in order to ensure the fulfillment of the plan. 
The above works show that there has been a reorientation from the legitimating narrative, in 
which the working class can only be an oppressed or a ruling class. The leftist critics of 
“actually existing” socialism often concluded the first – namely, that the working class is 
exploited the same way under state socialism as under capitalism. Michael Burawoy raised 
important new questions, which pointed beyond the Cold War ideologies propagated on both 
sides of the Iron Curtain. From his comparative studies in capitalist and postcolonialist 
countries he concluded that the despotism of early capitalism is replaced by hegemonic 
despotism, where workers give concessions to capital to preserve their factories and 
workplace. Burawoy originally wanted to test his thesis of hegemonic despotism in Poland; 
nonetheless, the repressive measures taken by the government against Solidarity and the 
introduction of a military dictatorship thwarted this plan. So he eventually conducted 
fieldwork in the Hungarian Lenin Steel Works. His research confirmed the rise of hegemonic 
despotism under socialism although Burawoy at the time thought that if the socialist workers 
got rid of the tutelage of the Communist Party, they would be more likely to regain a socialist 
consciousness and establish a self-governing, democratic socialist system than their capitalist 
counterparts. 
The collapse of state socialism failed to fulfill the expectations of Western critical thinkers 
like Burawoy. In the words of Mark Pittaway, the English labor historian, socialism in 
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Hungary ended not with a bang but with a whimper. The main reason for this is that the 
working class was evidently successfully integrated into the Kádár-regime, which based its 
legitimacy on the continuous increase of the standard of living and in spite of its all socialist 
slogans it transmitted a materialistic value system to the working class, which the ruling part 
considered as its main social basis. Burawoy recorded that the workers persistently asked the 
American professor how much money a worker makes in the US, while they completely 
forgot about the proud achievements of the socialist system such as free health care, education 
and highly subsidized cultural products (theatre, concerts, books, cinema). Thus, the regime 
successfully depoliticized the working class at the price of strengthening consumerism and 
discrediting socialist ideology with the propagation of the official “Marxism-Leninism”. It 
was not only the oppositionist intellectuals but also the workers who knew only too well that 
the working class was not a ruling class; but thanks to the general loss of credit of socialism, 
even the truly emancipating projects of the system remained unrecognized by those, whom 
these achievements meant to benefit. 
The official legitimating ideology of the Party failed together with the regime but this event 
did not make much difference in the research on workers. True, a new generation of historians 
undertook an important work to rethink working-class histories in the Stalinist period; the 
post-1989 era, however, again fell into the trap of competing legitimating discourses. With 
Berlioz we can say: it seems that there is a general consensus that the socialist working class 
has never existed even though the industrial workers constituted the largest group of 
employees under socialism – and very few researchers have addressed the question of what 
has happened to this group after the change of regimes. The pioneering study of Erzsébet 
Szalai about the structure and consciousness of the Hungarian working class and Zsuzsa 
Ferge’s model of the structure of postsocialist Hungarian society can be mentioned among the 
few exceptions. 
My research seeks to start a story, which has not yet been written in Hungary. My two main 
research questions are: how did two groups of the large working class (workers of Carl Zeiss 
in Jena and that of the Hungarian Rába factory) experience the change of regimes, and how 
did this experience impact on their social and political consciousness? The main sources of 
my work are 40-40 life-history interviews that I conducted with workers of the two factories 
between 2002 and 2004. All interviewees were older than 38, and the majority of them 
belonged to the age-group between 40 and 60. Men and women were evenly distributed in 
both samples. Half of the interviewees in both groups were still employed in the factory at the 
time of interviewing, while the other half were retired or dismissed by that time. On the basis 
of the interviews I distinguished three dimensions, which relate to postsocialist experience: 
labor, standard of living and the success of integration into consumer society and 
interpersonal relations. Lastly, I examined, how these experiences influenced the evaluation 
of systemic change and the new democracies in the two countries, and how the workers of the 
ex-socialist model factories see the situation of labor in the two regimes. 
