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Miha Kovač, a Slovenian researcher of the socialist and post-socialist publishing industry 

declared two decades ago with a conscious sense of exaggeration that “in a communist society, 

books have a similar status to nuclear power in contemporary societies.”1 To continue his train 

of thought, “the power hidden in [books was] essential to run the society, but, if misused or 

allowed to get out of control, [could] seriously harm or even destroy the socialist way of life.” 

During the Cold War period, in socialist countries the overwhelming majority of books “were 

produced in state-owned monopolistic publishing houses.” The system of publishing industry—

as Kovač wrote—“was essential to the functioning of these socialist societies, not only because 

state monopolies were one of the cornerstones of the ideology of central planning, but also 

because their brand of socialism was based on the presumption that only communists 

understood the ‘objective laws of historical development’ and were therefore in possession of 

the one and only truth about society and the ‘generic essence’ of man.” As a consequence, the 

socialist book industry was considered an essential tool “for spreading the one and only proper 

world order” and thus was responsible for the intellectual matrix of socialist societies. This was 

why books were kept under strict control while publications containing other truths were seen 

“as something that literally undermined the cornerstones of humanity and society.”2 Institutions 

of censorship which functioned openly in the majority of socialist countries banned many 

books, denied access to them or published them in a form which was successful to cement their 

meaning. 

The production, distribution and consumption of non-official, uncensored materials—

known as samizdat literature—was an emblematic phenomenon of counterculture and cultural 

resistance in the Soviet bloc. The history of samizdat can be seen as a history of transgressions. 

Positioning themselves outside of the information channels of the state, practices of samizdat 

culture functioned in a kind of “grey zone” where the boundaries between such concepts as 

legal and illegal, private and public were blurred. In many cases samizdat materials bear traces 

characteristic of both private documents and public texts; they furthermore aimed at finding 

legal escape clauses in order to present themselves as legal materials while often being viewed 

as illegal publications by socialist state organs. Primarily produced by means of a typewriter 

and carbon papers, samizdat incorporated the roles of the writer, the editor, the distributor and 

the reader, roles which are clearly differentiated in modern print culture. 

                                                
1 Miha KOVAČ, The State of Affairs in Post-Communist Central and Eastern European Book Industries, Publishing 
Research Quarterly, 18:3 (2002), 45. 
2 Ibid. 



The phenomenon of samizdat included transnational practices since the circulation of 

unofficial materials and the distribution of samizdat techniques and strategies were not limited 

by the Iron Curtain or borders between socialist countries. This circulation resulted in the 

constant process of transforming the information carriers. Texts smuggled out from socialist 

countries in manuscript and typescript form, on microfilms or cassettes were usually warmly 

welcomed by Western institutions and émigré associations which made them available for 

readers behind the Iron Curtain by radio broadcasts and “tamizdat” publications (the word 

“tamizdat” describes the practice of publishing texts in the West which were banned in socialist 

countries). By encouraging the analyses of transnational circulation of texts and the dialogue 

between opposition groups in different socialist countries, the phenomenon of samizdat poses 

serious challenges for national historiographies. The analysis of samizdat culture thereby 

enables us to reflect on the research methodology and remembrance of cultural resistance and 

opposition while simultaneously contributing to a better understanding of Cold War history. 

The words “typewriter” and “travelling bag” in the title of this work naturally refer to 

samizdat, a symbol of the Cold War era, and underscore its textual characteristics and 

transnational aspects. Typewriters were the most important tools for producing samizdat texts, 

while the travelling bag was the vehicle and the metaphor of their distribution and circulation 

over borders. Focusing on these two aspects, this work investigates certain phenomena of the 

history of Hungarian samizdat culture which occurred in the era named after János Kádár, the 

general secretary of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party. The term “Kadarism,” found in 

the Hungarian subtitle of this work, refers to the interpretation that the People’s Republic of 

Hungary did not differ significantly from other countries of the Soviet bloc, however the 

aforementioned period can be described as a characteristic form of controlling power.3 This 

interpretation seems to be confirmed by the history of Hungarian samizdat. In spite of the fact 

that the term “samizdat” very often appears in the context of the Cold War’s counter-culture, I 

prefer to use the term “cultural resistance” which instead of referring to a binary opposition 

represents a whole scale of various artistic forms and cultural practices. By means of this term 

it is possible to capture a more nuanced picture of non-conformist art including actors, 

institutions and products of the grey zone in addition to the phenomenon of the independent 

publishing activity. 

