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Vezércsel. Kádár János mindennapjai  
[King’s Gambit. The Everyday Life of  János Kádár].  
By György Majtényi. Budapest: Libri Kiadó, 2012. 212 pp. 

Historian and college professor György Majtényi has been conducting research 
connected to post-1945 social and cultural history in Hungary for many years. 
He has published the results of  this research in books regarding social mobility 
as well as the socialist-era élite, among others. Majtényi’s latest book provides the 
reader with a glimpse of  longtime Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party General 
Secretary János Kádár—one of  the most significant leaders in twentieth-century 
Hungarian history—not at meetings of  the Central Committee or Political 
Committee, but at his home, among his “friends,” in his office, on vacation or 
while hunting. In doing so, the author is attempting to understand and transform 
the established image of  Kádár (p.8). This image is composed of  three main 
components: working-class origin; torture suffered in Rákosi’s prison; and the 
myth of  the hard-working, puritan leader. Majtényi does not take an explicit 
position with regard to the question of  whether the popular image of  Kádár was 
the product of  conscious cult building or of  “mere” cult creation/establishment. 
The author seems to suspect the latter case to be more likely, because, as he 
states, it is not a single person, but the surrounding social milieu that produces 
the cult (pp.10–11, 116). Majtényi does not, however, leave any doubt that one 
can speak of  a cult surrounding the personality of  János Kádár, even if  it was 
not as robust as that previously connected to Mátyás Rákosi. 

The author’s objective is therefore to dismantle this cultic image and to 
expose the legend surrounding the reality (p.13). The use of  scientific method 
to uncover popular myth is, in fact, the “classical” mission of  the historian. 
Although there exists a perspective from which science itself  represents just one 
discourse among many,1 thus, in the present case as well, one could speak only 
of  competing myths, determining the degree to which the exposure of  legend is 
compatible with the historical objectives connected to an understanding of  the 
phenomenon represents a much more significant question. In the opinion of  the 
reviewer, the author manages to harmonize the two endeavors in such a way as 
to endow the book with (at least) two means of  interpretation. 

1 See at length Paul Feyerabend, Against Method: Outline of  an Anarchist Theory of  Knowledge (London: New 
Left Books, 1975); in brief: idem, “Theses on Anarchism,” in Imre Lakatos and Paul Feyerabend, For and 
Against Method, ed. Matteo Motterlini (Chicago–London: The University of  Chicago Press, 1999), 113–8.
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The objective of  the author, as demonstrated in the book’s subtitle, is to 
present the reader with an impression of  the everyday life of  János Kádár. The 
main title of  the work makes it clear that it is not about the everyday life of  an 
average person, but of  a leader. As a consequence, the focus of  the book is 
on the years after 1945, particularly the period after 1956. Majtényi tells three 
stories about Kádár that show how the party leader conducted himself  at three 
major locations of  his everyday life:  his home, his office and “outside”. The 
author concentrates on one component of  the cult surrounding János Kádár 
in his attempt to destroy it—the image of  the hard-working, puritan, moderate 
leader—and in doing so devotes much less attention to the other two aspects of  
the cult: Kádár’s working-class origin and the suffering he endured in Rákosi’s 
prison. Majtényi takes care of  the latter aspect of  the cult in just a couple of  
pages, asserting that there is no evidence to corroborate the widely publicized 
incidents in which Kádár’s prison tormenters tore out his fingernails and urinated 
in his mouth (pp.121–4). The author’s choice to place the section of  the book 
dealing with Kádár’s prison years in the chapter entitled “Outside” is totally 
incomprehensible (and reveals some degree of  cynicism). Although Kádár 
certainly resided outside the sphere of  power at this time, this type of  “outside” 
was of  a totally different quality than that he experienced while hunting, on the 
football pitch or playing chess as the holder of  political power. (Examination of  
the post-1956 reprisals, particularly Kádár’s role in the execution of  Imre Nagy 
(pp.133–7), occur in this chapter as well, which is even less justifiable in the 
opinion of  the reviewer.) 

For János Kádár (and his wife), home was the villa located at Cserje Street 
21 in the distinguished Rózsadomb (“Rose Hill”) section of  Budapest. Kádár, 
who as an operative in Hungary’s illegal communist parties before 1945 had 
faced persecution and difficult living circumstances, evidently felt following 
the “liberation” that he deserved a nice home. Although this sentiment was 
typical of  high-ranking communist functionaries, Kádár’s case was unique in 
that evidence suggests that he acquired his villa through an agreement with its 
owner, National Assembly representative István Vértes, at the end of  1948. 
According to Majtényi, Vértes was compelled to sell his villa to Kádár because 
he had to flee Hungary. However, Vértes apparently remained in Hungary 
after selling the house: not only is his name in the Budapest telephone book 
published at the end of  1949, but it also appears that same year on the electoral 
ballot of  the communist-dominated Hungarian Independence People’s Front 
(which is not surprising considering that Vértes had been a member of  the 
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collaborationist, Father István Balogh-led Independent Hungarian Democratic 
Party). Considering, furthermore, that Vértes died while serving as a National 
Assembly representative in 1951, the question arises: when did he emigrate to 
Great Britain, as Majtényi claims he did (pp.20–21)?      