Before I introduce the results, I would like to point out two aspects of my research, which 
enable a novel approach to the topic. The first is the use of a historical perspective. Since due 
to the aforementioned reasons, the topic of workers inescapably got caught in the trap of 
legitimating narratives, a sociologist could only rely on his or her intuitive knowledge with 
respect to the socialist era. This work carries forward my previous research, where I studied 
the local functioning of the Party’s policy towards the working class and the relationship 
between the workers and the Party in the two aforementioned factories from the late 1960s till 
the collapse of the regimes. Thus, I can contrast the life-history interviews with the picture 
that one can get from the contemporary documents – even if the latter was determined by the 
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political needs of the Party (e.g. regularly collected information reports about the political 
mood of the people). 
The other aspect is the use of comparative method. The choice of the two countries are 
justified by important similarities between the two regimes at the time, which was crucial for 
the socialization of my interviewees – I refer to these as “welfare dictatorships” because they 
primarily sought to ensure the political support of the population through material 
concessions. However, from a historical perspective, the two countries occupied different 
positions in the capitalist world-economy: Hungary belonged to the Eastern European semi-
periphery whereas Germany was part of the advanced capitalist world. Even though in its 
Eastern territories we can observe the so called dual development as described by Jenő Szűcs 
(Estates and other feudal characteristics, the survival of the noble caste-system, an omnipotent 
state and weak bourgeoisie), the GDR was an industrially more developed state than Hungary 
even though state socialism sought to level these differences in economic development. The 
differences in industrial development became more striking after the change of regimes when 
the GDR was united with West Germany, the engine of European economy. The huge social 
and human costs of systemic change (the unemployment rate in East Germany has been 
double than in West Germany in the past 20 years) was mitigated by the adoption of the West 
German welfare institutions, whereas in Hungary the government cut back welfare expenses. 
One of my research questions was how the different structural positions of the two countries 
in the world economy influences working-class consciousness and mentality during post-
industrial transition – since the working class in both countries faced the crisis of the Fordist 
model of production and massive de-industrialization. 
It is well known that from the mid-1970s onwards the advanced capitalist countries adopt the 
so called post-Fordist model of production, which Boltanski and Chiapello characterize as 
follows. Capitalism abandoned the hierarchical Fordist structure of the production process and 
developed a network-based form of organization founded on employee initiative and 
autonomy in the workplace. Instead of hierarchical-centralized chain of command, we get 
networks with a multitude of participants, organizing work in the form of teams or projects, 
intent on customer satisfaction, and a general mobilization of workers thanks to their leaders' 
vision. The main characteristic of the new working class is that it is disorganized and 
atomized; the social and political weight of the traditional large industrial working class was 
already observed by Gorz at the beginning of the 1980s. It is a less studied question, though, 
why state socialist countries stuck to the outdated Fordist model; it is usually explained 
through the gerontocracy, which became prevalent in the leadership and the Communist 
politicians’ general fear of information society but the Party’s policy towards the working 
class was also an important – if not the most important – factor. Industrial restructuring would 
have implied mass unemployment and it would have delivered a serious blow to the industrial 
working class, which the Party declared to be its social basis. Communist policy-makers were 
well aware of this consequence; in 1989 reformist economists of the Hungarian Socialist 
Workers’ Party envisioned radial industrial restructuring but they warned that this would lead 
to a social revolution.  
This prognosis was not fulfilled; capitalism was not shaken by the huge social and human 
costs of post-Fordist transition. In the Hungarian case, however, the many instances of 
corruption, abuse and misdeed that people experienced with privatization undermined the 
credibility of the newly established democratic system and the new political-economic elite. 
The Rába-workers unanimously gave a “narrative of decline” about the postsocialist history 
of their factory: the managers cut back production, the new proprietors refused to invest in 
innovation and the technical development of Rába and they sold the valuable estates of the 
factory. By using Erzsébet Szalai’s model, the Rába-workers identified with the poorly paid, 
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badly exploited, “bricoleur” working class of the domestic sector. They associated 
development with the multinational enterprises, which destroyed the former prides of 
domestic industry, enticed their best workers and forced an unfair competition upon the 
impoverished national companies. Albeit the Zeiss-workers also experienced massive lay-
offs, they made positive experiences with the post-Fordist model of production because the 
new proprietor, the West German Zeiss modernized the plants, brought new machines and 
new technology and invested much capital in Jena. The working conditions of the workers 
also improved (air conditioning, new bathrooms and canteens, flexible working hours). For 
the German workers privatization was not a negative experience. Unemployment, however, 
was a constant source of tension and fear with which all interviewees had to face either 
personally or through the fate of their relatives/partners/children. Long-term unemployment 
meant not only exclusion from the society of working people but also social isolation and 
serious psychological problems. Some interviewees even spoke of the clinical treatment and 
suicide of those affected by unemployment. In the German interviews unemployment was 
undoubtedly the most negative experience of systemic change. 