As the case studies of this work highlight, the term “samizdat” correlates with phenomena 

that are full of diversity. While the chapters of this work themselves represent heterogeneous 
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approaches and cases, they aim at drawing a common history of samizdat culture in Hungary 

on the one hand and the Soviet bloc on the other. To this end I recall Miklós Sükösd’s proposal 

urging the analysis of samizdat culture via a long-term perspective and in the context of a 

“typosphere.” As he wrote, “looking at the three decades of samizdat, we witness a fast-forward 

ontogenesis, i.e., the development of samizdat communication technology from orality to 

writing […] then from writing to diverse forms of printing.”4 The hypothesis for my 

investigations mapping the history unofficial publishing in Hungary is based upon an historical 

trajectory according to which the Hungarian samizdat of the 1970s mirrored the Soviet and 

Czechoslovakian model of alternative publishing, whereas during the 1980s it appeared to apply 

a system resembling the mechanisms in Poland. The production of samizdat materials witnessed 

a shift from the use of typewriter and carbon papers to the alternative forms of printing including 

the techniques of “ramka” and stencil which resulted in definite changes in textuality and 

cultural practices of independent publishing activity. This work aims at casting light on the 

local characteristics and international parallels of Hungarian samizdat. 

The chapter entitled Hungary’s Windows to the West: Why Did Hungarian Samizdat 

Appear so Late? focuses on the post-1956 cultural landscape of Hungary and the period of 

consolidation following the suppression of the 1956 revolution. During the “long 1960s” 

Hungary was able to break through its total isolation in international politics, while the politics 

of cultural and economic opening to the West led to significant changes in the informational 

environment. This chapter focuses on the transnational character of samizdat and tamizdat 

culture, arguing that the tightening relations with the Western world meant no need for 

widespread practice of samizdat until the late 1970s. 

Discussing the novel entitled Confrontation and its author, József Lengyel, who became 

the Solzhenitsyn of Hungarian literary life, the next chapter presents the political climate of the 

1960s, together with the anxieties and fears settling over cultural policymakers and 

representatives. While Lengyel was introduced as an author fiercely loyal to Marxist ideology 

and communist values, in his texts Lengyel was guilty of increasingly critical opinions 

concerning taboo topics of the era, such as violations during the period of Stalin’s personality 

cult. In spite of the fact that Lengyel completed his Gulag fiction Confrontation in 1966, the 

official socialist publishing industry cloaked the novel with silence. As a result of Lengyel’s 

tactical moves, however, a single chapter was published in the periodical Kortárs in December, 
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1968, and, what is more, the entire novel was printed “confidentially” with insignificant 

changes as a “manuscript” by the official press of Kossuth Publishing House in 1971. The few 

hundred copies of this “confidential edition”—or, as it was called in the West, “official 

samizdat”—were made available to the Party elite alone. Reconstructing the critical voices and 

contrasting readings that sometime surrounded the novel, this chapter presents various 

techniques and informal means of censorship in post-1956 Hungary. This analysis proposes a 

new approach to censorship studies by arguing that, on the one hand, censorship can be exerted 

not only in the form of textual intervention, but also as a framework set up by commentaries 

aiming to delimit the reader’s interpretation; on the other hand, censorship often seems to be a 

dynamic publishing strategy shaped in accordance with social exchange, a process frequently 

requiring a combination of censorship techniques. Furthermore, the controversial figure of 

József Lengyel discredits the simplified discourse concerning the heritage of socialist past 

which places social actors within the context of binary oppositions of communism/anti-

communism, victim/perpetrator, collaborator/freedom fighter. 