Regardless of  how Kádár acquired his villa, had made his definitive 
“arrival,” becoming a full-fledged member of  the supreme leadership. Not 
only did Kádár rise rapidly within the official hierarchy, becoming minister of  
the interior in August 1948, but he also took up residence in the same area as 
other communist leaders. The couple did not live in their new abode for even 
three years before losing it (as well) following Kádár’s arrest in 1951. Mr. and 
Mrs. Kádár did not get the villa back following his release from prison in 1954, 
though they were visibly much attached to it. Kádár subsequently reacquired 
the villa as the leader of  the newly formed Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party 
in 1957. Kádár was similarly attached to his work office, which he got back as 
well in 1957 after the party headquarters moved into the former Ministry of  
the Interior (and State Protection Authority political-police) building. Thus in 
1956–1957, Kádár “took back” everything that he had possessed at the end of  
the 1940s and which he considered to be his rightful property. It is certainly not 
an accident that Kádár wanted to return to these places, which he considered 
to be home. One would dare say that the Rózsadomb villa and the Ministry of  
the Interior office represented the defining locations of  Kádár’s self-identity.2 
Majtényi naturally points out that the most important place for Kádár was that 
of  power (pp.94–99, 107). 

Following his release from prison in 1954, János Kádár was depicted as a 
victim of  the Rákosi régime, whether he wanted to be portrayed as such or not. 
Kádár was initially reluctant to play this role, because he remained faithful to 
Rákosi and did not gravitate toward the internal party opposition. Kádár was 
extremely cautious and continually accommodated himself  to the prevailing 
locus of  power: if  necessary to Rákosi, if  necessary to Imre Nagy (in October 
1956) and if  necessary to the Soviets (beginning in November 1956). Thanks to 
this strategy, he attained positions of  increasing power and was able to hold on 
to them, leading Hungary for over three decades after becoming the highest-

2 See, for example, Harold M. Proshansky, Abbe K. Fabian, and Robert Kaminoff, “Place-Identity: 
Physical World Socialization of  the Self,” Journal of  Environmental Psychology 3, no. 1 (1983): 57–83; Leila 
Scannell and Robert Gifford, “Defining Place Attachment: a Tripartite Organizing Framework,” Journal of  
Environmental Psychology 30, no. 1 (2010): 1–10; and Maria Lewicka, “Place Attachment: How Far Have We 
Come in the Last 40 Years?” Journal of  Environmental Psychology 31, no. 3 (2011): 207–30.
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ranking communist official in the country following the 1956 revolution. Both 
Hungary and the system named after Kádár naturally changed continually (and 
greatly), although his personal life apparently remained static. The communist 
leader’s age obviously had something to do with this: perhaps not incidentally, 
by the middle of  the 1970s, when he had entered his sixties, Kádár’s daily and 
weekly routine became entrenched (strict work schedule, swimming, barber, 
doctor, Friday-evening cinema etc.) (pp.90–93).

Kádár gradually lost his personal connections at this time and became 
quite solitary. Contrary to the popular image, he did not go out among others, 
appearing among “the people” only in the course of  ceremonial events. As a 
member of  the élite, Kádár spent his leisure time away from the masses at party 
resorts and on hunting trips. (Beginning in the 1970s, Kádár did not even go 
to the theater anymore, though he continued to go to the movies with his wife 
on Friday afternoons.) It is characteristic of  his increasing reclusiveness that 
although football could have drawn Kádár closer to the people, he watched 
matches at the Népstadion (“People’s Stadium”) from the private box seats and 
very rarely attended the games of  his beloved Vasas club. It was perhaps only 
through chess that Kádár could come close to common people: he frequently 
went to play the game at the chess-federation building, where “ordinary” players 
could challenge him to matches. Kádár became increasingly isolated within the 
ruling élite as well: his circle of  friends broke up in the 1960s, after which the 
atmosphere within the political leadership was often cold and formality began 
to rule social relations between its members (on hunting trips, for example). 
Kádár behaved in a reserved manner, which encouraged others to adopt this 
demeanor as well, thus creating a stiff  and uneasy mood. Kádár was equally 
as aloof  at work, using either the formal form of  “you” (maga) or the term 
“comrade” to refer to his colleagues and even to fellow former underground 
party activists. Kádár’s isolation culminated in the spring of  1989, when he was 
dismissed from all of  his offices and remained completely alone. It was symbolic 
that after his dismissal, Kádár left party headquarters walking arm in arm with 
his wife, the only person with whom he had maintained confidential relations 
over the previous decades (pp.163–4).