In the second dimension we can also observe striking differences between the two groups. 
The overwhelming majority of the German interviewees experienced improvement in their 
material conditions: those, who had work, spoke of material prosperity, the unemployed spoke 
of the marked improvement of services and the supply of consumer goods. The Hungarian 
interviewees, on the contrary, experienced the stagnation or the decline of their standard of 
living; for them this was the most painful experience of systemic change. The Kádár-regime 
was calculable: even though the workers agreed that the regime did not offer them great 
perspectives, they could still achieve something: a flat, a house, a car and a week-end plot. Al 
interviewees held the working class to be the loser of the systemic change. While the 
Germans complained of the crystallization of social hierarchies in the new regime, for the 
Hungarians the material decline was the most frequent source of complaint. While in the eyes 
of the German interviewees the social security that was guaranteed to all GDR-citizens did 
not sugarcoat Honecker’s state, many Hungarian workers continued to measure the success of 
a government against the standard of living. Thus, many rural women workers expressed an 
explicit wish for the return of the Kádár-regime, when their families had a safer and often 
better life. In the Hungarian case material values continued to dominate political thinking. 
Since the majority of the workers thought that they could satisfy their consumer needs at a 
higher level in the old system than in the new one, and there was no alternative value system 
in the public other than consumerism, the feeling of deprivation and frustration was prevalent 
among the interviewees. 
In the third dimension interviewees in both groups reported negative changes in interpersonal 
relations. The German life-history interviews show that a more marked individualization took 
place in East Germany than in Hungary. The starting situation also differed since the GDR 
sought to realize a more collectivist model of socialism than Hungary, which experimented 
with the expansion of the market. The post-1989 German working-class consciousness was 
dominated by the thought that technical development renders part of society redundant, which 
creates a sharpened competition for jobs than what they experienced in the old system. This 
results in an extensive individualization in society, the loss of the old collegial, 
communitarian spirit and more intensive fight against the rivals at the workplace, the 
reduction of private contacts among colleagues, fierce competition, secrecy (to prevent that 
others benefit from individual knowledge) and atomization. The majority of the German 
interviewees spoke of “lonely fighters”. Interviewees in both groups reported the 
disappearance of the old work communities (socialist brigades, neighborhood communities, 
etc.) with regret. They stressed that under the socialist regime people related differently to 
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each other: communities were stronger and interpersonal relations were less directed towards 
profit-making, social advancement and material interest. More people were willing to work 
for the community than under the new regime. The disintegration of workplace communities 
was thus an equally negative experience for both groups – it is not accidental that people 
formulated an essentially similar anti-capitalist criticism in this dimension. 
The last chapter examined two questions: the situation of labor under the two regimes and the 
evaluation of the newly established democracies. The German interviewees considered the 
skilled working class to be part and parcel of the middle class and they refused to consider 
university education as a sole means of social advancement. Many of them did not necessarily 
prefer university education to a good vocation for their children. This group vividly 
remembered the egalitarian society of the GDR, where managers, engineers and scientists did 
not constitute a privileged group as under the new regime. Many of them reported left-wing, 
some even Communist sympathies. In Hungary, however, all interviewees listed the workers 
among the losers of systemic change. Contrary to the German workers, all Hungarian 
interviewees reported a decreasing standard of living and the necessity to spend their savings. 
Workers were frustrated by the fact that they could hardly make ends meet even though they 
had a regular job. The majority saw the situation of the middle class (where they counted 
themselves) to be deteriorating. Those, who could provide for their children, wanted them to 
get a university degree rather than get vocational training. Many workers preserved left-wing 
sympathies; but they all stressed that in Hungary none of the parties did anything to improve 
the situation of the working class. 
