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utside Hungary and the

precincts of professional

economists, Janos Kor-
nai is not a household name.
“By Force of Thoughit,” Mr. Kor-
nai’s memoir, may not make
him one overnight, but it is a
thoughtful account of an ‘ex-
traordinary life and a portrait
of a certain kind of intellectual
dissent too little written about
from personal experience.

Mr. Kornai was born in
1928 and raised in Budapest in
aprosperous, assimilated Jew-

" ish family. His life changed
abruptly with the outbreak of
World War I1. His father, alaw-
yer, had once represented Ger-
man business interests in Hun-
gary; he would be arrested
and eventually deported to
Auschwitz, where he per-
ished. One older brother was
drafted into a Hungarian labar
battalion and died on the East-
ern Front. Mr. Kornai himself
managed to obtain a kind of
passport, which the Swedish
diplomat Raoul Wallenberg
was distributing to Jews;
armed with chis document, he
was spared deportation and
survived the war.

The traumas he experienced
and the need to resist fascism
Jed him to sympathize with the
Communist Party and to join it
a few months after the war’s
end. For atime, he was asincere
believer not only in the Hungar-
jan dictator, Matyas Rakosi, but
in Stalin as well; the young M.,
Kornai carried a “blind, uncon-
ditional faith” in the Soviet
Union in spite of the brutalities
he had witnessed by liberating
Red Army troops.

“Political naivete and imma-
turity,” he now writes, coupled
with moral “blindness and se}f-
imposed isolation,” kept him
oblivions to the repression
around him. For eight years he
worked as a journalist for a
prestigious newspaper, writ-
ing on the economy. But along
the way he talked with an old
friend who had been tortured
by the Communists, an experi-
ence that helped to open Mr.
Kornai’s eyes. Following Sta-
lin’s deathin 1953, Hungary be-
gan to experience political tur-
moi! within the Communist
Party itself, leading to a purge
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. at Mr, Korna¥’s newspaper. He

was dismissed as an anti-
Stalinist, and rightly so: By
then he had relinquished his
belief in Marxism. He em-
barked on a career as a profes-
sional economist, defending
his dissertation just weeks be-
fore the Hungarian Revolution
in the fall of 1956."

Mr. Kornai was among the

advisers to the Imre Nagy, the

doomed leader of the Hungar-
ian government who sought to
free the country from Soviet
domination. Once Soviet tanks
intervened and crushed the re-
volt, Mr. Kornai found himseif
in a precarious position. But
unlike tens of thousands of oth-
ers, he decided to remain in
Hungary come what may and
pursue his career as an econo-
mist. He was monitored by in-
formers and repeatedly inter-
rogated; he was dismissed
from his research institute for
lack of ideological conformity.
He was forced to denounce a
friend who had escaped to
Paris, an act that he found “op-
pressive and degrading.”

Mr. Kornai decided in the
late 1950s to stay clear of poli-
tics and focus on research, His
book “Qvercentralization”
(1957) was the first by an econ-
omist behind the Iron Curtain
to examine the command econ-
omy of “actual socialism” and
to criticize central planning.
Surprisingly, the authorities al-
lowed it to be published in Hun-
gary, although naturally it was
attacked in the press. An En-
glish-language edition of the
book appeared soon after,
from a British publisher. Mr.
Kornai’s international career
was launched.

By 1963, he was allowed to
travel to Cambridge, England,
where he attended an aca-
demic conference and con-
ferred with Western col-

leagues. He later became the
first economist from an East-
ern European country to work
as a researcher at the World
Bank. Over the ensuing de-
cades, Mr. Karnai’s books and
lectures in Europe, North
America and Asia established
him as one of the leading schol-
ars of socialist economics and
an expert on the difficult tran-
sitions that many countries
face when they move from so-
cialism to a more democratic
and capitalist system. Some of
this expertise is on display in
“By Force of Thought,” in pas-

" sages that professional econo-

mists may savor more than the
general reader.

At one point in 1974, under
the more relaxed rule of Jénos
Kédar, when Hungary was the
“most cheerful barrack in the
camp,” Mr. Kornai and his
wife decided to build their
own home. Over the course of
several months, they person-
ally confronted the corrup-
tion, endemic shortages and
shoddy construction materi-
als that were so common in
Eastern Europe. A year later,
on a trip to India, Mr. Kornai
was faced by idealistic young
Maoists whose concern for
the desperately poor rein-
forced their support for social-
ism. Mr. Kornai respended to
them by arguing, as he puts it
here, that “rationing systems
that spread misery equally
may assuage feelings of injus-
tice for a while, but they will
not solve anything.”

That is not to say that Mr.
Kornai’s views match up per-
fectly with Milton Friedman’s.
He retains respect for Karl
Marx as an economist and
pointedly notes the “morally
nasty features” of capitalism.
He is cbviously not an intellec-
tual meant for strict orthodox-
ies of any kind. Nearing his
ninth decade, Janos Kornai
continues to enjoy a fully en-
gaged and independent career.
He is back in Budapest full-
time, after years of spending
months at a time at Western
universities, particularly Har-
vard. His memoir shows just
how much can be accom-
plished by force of thought,
even when political forces do
so much to oppose it.

Mr, Rubenstein, the North-
east Regional Director of Am-
nesty International USA, is the
author of “The KGB File of An-
drei Sakharov.”