The reviewer regards the primary importance of  György Majtényi’s book 
to be the means it provides the reader for rethinking the nature of  power, 
dictatorship and the terms “communist” and “socialist” through an insight 
into the everyday life of  a person of  supreme authority. In the foreword, the 
author himself  states: “The contradictions between cult and everyday life can 
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help to understand the inner logic of  the system and even enables us to draw 
conclusions regarding the norms, regulations and structure of  society at that 
time” (p.12). It would be difficult based on a reading of  the book to assert that 
the political system and society of  the Kádár era were socialist. The large library 
that Kádár maintained at his Cserje Street villa included very few ideological 
works, while evidence suggests that the well-read, continually self-educating 
party general-secretary gravitated toward classical bourgeois culture. (Although 
Kádár did make room in his library for a few obligatory Marxist works, these 
could have appeared on the bookshelves of  any cultured citizen.) Kádár’s dress, 
manner and leisure-time activities were all suggestive of  a conservative spirit 
and personality. Communist cultural chief  György Aczél characterized the party 
leader as an explicitly conservative person. Kádár’s consciously built proletarian 
image appeared only in the public and semi-public domain, such as his office, 
which contained much more austere furnishings than his home and made 
conspicuous display of  the symbolism of  the workers’ movement.      

(Kádár on several occasions had to face the fact that the workers did 
not necessarily support Hungary’s Communist parties, not only in 1956, but 
previously as well. Majtényi cites as an example an instance in which party 
officials sent Kádár to the town of  Szentes in southeastern Hungary in order to 
placate miners who were angry about the murder of  the anti-communist local 
police chief  (p.68). But why did the miners find themselves in the middle of  the 
Great Hungarian Plain?! Only as a result of  the inattention of  the author, who 
mixed up two incidents mentioned by Roger Gough: Kádár was, in fact, sent to 
the city of  Miskolc in northeastern Hungary in 1946 to attend to matters related 
to a communist-organized protest of  miners against the black market and price 
increases that had degenerated into an anti-Semitic pogrom.)3  

 János Kádár, the holder of  power, was not a proletarian leader, but a 
bourgeois political official: this assertion seems bold, but considering that in 
technical terms the system was not socialist (since the forces of  production 
were not in public ownership), then one should not be surprised. Kádár stood 
at the head of  an administrative apparatus, not a movement, and as the leader 
of  a state-capitalist régime, a party-state possessing the means of  production (as 
“aggregate capitalist”) i.e. as a quasi bourgeois, he naturally followed bourgeois 
models. (Just consider the privileges, the hunting trips or the special train that 

3 The work cited by Majtényi is Roger Gough, Kádár János, a jó elvtárs?, trans. Richárd Rákócza (Budapest: 
JLX, 2006), 65; for the original English version see Roger Gough, A Good Comrade: János Kádár, Communism 
and Hungary (London–New York: IB Tauris, 2006), 30–1.
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he treated as his own.) The worker’s image served to preserve the myth that 
Kádár was the leader of  a workers’ state (a proletarian dictatorship). Seen from 
this perspective, the fresco-secco Munkásállam (“Workers’ State”) located at the 
headquarters of  the state party can be regarded as symbolic (pp.104–5): the 
régime did not create a workers’ state, but merely had one painted for itself.

The author’s use of  a great number and variety of  source materials (archival 
documents, memoirs, oral history, interviews, press articles) to underpin 
his portrayal of  the everyday life of  János Kádár represents a commendable 
historical approach to his subject. György Majtényi did not attempt to show 
how Kádár really was, but rather that he was different than he appeared to be during 
the decades of  his rule. It is for this reason that the reviewer, contrary to the 
author, would not characterize this image as false: as Majtényi himself  suggests 
in the book, everybody plays some kind of  social role that is nearly all that others 
are able to see of  the given personality (pp.169–70).  The role of  spectacle in 
modern societies should not be underestimated;4 nor should it be underestimated 
in connection to the subject at hand, since, as the author states, “Paradoxes 
surrounding the cult and personality of  Kádár are not primarily characteristic 
of  the general secretary himself. The public image of  the dictator was a product 
of  compromises and attempts among his contemporaries to find a way to cope 
successfully with the prevailing circumstances” (pp.103–4).  