Before the first political samizdat appeared in Hungary during the late 1970s, 

underground artists in the early 1970s carried out experiments in order to create an independent, 

underground form of communication. Such projects included the literary-artistic journal 

Expresszió – Önmanipuláló Szétfolyóirat, initiated in 1972 by Béla Hap and Árpád Ajtony. In 

spite of the fact that the journal was based on the spirit of fluxus art and appeared within the 

(neo)avantgard scene, the initiative was considered by the authorities as samizdat. The 

journal—according to its own terms, copied on a typewriter—had a precisely defined procedure 

of distribution. The first issue was completed in two different versions, each one produced in 

five copies which were passed on to five different people. The readers then became editors, 

since the next issue was to be created by selecting half of the current issue’s materials while 

also adding on new material to generate another issue. The “new” issue was then to be passed 

on to five different people again, and so forth. The chapter dedicated to this initiative firstly 

casts light on how the distribution model of Szétfolyóirat was related to the legal environment 

of the official publishing houses and to the regulations imposed on publications by the law. 

Secondly, this chapter analyses the journal’s distribution model through the prism of Marcel 

Mauss’ gift theory, highlighting its parallels in East-European samizdat culture. 

The chapter entitled Stocking, Window-Frame and Free Thought discusses the period of 

the institutionalization of Hungarian samizdat in the context of transnational diffusion. From 

the 1970s onwards, the transnational diffusion of ideas, techniques and strategies helped to 

develop simultaneously the dissident movements in the Soviet-bloc countries. At this time the 



Hungarian democratic opposition from the Workers’ Defence Committee’s establishment 

sought contact with the Polish opposition. As a consequence, the knowledge of alternative 

printing and the strategies of legalism, conspiring and non-violence were transmitted to small 

dissident circles in Hungary. Under the influence of “new evolutionism” Hungarian 

intellectuals created parallel institutions, such as a flying university, legal aid service or 

alternative publishing houses. Hungarian dissidents learned in Poland the techniques of 

“ramka” which were not only used by dissidents in Hungary, but also by the Hungarian minority 

in Romania in order to multiply unauthorised materials. During the 1980s a wealth of known 

and unknown contributors assisted the transnational circulation of unofficial writings, 

unlawfully distributing them between countries, translating and publishing them.  

Following the short period of consolidation under János Kádár during the immediate 

aftermath of the 1956 revolution, expressions of the legacy and memory of the uprising were 

no longer permitted in the public sphere and had to be confined to the private sphere. The 

activity of emigré actors and institutions, including the broadcasts of Western radio stations, 

played a crucial role in sustaining the memory and the mentality of the revolution. In 1986, 

thirty years after the national trauma of 1956, Radio Free Europe (RFE) broadcasted an array 

of programs commemorating the revolution, while the official socialist media in Hungary 

contended again that what had happened in 1956 had been a counterrevolution. The last chapter 

primarily investigates two questions. Firstly, it casts light on the importance of the RFE’s 

archival machinery which recorded on magnetic tape the broadcasts of the Hungarian radio 

stations during the revolution in 1956. Sharing these audio-documents with audiences 30 years 

later, RFE could replay the revolution, significantly strengthening the interpretation of the 

events as a revolution. The idiosyncratic voices of the key figures of the revolution guaranteed 

the authenticity of the commemoration programs even for members of the younger generation 

among the audiences. Secondly, this study sheds light on the practices of cultural resistance 

through which listeners tried to reconstruct the “body” of the “spectres” of the suppressed 

cultural heritage and eliminate the asymmetry between the radio’s accessible voice and its non-

accessible physical vehicle. Many listeners created transcriptions of the radio’s 

commemoration programs or tried to gain access to them. After being published in the West 

under the title At the Doorstep of Freedom, these materials entered the circulation of samizdat 

texts in Hungary thanks to György Krassó, one of the most important samizdat publishers 

during the 1980s. By making voices travel through both time and space, RFE could bridge the 

gap between past and present, between different agents and distant parts of a divided Europe, 

while successfully attempting to discredit the myth of the “counterrevolution” served as a 



means of legitimizing Kádár’s regime, and thus indirectly contributing to the fall of 

communism in Hungary. 

 


