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A Conversation with a 
Communist Economic Reformer 

John Komlos interviews Rezso Nyers 

In 1968, when Hungary diverged from the main road 
of Socialism to find its own particular pathway, with 
a decentralized economic policy, Rezso Nyers was 
the secretary of the Central Committee of the 
Hungarian Socialist Workers' Party (prior to which, 
he had been Finance Minister). Hungary's economic 
reforms are due to him, perhaps more than to anyone 
else. He comes from a working-class background — 
his father was a printer. Prior to the Second World 
War, he had been a Social Democrat — not exactly 
the most advantageous political background for a 
Communist to have. 

This interview was held in 1982, on occasion of 
his first visit to the United States. Nyers appears 
impressed by what he finds, but does not seem to be 
particularly well-informed about our system. He is 
not overpowering: although small in stature, he 
appears full of strength and vitality. Our conversa-
tion is not animated, but he smiles frequently. 

NYERS: At the end of 1963 I initiated an informal regular 
gathering among friends to discuss the future of our economic 
policy. There were a dozen of us. 

KOMLOS: Twelve angry men? 
NYERS: No, not exactly. We were merely dissatisfied with 

our economic policy. The truth is that most of us, economists 
as well as politicians, had been somewhat intent on reform 
ever since 1953; so the roots of the 1968 reform can actually 
be traced back to 1953. Only at the end of 1963, however, did we 
begin those discussions about reform that finally led to 1968. It 
took perhaps two years to prepare the main outline of the 
program, and then another year and a half to work out, with 
the aid of about two hundred experts, the specifics of the 
program. But initially our group was merely an unofficial 
gathering of friends. 



KOMLOS: A Sunday Circle? 
NYERS: Perhaps it was, but we met in party headquarters, 

not in our own residences. Non-Communists also participated. 
KOMLOS: With the knowledge and approval of the party? 
NYERS: I was the secretary of the Central Committee at 

the time. 
KOMLOS: What was your aim in 1963? 
NYERS: We wanted to acknowledge the views of elements 

of society outside of our party that were not inimical to our aims. 
We wanted to bring various groups of society into alliance with 
us: we call this "the politics of alliance." Socialist policy, we 
believed, ought to be in harmony with the population, at least 
with its progressive elements. 

The truth of the matter is that we were dissatisfied with the 
direction of our political life and with the productivity of our 
society's wealth. We wanted a certain democratization of our 
economic life, and we also wanted equality of opportunity. We 
werexlissatisfied with the Stalinist model of a planned economy: 
we found it to be over-centralized and too cumbersome for the 
Hungarian case. We came to realize that there were several roads 
to socialism, and decided that we wanted to find the road that 
was suitable to Hungarian circumstances. 

KOMLOS: Were workers drawn into the process? 
NYERS: T h e reform came from above: our policy was to 

do everything for the workers' benefit, but without them. The 
leaders of the trade unions were, however, consulted. 

Our aim was to make our economy both more productive 
and more socialist. Internal and external forces made it suitable 
for us to experiment. By 1962 our capacity to effect further 
economic gains was exhausted. The formation of cooperatives, 
which we had just concluded, had taken an immense amount 
of capital investment: they were very costly. We came to realize 
that without economic reforms we would stagnate: this 
realization obviously worked in favour of proposals for reform. 

At this time, other Communist parties in Eastern Europe 
began to consider reform as well. The Czechoslovak experi-
ment is, of course, well known. The Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union also began to undertake circumspect delibera-
tions about economic reform at this time; these, however, were 
ultimately abandoned. 

At the same time, the Hungarian Communist Party took 



the conscious step of opening up possibilities for tourism. This, 
however, entailed the exchange of ideas as well as experiences 
of material life. Our citizens traveled abroad and saw that not 
only Austria, but also Yugoslavia and even Czechoslovakia were 
better supplied with consumer goods than Hungary was. Our 
people wanted refrigerators, washing machines, vacuum clean-
ers, and television sets. Private automobiles were not yet feasible: 
there was, however, a wish to increase consumption, and per-
haps even a demand to do so. 

KOMLOS: In other words, there was a shift toward the 
consumer society? 

NYERS: That expression has absolutely no meaning to 
workers. Among intellectuals, however, the problem did crop 
up. Some cynically called our policy first "refrigerator com-
munism" and then "goulash communism." 

The fundamental consideration, however, is that even 
members of the party at the firm level wanted some kind of 
decentralization. Since until then the central directives had 
outlined quite specifically what was expected of them, they 
had not been left any room for local initiative. 

KOMLOS: What was the position of the Soviet Union with 
regard to your efforts? 

NYERS: I travelled frequently to Moscow at that time. 
They did not pressure us one way or another. 

KOMLOS: What about internal political opposition? 
NYERS: Our proposal was accepted by the Central Com-

mittee unanimously. 
KOMLOS: But f rom the discussions you must have had 

some notion of the strength of the opposition, didn't you? 
NYERS: Ten, perhaps twenty per cent of the ninety mem-

bers of the Central Committee were against us in that sense. 
To work out the proposal, two hundred experts had been called 
together; in some of the committees, perhaps as many as 
one-third of the experts wanted to continue the Soviet model. 

KOMLOS: Did the Czech events influence your course? 
NYERS: I am a firm believer in Realpolitik, and we were 

more realistic all along than the Czechs. I am convinced that 
the mechanism of our political processes can surely evolve over 
time, but that these changes ought not to be sought in solu-
tions that threaten the leading position of the Communist Party. 
That hegemony ought not even to be made uncertain, not only 



because of the concern of the Soviet Union but also because 
of internal political considerations. 