(The reviewer notes that the author occasionally deviates from the historical 
approach described above, appearing to suggest that he knows who Kádár really 
was. For example, Kádár’s secretary indicated that the party leader worked at 
his office until 10 p.m.; Majtényi refutes this assertion based on his examination 
of  evidence on table calendars (pp.78–79), though subsequently states as fact 
that “available sources” show that he quit working at 5 p.m. or 6 p.m. (p.110). 
However, the table calendars actually only display events not connected to daily 
routine and undoubtedly do not show times of  arrival and departure. Memories 
cannot, naturally, be regarded as “the truth,” because the myth of  the hard-
working Kádár exercised an impact on these recollections as well—it is precisely 
for this reason, and not in order to correct its “factual” errors, that the text is 
worthy of  attention.) 

The author does not devote much effort to substantiating the premise that 
there really was a cult surrounding Kádár (which is understandable inasmuch 
as this does not represent the theme of  his book) and the evidence he presents 

4 Cf. Guy Debord, The Society of  the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (New York: Zone Books, 1994).
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is not too convincing. According to Majtényi, the following circumstances 
represented elements of  the Kádár cult: praise appearing for published 
collections of  Kádár’s speeches and writings in the party’s theoretical review, 
Társadalmi Szemle (“Social Review”); greetings on his birthday (primarily from 
school children); postcards he received from Hungarian athletes competing 
abroad; and the party leader’s strict observance of  protocol and formality 
(pp.116–7).     

Cult building is aimed at occupying public space; its two fundamental 
vehicles are the cultic manner of  speech and practice, that is, praise and ritual.5 
The greetings sent to Kádár were not, however, collected and published in 
representative albums, thus they did not appear in the public space. The praise 
published in Társadalmi Szemle can be interpreted as a ritual act, though the 
publication had minimal impact on the masses, to say the least. And it is an 
exaggeration to state that calling into question the protocol-dictated seating 
arrangement of  government members was tantamount to calling into question 
“the absolute rule of  the paramount leader.” (A minor correction: Gyula Kállai’s 
proposal to this effect and Kádár’s annoyed response did not take place at the 
November 17, 1961 meeting of  the Central Committee, but at the November 14, 
1961 meeting of  the Political Committee of  the Communist party.) Neither did 
portraits of  Kádár appear regularly in public and semi-public spaces: only at the 
time of  the annual May 1 parades did such portraits turn up on the streets, and 
even then only in the company of  other state leaders (the Council of  Ministers 
Chairman and the Presidential Council Chairman).  

The Kádár cult, supposing that such a cult existed whatsoever, occupied 
public spaces to only a limited degree and was hardly even perceptible in 
comparison to that built around the person of  Mátyás Rákosi. (Portraits and 
busts of  the Stalinist leader inundated Hungary, factories and institutions were 
named after him, “spontaneous” workers’ assemblies were called to discuss his 
published writings, the mere mention of  his name elicited rhythmic applause, 
etc.) It was not only in comparison to Rákosi that Kádár can be characterized, 

5 Balázs Apor, “Spatial Aspects of  the Communist Leader Cult: The Case of  Mátyás Rákosi in Hungary,” 
in The Sovietization of  Eastern Europe: New Perspectives on the Postwar Period, ed. Balázs Apor, Péter Apor, and 
E. A. Rees (Washington: New Academia Publishing, 2008), 149–70; Balázs Apor, “Communist Leader 
Cults in Eastern Europe: Concepts and Recent Debates,” in Cultic Revelations: Studies in Modern Historical Cult 
Personalities and Phenomena (Spectrum Hungarologicum 4), ed. Anssi Halmesvirta (Jyväskylä–Pécs: University of  
Jyväskylä, 2010), 37–62; Cf. Jan Plamper, “Introduction: Modern Personality Cults,” in Personality Cults in 
Stalinism – Personenkulte im Stalinismus, ed. Klaus Heller and Jan Plamper (Göttingen: V&R Unipress, 2004), 
13–42.
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to use the words of  János M. Rainer, as “a person without a cult.” Following the 
Soviet model, though drawing lessons from his experiences in Hungary, János 
Kádár decided based on political considerations not to have a cult built around 
him as Rákosi had prior to 1956.6

Translated by Sean Lambert
Tibor Takács 

6 János M. Rainer, “A kultusz nélküli ember” [The Person without a Cult], in Bevezetés a kádárizmusba 
[Introduction to Kádárism] (Budapest: 1956-os Intézet–L’Harmattan, 2011), 200–14.