The second question is how the workers evaluated the two regimes in the light of the 
aforementioned experiences. The German picture is clear: none of the interviewees regretted 
the collapse of Honecker’s regime, including former party-members, engineers, managers, 
accountants and draftsmen, who experienced short or long-term unemployment under the new 
regime. In general, the interviewees thought that Honecker’s dictatorship was doomed to 
failure. Although they were strongly opposed to a comparison between Nazism and Honcker’s 
dictatorship (antifascism – perhaps as a result of education - was characteristic of this age-
group) the workers excluded the opportunity of a new Communist dictatorship. The degree of 
opposition to Honecker’s state is indicated by the fact that not even Jan, an interviewee, who 
became homeless under the new regime wanted the GDR back. 
Capitalism, however, received a more ambiguous evaluation from the German workers. 
Although they experienced the positive side of post-Fordism, they also observed many of its 
drawbacks, most notably structural unemployment and excessive individualization, which 
endangers social life. Both the workers and the unemployed criticized consumer society; they 
expressed a strong concern for the environment (humankind endangers its future if it 
carelessly exploits and destroys environment for the sake of greater profit) and they expressed 
a preference for a self-sustaining development.  
Hungarian opinions significantly differed from the German views. The German interviewees 
identified with the opposition; many participated at the mass demonstrations and they thought 
that the people had an active role in the demise of Communism. Most Hungarians identified 
neither with the opposition nor with the Communists. They felt a strong ressentiment towards 
the groups, which benefited from systemic change and the people’s property: the former 
nomenklatura, the intellectuals and the new propertied class. Privatization received a 
uniformly negative judgment: workers thought that the managers “stole” the factory (they 
were either bribed to sell the plants at preferential prices or they bought them themselves). 
Workers had a strong distrust of multinational companies, which were believed to have 
destroyed Hungarian enterprises, which were seen as possible rivals. In addition, they took the 
profit that they made in Hungary out of the country and exploited the local workforce. It is 



 6 

therefore not surprising that the majority was opposed to Western capitalism, from which they 
experienced only the drawbacks: production declined, the factory laid off four-fifth of its pre-
1989 personnel, the enterprise lost its former prestige (which was stressed by Audi buying up 
the large hall that Rába built) and the Rába-workers experienced a material decline. The 
feeling of ressentiment was intensified by the “conspicuous consumption” of the new elite: 
many complained that under socialism the social distance between the workers and the 
managers were much less marked than under the new regime.  
Thus, Hungarian workers expressed strong doubts about systemic change and the new 
democracy. These doubts, however, failed to translate into a criticism of capitalism. Instead, 
workers spoke of a special, Hungarian model of capitalism, where the government acts as a 
mediator between the interests of multinational and domestic companies and between the 
interests of workers and capitalists. There are a number of reasons for why the Hungarian 
political left failed to profit from the workers’ disillusionment with “actually existing” 
capitalism. Apart from the aforementioned differences between the German and Hungarian 
working-class mentalities it is worth pointing out the absence of an anti-capitalist, left-wing 
public in Hungary; even committed left-wing voters argued that none of the political parties 
represented labor interests. The spectacular exclusion of the working class from Hungarian 
politics and the weakness of the trade union movement strengthened the faith in a strong state 
and government: workers thought that the state stands above classes, and it would do 
something for the “little man”. 
The results help us to explain the ambiguous evaluation of the Kádár-regime. The vision of 
greater social and material equality is confused with a longing for a strong state, order and an 
autocratic government, which we can observe in many interviews. While the German 
interviewees identified with the Wende and not even the unemployed wanted Honecker’ state 
back, only few Hungarians thought that they profited from systemic change and the new 
democracy. Thanks to their negative experiences under the new regime, the majority was 
opposed to Western capitalism and they thought that a stronger state and a special Hungarian 
road to capitalism would offer a panacea for peripheral development. Thus, East Germany’s 
greater success of integration into the capitalist world economy was accompanied with a 
change of mentality, which is less characteristic of Hungary.  
At the same time I stress that the interviewees in both groups were pessimistic about the 
situation of the trade union and labor movement. The Hungarian workers explained the 
absence of working-class protest through the closing of large industrial enterprises and the 
disintegration of the trade union movement. The German interviewees argued that at the 
workplace everyone is a lonely fighter, who is only interested in how to keep his or her job 
(even at the expense of others). Workers in both group thought that the labor movement was 
weakened, and disoriented under the new regime. They did not expect significant social 
changes in the near future; however, in the micro-world of everyday human interactions they 
expressed a longing for a more intensive community life than what is available for the lonely 
fighters. 
 