KOMLOS: Can you imagine two Communist parties in 
your country? 

NYERS: No, I cannot. . . . Perhaps in the very distant future. 
Our aim is to surround the mother party with allied political 
formations. 

KOMLOS: Why are you afraid of the people? 
NYERS: We are not afraid of the people by any means. 
KOMLOS: Why then do you disassociate yourself from the 

people to this extent? 
NYERS: We are aware of the fact that one cannot speak 

of a homogeneous working class. It has quite backward elements; 
we cannot risk these elements' gaining ascendancy. 

Our pattern of social revolution is temporary, to be sure. 
One must be careful that the dictatorship of the proletariat 
doesn't remain a permanent feature of socialism. We should 
become a "public state;" this is Khrushchev's concept. In the 
future our goal is to embrace the whole population. 

This by the way, brings us to the biggest difference between 
reformers and conservatives. We wanted then, and still want 
now, to continue democratization. The conservatives, on the 
other hand, are intent on defending the dictatorship of the 
proletariat; they claim that we are not yet in a position to relax 
our controls. 

The conservatives could have blocked our reform but chose 
not to do so. We, in turn, supported them subsequently, in 1972, 
when a certain reversal of our policies was initiated. There must 
be give and take. 

KOMLOS: Wha t does Marxism mean to you today? 
NYERS: A collection of the theses of Marxism-Leninism. 
KOMLOS: How are your aims different f rom ours? Don't 

we both want to increase the standard of living? 
NYERS: Capitalism aims to better the life of the middle 

class, but not of its workers. Unemployment is endemic with 
you, and you have plenty of broken individuals. While you insure 
the standard of living of the middle class, our aim is to provide 
for the workers and peasants. 

KOMLOS: Didn't workers benefit the least from your 
reforms? 

NYERS: It is true that the salaries of managers increased 



more between 1968 and 1970. We did this consciously in order 
to spur development. Between 1970 and 1979 this pat tern was 
mitigated; thereafter, it surfaced once again. Nonetheless, the 
standard of living of the poorest segments of the peasantry 
increased the most, that of the middle peasants less so; the worker 
benefited more than did the intellectual. 

KOMLOS: What about the benefits and privileges of party 
members? 

NYERS: There are some who enter the party because they 
believe that it will lead to social mobility. We have declared, 
however, that no benefits shall accrue to them, and that we 
will begin giving some responsible positions to non-party 
members. This declaration still needs to be implemented fully. 

KOMLOS: How effective was your reform? 
NYERS: I think it was worthwhile. Initially great producti-

vity gains were obtained. Until 1972 we exploited the opportuni-
ties of decentralization well; then, however, we halted.* In 
the long run our policy ran into obstacles: it was especially 
difficult to alter the structure of our economy. 

KOMLOS: What are some of the problems? 
NYERS: We produce myriad goods that are too costly for 

us to produce, we should import these instead. We were unable 
to restructure our textile industry, because we could not import 
the most up-to-date technology. We could not get it from the 
West because of our lack of foreign exchange; even from our 
Comecon partners, Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union, we 
failed to get the best machinery, because they needed the best for 
themselves. We made some progress in this regard, but it was 
insufficient. I could multiply such examples from the machine 
engineering industry and elsewhere. 

KOMLOS: Where does the reform stand now? 
NYERS: A movement toward reform started again in 1978. 

In my private opinion, we made, between 1974 and 1978, some 
critical mistakes. The party wanted to induce too much eco-
nomic growth without also reducing structural imbalances. 
In addition, the terms-of-trade turned against us; as a con-
sequence, we are now forced to increase our exports greatly. 
Our balance of payments is a fundamental problem. Perhaps 

* Nyers was made to "step aside" in 1972. 



we ought not to be so concerned with it as we have been. We 
could allow a balance of trade deficit to exist for a while in order 
to be able to import needed technology and intermediate 
products. 

I am hopeful that the reform that I initiated will be pursued 
with full vigor in the 1980s. 

KOMLOS: Has the reform enabled you to match the 
standard of living of your western neighbor? 

NYERS: I think that we are now closer to the Austrian 
standard of living than we ever were before. In judging this 
problem, one ought to consider that we underwent a social 
revolution that was costly in terms of human and physical 
resources; in addition, in the 1950s we made plenty of mistakes 
in our socialist investment policy. The record shows that between 
1965 and 1973 we were among the fastest-growing countries 
of the world, surpassed only by such countries as Japan and 
South Korea.** This economic progress, I believe, can be 
ascribed to the beneficial effects of our reforms. 

KOMLOS: What are some of your feelings toward your 
society? 

NYERS: Our society is anxious. It feels the difficulties that 
stem from the geopolitical turn of events; it senses that the road 
may become rocky. But if we continue to pursue the political 
course on which we have embarked, and if we do not reverse 
ourselves, we shall overcome our difficulties. This requires that 
the political leadership be resolute enough to dare to pursue 
the reforms in the future. 

I am not sure that this is the way it will be: I am a realistic 
politician. If detente continues to deteriorate, we will hardly 
be able to pursue our reform. 

KOMLOS: If you can pursue your reforms, where will 
they lead? 

NYERS: T o a Socialist Democracy. To a Hungary that is 
socialist, and that can be a bridge between East and West. If 
the superpowers do not need such a bridge, then we are in 
difficulties. A favourable geopolitical climate is the sine qua non 
of our success. Bloomington, Indiana, March 24, 1982. 

**The speaker is referring to an International Comparison 
Project of the United Nations. 




